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For Becky, who finally saw her bear
… and Laurie, always
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PART ONE

YELLOWSTONE ACT, 1872


AN ACT TO SET APART A CERTAIN TRACT OF
LAND LYING NEAR THE HEADWATERS OF THE
YELLOWSTONE RIVER AS A PUBLIC PARK

Approved March 1, 1872 (17 Stat. 32)



Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled, That the tract of land in the Territories of Montana and Wyoming, lying near the headwaters of the Yellowstone River … is hereby reserved and withdrawn from settlement, occupancy, or sale under the laws of the United States, and dedicated and set apart as a public park or pleasuring-ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people; and all persons who shall locate or settle upon or occupy the same, or any part thereof, except as hereinafter provided, shall be considered trespassers and removed therefrom. (U.S.C., title 16, sec. 21.)
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Bechler River Ranger Station
Yellowstone National Park
July 21

A HALF-HOUR after Clay McCann walked into the backwoods ranger station and turned over his still-warm weapons, after he’d announced to the startled seasonal ranger behind the desk that he’d just slaughtered four campers near Robinson Lake, the nervous ranger said, “Law enforcement will be here any minute. Do you want to call a lawyer?”

McCann looked up from where he was sitting on a rough-hewn bench. The seasonal ranger saw a big man, a soft man with a sunburn already blooming on his freckled cheeks from just that morning, wearing ill-fitting, brand-new outdoor clothes that still bore folds from the packaging, his blood-flecked hands curled in his lap like he wanted nothing to do with them.

McCann said, “You don’t understand. I am a lawyer.”

Then he smiled, as if sharing a joke.
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Saddlestring, Wyoming
October 5

JOE PICKETT WAS fixing a barb-wire fence on a boulder-strewn hillside on the southwest corner of the Longbrake Ranch when the white jet cleared the mountaintop and halved the cloudless pale blue sky. He winced as the roar of the engines washed over him and seemed to suck out all sound and complexity from the cold mid-morning, leaving a vacuum in the pummeled silence. Maxine, Joe’s old Labrador, looked at the sky from her pool of shade next to the pickup.

Bud Longbrake Jr. hated silence and filled it immediately. “Damn! I wonder where that plane is headed? It sure is flying low.” Then he began to sing, poorly, a Bruce Cockburn song from the eighties:


If I had a rocket launcher …

I would not hesitate



The airport, Joe thought but didn’t say, ignoring Bud Jr., the plane is headed for the airport. He pulled the strand of wire tight against the post to pound in a staple with the hammer end of his fencing tool.

“Bet he’s headed for the airport,” Bud Jr. said, abruptly stopping his song in mid-lyric. “What kind of plane was it, anyway? It wasn’t a commercial plane, that’s for sure. I didn’t see anything painted on the side. Man, it sure came out of nowhere.”

Joe set the staple, tightened the wire, pounded it in with three hard blows. He tested the tightness of the wire by strumming it with his gloved fingers.

“It sings better than you,” Joe said, and bent down to the middle strand, waiting for Bud Jr. to unhook the tightener and move it down as well. After a few moments of waiting, Joe looked up to see that Bud Jr. was still watching the vapor trail of the jet. Bud Jr. looked at his wristwatch. “Isn’t it about time for a coffee break?”

“We just got here,” Joe said. They’d driven two hours across the Longbrake Ranch on a two-track to resume fixing the fence where they’d left it the evening before, when they knocked off early because Bud Jr. complained of “excruciating back spasms.” Bud Jr. had spent dinner lobbying his father for a Jacuzzi.

Joe stood up straight but didn’t look at his companion. There was nothing about Bud Jr. he needed to see, nothing he wasn’t familiar with after spending three weeks working with him on the ranch. Bud Jr. was thin, tall, stylishly stubble-faced, with sallow blue eyes and a beaded curtain of black hair that fell down over them. Prior to returning to the ranch as a condition of his parole for selling crystal methamphetamine to fellow street performers in Missoula, he’d been a nine-year student at the University of Montana, majoring in just about every one of the liberal arts but finding none of them as satisfying as pantomime on Higgins Street for spare change. When he showed up back at the Longbrake Ranch where he was raised, Bud Sr. had taken Joe aside and asked Joe to “show my son what it means to work hard. That’s something he never picked up. And don’t call him Shamazz, that’s a name he made up. We need to break him of that. His real name is Bud, just like mine.”

So instead of looking at Bud Jr., Joe surveyed the expanse of ranchland laid out below the hill. Since he’d been fired from the Wyoming Game and Fish Department four months before and lost their state-owned home and headquarters, Joe Pickett was now the foreman of his father-in-law’s ranch—fifteen thousand acres of high grassy desert, wooded Bighorn Mountain foothills, and Twelve Sleep River valley. Although housing and meals were part of his compensation—his family lived in a 110-year-old log home near the ranch house—he would clear no more than $20,000 for the year, which made his old state salary look good in retrospect. His mother-in-law, Missy Vankuer He will do what I tell himen-Longbrake, came up with the deal.

It was the first October in sixteen years Joe was not in the field during hunting season, on horseback or in his green Game and Fish pickup, among the hunting camps and hunters within the fifteen hundred-square-mile district he had patrolled. Joe was weeks away from his fortieth birthday. His oldest daughter, Sheridan, was in her first year of high school and talking about college. His wife’s business management firm was thriving, and she outearned him four to one. He had traded his weapons for fencing tools, his red uniform shirt for a Carhartt barn coat, his badge for a shovel, his pickup for a ‘99 Ford flatbed with LONGBRAKE RANCHES painted on the door, his hard-earned authority and reputation for three weeks of overseeing a twenty-seven-year-old meth dealer who wanted to be known as Shamazz.

All because of a man named Randy Pope, the director of the Game and Fish Department, who had schemed for a year looking for a reason to fire him. Which Joe had provided.

When asked by Marybeth two nights ago how he felt, Joe had said he was perfectly happy.

“Which means,” she responded, “that you’re perfectly miserable.”

Joe refused to concede that, wishing she didn’t know him better than he knew himself.

But no one could ever say he didn’t work hard.

“Unhook that stretcher and move it down a strand,” Joe told Bud Jr.

Bud Jr. winced but did it. “My back …” he said.

The wire tightened up as Bud cranked on the stretcher, and Joe stapled it tight.

THEY WERE EATING their lunches out of paper sacks beneath a stand of yellow-leaved aspen when they saw the SUV coming. Joe’s Ford ranch pickup was parked to the side of the aspens with the doors open so they could hear the radio. Paul Harvey News, the only program they could get clearly so far from town. Bud hated Paul Harvey nearly as much as silence, and had spent days vainly fiddling with the radio to get another station and cursing the fact that static-filled Rush Limbaugh was the only other choice.

“Who is that?” Bud Jr. asked, gesturing with his chin toward the SUV.

Joe didn’t recognize the vehicle—it was at least two miles away—and he chewed his sandwich as the SUV crawled up the two-track that coursed through the gray-green patina of sagebrush.

“Think it’s the law?” Bud asked, as the truck got close enough so they could see several long antennas bristling from the roof. It was a new-model GMC, a Yukon or a Suburban.

“You have something to be scared of?” Joe asked.

“Of course not,” Bud said, but he looked jumpy. Bud was sitting on a downed log and he turned and looked behind him into the trees, as if planning an escape route. Joe thought how many times in the past his approach had likely caused the same kind of mild panic in hunters, fishermen, campers.

Joe asked, “Okay, what did you do now?”

“Nothing,” Bud Jr. said, but Joe had enough experience talking with guilty men to know something was up. The way they wouldn’t hold his gaze, the way they found something to do with their hands that wasn’t necessary, like Bud Jr., who was tearing off pieces of his bread crust and rolling them into little balls.

“She swore she was eighteen,” Bud said, almost as an aside, “and she sure as hell looked it. Shit, she was in the Stockman’s having cocktails, so I figured they must have carded her, right?”

Joe snorted and said nothing. It was interesting to him how an old-line, hard-assed three-generation rancher like Bud Longbrake could have raised a son so unlike him. Bud blamed his first wife for coddling Bud Jr., and complained in private to Joe that Missy, Bud’s second wife and Marybeth’s mother, was now doing the same thing. “Who the fuck cares if he’s creative,” Bud had said, spitting out the word as if it were a bug that had crawled into his mouth. “He’s as worthless as tits on a bull.”

In his peripheral vision, Joe watched as Bud Jr. stood up from his log as the SUV churned up the hill. He was ready to run.

It was then that Joe noticed the GMC had official State of Wyoming plates. Two men inside, the driver and another wearing a tie and a suit coat.

The GMC parked next to Joe’s Ford and the passenger door opened.

“Is one of you Joe Pickett?” asked the man in the tie. He looked vaguely familiar to Joe, somebody he might have seen in the newspaper. He was slightly built and had a once-eager face that now said, “I’m harried.” The man pulled a heavy jacket over his blazer and zipped it up against the cold breeze.

“He is,” Bud Jr. said quickly, pointing to Joe as if naming the defendant in court.

“I’m Chuck Ward, chief of staff for Governor Rulon,” the man said, looking Joe over as if he were disappointed with what he saw but trying to hide it. “The governor would like to meet with you as soon as possible.”

Joe stood and wiped his palms on his Wranglers so he could shake hands with Ward.

Joe said, “The governor is in town?”

“We came up in the state plane.”

“That was the jet we saw, Joe. Cool, the governor,” Bud Jr. said, obviously relieved that the GMC hadn’t come for him. “I’ve been reading about him in the paper. He’s a wild man, crazy as a tick. He challenged some senator to a drinking contest to settle an argument, and he installed a shooting range behind the governor’s mansion. That’s my kind of governor, man,” he said, grinning.

Ward shot Bud Jr. a withering look. Joe thought it was telling that Ward didn’t counter the stories but simply turned red.

“You want me to go with you?” Joe asked, nodding toward the GMC.

“Yes, please.”

“How about I follow you in?” Joe said. “I need to pick my girls up at school this afternoon so I need a vehicle. We’ll be done by then, I’d guess.”

Ward looked at him. “We have to be.”

Joe stuffed his gloves into his back pocket and picked up his tools from the ground and handed them to Bud Jr. “I’ll ask your dad to send someone out here to pick you up.”

Bud’s face fell. “You’re just leaving me here?”

“Get some work done,” Joe said, gesturing toward the fence that went on for miles. “Come on, Maxine,” he called to his dog.

Bud Jr. turned away and folded his arms across his chest in a pout.

“Quite a hand,” Ward said sarcastically as Joe walked past him toward the Ford.

“Yup,” Joe said.

THE GOVERNOR’S PLANE was the only aircraft on the tarmac at the Saddlestring Regional Airport. Joe followed Chuck Ward to a small parking lot at the side of the General Aviation building.

Joe had heard the stories about the drinking contest and the shooting range. Rulon was an enigma, which seemed to be part of his charm. A one time high-profile defense lawyer, Rulon became a federal prosecutor who had a 95 percent conviction rate. Since the election, Joe had read stories in the newspaper about Rulon rushing out of his residence in his pajamas and a Russian fur cap to help state troopers on the scene of a twelve-car pileup on 1-80. Another recounted how he’d been elected chairman of the Western Governors’ Association because of his reputation for taking on Washington bureaucrats and getting his way, which included calling hotel security to have all federal agency personnel escorted from the room of their first meeting. Each new story about Rulon’s eccentricities seemed to make him more popular with voters, despite the fact that he was a Democrat in a state that was 70 percent Republican.

Governor Spencer Rulon sat behind a scarred table in the small conference room. Aerial photos of Twelve Sleep County adorned the walls, and a large picture window looked out over the runway. The table was covered with stacks of files from the governor’s briefcase, which was open on a chair near him.

He stood up as Ward and Joe entered the room and thrust out his hand.

“Joe Pickett, I’m glad Chuck found you.”

“Governor,” Joe said, removing his hat.

“Sit down, sit down,” Rulon said. “Chuck, you too.”

Governor Rulon was a big man in every regard, with a round face and a large gut, an unruly shock of silver-flecked brown hair, a quick sloppy smile, and darting eyes. He was a manic presence, exuding energy, his movements quick and impatient. Joe had seen him work a crowd and marveled at the way Rulon could talk with lawyers, politicians, ranchers, or minimum wage clerks in their own particular language. Or, if he chose, in a language all his own.

Ward looked at his wristwatch. “We’ve got fifteen minutes before we need to leave for Powell.”

“A speech for the Community College Commission,” the governor said to Joe before settling back in his chair. “They want more money—now that’s a shocker—so they’ll be willing to wait.”

Joe put his hat crown down on the table. He was suddenly nervous about why he’d been summoned because there was no way to anticipate what Rulon might do or say. Joe had assumed on the drive into town that it had something to do with the circumstances of his dismissal, but now he wasn’t so sure. It was becoming clear to him by Ward’s manner that the chief of staff didn’t really like the purpose of the meeting, whatever it was.

“Everybody wants more money,” Rulon said to Joe. “Everybody has their hand out. Luckily, I’m able to feed the beast.”

Joe nodded in recognition of one of the governor’s most familiar catchphrases. In budget hearings, on the senate floor, at town meetings, Rulon was known for listening for a while, then standing up and shouting, “Feed the beast! Feed the beast!”

The governor turned his whole attention to Joe, and thrust his face across the table at him. “So you’re a cowboy now, eh?”

Joe swallowed. “I work for my father-in-law, Bud Longbrake.”

“Bud’s a good man.” Rulon nodded.

“I’ve got my résumé out in five states.”

Rulon shook his head. “Ain’t going to happen.”

Joe was sure the governor was right. Despite his qualifications, any call to his former boss, Randy Pope, asking for a job reference would be met with Pope’s distorted tales of Joe’s bad attitude, insubordination, and long record of destruction of government property. Only the last charge was true, Joe thought.

“Nothing wrong with being a cowboy,” Rulon said.

“Nope.”

“Hell, we put one on our license plates. Do you remember when we met?”

“Yes.”

“It was at that museum dedication last spring. I took you and your lovely wife for a little drive. How is she, by the way? Marybeth, right?”

“She’s doing fine,” Joe said, thinking, He remembered her name. “She’s got a company that’s really doing well.”

“MBP Management.”

Amazing, Joe thought.

“And the kids? Two girls?”

“Sheridan’s fifteen, in ninth grade. Lucy’s eleven, in fourth grade.”

“And they say I have a tough job,” Rulon said. “Beautiful girls. You should be proud. A couple of real pistols.”

Joe shifted in his chair, disarmed.

“When we met,” the governor continued, “I gave you a little pop quiz. I asked you if you’d arrest me for fishing without a license like you did my predecessor. Do you remember me asking you that?”

“Yes,” Joe said, flushing.

“Do you remember what you said?”

“I said I’d arrest you.”

Chuck Ward shot a disapproving glance at Joe when he heard that.

The governor laughed, sat back. “That impressed me.”

Joe didn’t know it had. He and Marybeth had debated it at the time.

Rulon said, “So when we were in the air on the way to Powell, I was reading through a file that is keeping me up nights and I saw the Bighorns and I thought of Joe Pickett. I ordered my pilot to land and told Chuck to go find you. How would you like to work for the state again?”

Joe didn’t see it coming.

Chuck Ward squirmed in his chair and looked out the window at the plane as if he wished he were on it.

Joe said, “Doing what?”

Rulon reached out and took a thick manila file off one of the stacks and slid it across the table. Joe picked it up and read the tab. It read “Yellowstone Zone of Death.”

Joe looked up, his mouth dry.

“That’s what they’re calling it,” Rulon said. “You’ve heard about the situation, no doubt.”

“Everybody has.”

The case had been all over the state, regional, and national news the past summer—a multiple homicide in Yellowstone National Park. The murderer confessed, but a technicality in the law had set him free.

“It’s making me crazy and pissing me off,” Rulon said. “Not just the murders or that gasbag Clay McCann. But this.”

Rulon reached across the table and threw open the file. On top was a copy of a short, handwritten letter addressed to the governor.

“Read it,” Rulon said.


Dear Gov Spence:

I live and work in Yellowstone, or, as we in the Gopher State Five call it, “the ‘Stone.” I’ve come to really like the ‘Stone, and Wyoming. I may even become a resident so I can vote for you.

In my work I get around the park a lot. I see things, and my friends do too. There are some things going on here that could be of great significance to you, and they bother us a lot. And there is something going on here with the resources that may deeply impact the State of Wyoming, especially your cash flow situation. Please contact me so I can tell you what is happening.

I want to tell you and show you in person, not by letter. This correspondence must be held in complete confidence. There are people up here who don’t want this story to be told. My e-mail address is yellowdick@yahoo.com. I’ll be waiting to hear from you.



It was signed Yellowstone Dick.

Joe frowned. He noted the date stamp: July 15.

“I don’t understand,” Joe said.

“I didn’t either,” Rulon said, raising his eyebrows and leaning forward again. “I try to answer all of my mail, but I put that one aside when I got it. I wasn’t sure what to do, since it seems like a crank letter. I get ’em all the time, believe me. Finally, I sent a copy over to DCI and asked them to check up on it. It took ’em a month, damn them, but they traced it with the Internet people and got back to me and said Yellowstone Dick was the nickname of an employee in Yellowstone named Rick Hoening. That name ring a bell?”

“No.”

“He was one of the victims murdered by Clay McCann. The e-mail was sent to me a week before Hoening met his untimely demise.”

Joe let that sink in.

“Ever hear of the Gopher State Five?”

Joe shook his head.

“Me neither. And I’ll never know what he was talking about, especially that bit about deeply impacting my cash flow. You know how serious that could be, don’t you?”

Joe nodded. The State of Wyoming was booming. Mineral severance taxes from coal, gas, and petroleum extraction were making state coffers flush. So much money was coming in that legislators couldn’t spend it fast enough and were squirreling it away into massive trust funds and only spending the interest. The excess billions allowed the governor to feed the beast like it had never been fed before.

Joe felt overwhelmed. “What are you asking me?”

Rulon beamed and swung his head toward Chuck Ward. Ward stared coolly back.

“I want you to go up there and see if you can figure out what the hell Yellowstone Dick was writing to me about.”

Joe started to object but Rulon waved him off. “I know what you’re about to say. I’ve got DCI and troopers and lawyers up the wazoo. But the problem is I don’t have jurisdiction. It’s National Park Service, and I can’t just send all my guys up there to kick ass and take names. We have to make requests, and the responses take months to get back. We have to be invited in,” he said, screwing up his face on the word invited as if he’d bitten into a lemon. “It’s in my state, look at the map. But I can’t go in unless they invite me. The Feds don’t care about what Yellowstone Dick said about my cash flow, they’re so angry about McCann getting off. Not that I blame them, of course. But I want you to go up there and see what you can find out. Clay McCann got away with these murders and created a free-fire zone in the northern part of my state, and I won’t stand for it.”

Joe’s mind swirled.

“You’re unofficial,” Rulon said, his eyes gleaming. “Without portfolio. You’re not my official representative, although you are. You’ll be put back into the state system, you’ll get back pay, you’ll get your pension and benefits back, you’ll get a state paycheck with a nice raise. But you’re on your own. You’re nobody, just a dumb-ass game warden poking around by yourself.”

Joe almost said, That I can do with no problem, but held his tongue. Instead, he looked to Ward for clarification. “We’ll tell Randy Pope to reinstate you as a game warden,” Ward said wearily, wanting no part of this. “But the administration will borrow you.”

“Borrow me?” Joe said. “Pope won’t do it.”

“The hell he won’t,” Rulon said, smacking his palm against the tabletop. “I’m the governor. He will do what I tell him, or he’ll have his résumé out in five states.”

Joe knew how state government worked. This wasn’t how.

“Without portfolio,” Joe said, repeating the phrases. “Not your official representative. But I am.”

“Now you’re getting it,” the governor said, encouraging Joe. “And that means if you screw up and get yourself in trouble, as you are fully capable of doing based on your history, I’ll deny to my grave this meeting took place.”

Chuck Ward broke in. “Governor, I feel it’s my responsibility, once again, to advise against this.”

“Your opinion, Chuck, would be noted in the minutes if we had any, but we don’t,” Rulon said in a tone that suggested to Joe that the two of them had similar disagreements as a matter of routine.

The governor turned back to Joe. “You’re going to ask me why, and why you, when I have a whole government full of bodies to choose from.”

“I was going to ask you that.”

“All I can say is that it’s a hunch. But I’m known for my good hunches. I’ve followed your career, Joe, even before I got elected. You seem to have a natural inclination to get yourself square into the middle of situations a normal thinking person would avoid. I’d say it’s a gift if it wasn’t so damned dangerous at times. Your wife would probably concur.”

Joe nodded in silent agreement.

“I think you’ve got integrity. You showed me that when you said you’d arrest me. You seem to be able to think for yourself—a rare trait, and one that I share—no matter what the policy is or conventional wisdom dictates. As I know, that’s either a good quality or a fatal flaw. It got me elected governor of this great state, and it got you fired.

“But you have a way of getting to the bottom of things, is what I see. Just ask the Scarlett brothers.” He raised his eyebrows and said, “No, don’t. They’re all dead.”

Joe felt like he’d been slapped. He’d been there when the brothers turned against each other and went to war. And he’d performed an act that was the source of such black shame in him he still couldn’t think about it. In his mind, the months of feeding cattle, fixing fences, and overseeing Bud Jr. weren’t even close to penance for what he’d done. And it had nothing to do with why he’d been fired.

“When I think of crime committed out-of-doors, I think of Joe Pickett,” Rulon said. “Simple as that.”

Joe’s face felt hot. Everything the governor said seemed to have dual meanings. He couldn’t be sure if he was being praised or accused, or both.

“I don’t know what to say.”

Rulon smiled knowingly. “Yes you do. You want to say YES! You want to shout it out!” He leaned back in his chair and dropped his voice an octave. “But you need to talk to Marybeth. And Bud Longbrake needs to hire a new ranch foreman.”

“I do need to talk to Marybeth,” Joe said lamely.

“Of course. But let me know by tonight so we can notify Mr. Pope and get this show on the road. Take the file, read it. Then call with your acceptance.”

Ward tapped his wrist. “Governor …”

“I know,” Rulon said, standing and shoving papers into his briefcase. “I know.”

Joe used the arms of his chair to push himself to his feet. His legs were shaky.

“Tell the pilot we’re ready,” Rulon said to Ward. “We need to get going.”

Ward hustled out of the room, followed by Governor Rulon.

“Governor,” Joe called after him. Rulon hesitated at the doorway.

“I may need some help in the park,” Joe said, thinking of Nate Romanowski.

“Do what you need to do,” Rulon said sharply. “Don’t ask me for permission. You’re not working for me. I can’t even remember who you are. You’re fading from my mind even as we speak. How can I possibly keep track of every state employee?”

Outside, the engines of the plane began to wind up.

“Call me,” the governor said.

JOE’S HEAD WAS still spinning from the meeting as he wheeled the Ford into the turn-in at Saddlestring Elementary. Lucy was standing outside with her books clutched to her chest in the midst of a gaggle of fourth-grade girls who were talking to one another with great arm-waving exuberance. When all the girls turned their faces to him and watched him pull up to the curb, he knew something was up. Lucy waved goodbye to her friends—Lucy was a popular girl—and climbed in. As always, Lucy looked as fresh and attractive as she had at breakfast.

“Sheridan’s in big trouble,” Lucy said. “She got a detention, so we’ll have to wait for her.”

“What do you mean, big trouble?” Joe asked sharply. He wished Lucy hadn’t told him her news with such obvious glee. He continued to drive the four blocks to the high school, where Sheridan had just started the month before.

“Some boy said something at lunch and Sherry decked him,” Lucy said. “Knocked him right down to the floor, is what I heard.”

“That doesn’t sound like Sheridan,” Joe said.

“It would if you knew her better.” Lucy smiled. “She’s a hothead when it comes to her family.”

Joe pulled over to the curb and turned to Lucy, realizing he had misread his youngest daughter. She was proud of her sister, not happy with the fact that she was in trouble. “What exactly are you telling me?”

“Everybody’s talking about it,” Lucy said. “Some boy made a crack about you in the lunchroom, and Sheridan decked him.”

“About me?”

Lucy nodded. “He said something about you not being the game warden anymore, that you got fired.”

“Who was the boy?”

“Jason Kiner.”

That stung. Jason was Phil Kiner’s son. Kiner was the game warden who had been assigned Joe’s district by Randy Pope. Joe had always liked Phil, but was disturbed that Kiner never called him for background or advice since assuming the post and moving his family into Joe’s old house near Wolf Mountain. Joe assumed Pope had told Phil to steer clear of the former inhabitant.

“And Sheridan hit him?”

Lucy nodded eagerly, watching him closely for his reaction.

Joe took a deep breath and shook his head sadly, thinking it was what he should do as a father when he really wanted to say, Good for Sheridan.

JOE AND LUCY waited a half-hour in front of the high school for Sheridan to be released. Lucy worked on homework assigned by her teacher, Mrs. Hanson, and Joe thought about how he would present the opportunity the governor had given him to Marybeth. He had mixed feelings about it, even though Rulon had been right that Joe’s first reaction had been to yell Yes! The “Yellowstone Zone of Death” file was facedown on the bench seat between them.

“Mrs. Hanson says Americans use up most of the world’s energy,” Lucy said. “She says we’re selfish and we need to learn how to conserve so we can help save our planet.”

“Oh?” Joe said. Lucy loved her teacher, a bright-eyed young woman just two years out of college. Joe and Marybeth had met Mrs. Hanson during back-to-school night and had been duly impressed and practically bowled over by her obvious enthusiasm for her job and her passion for teaching. Since Lucy’s third-grade teacher had been a weary, bitter twenty-four-year warhorse in the system who was counting the days until her retirement, Mrs. Hanson was a breath of fresh mountain air. Over the past month, Lucy had participated in a canned-food drive for the disadvantaged in the county and on the reservation, and a candy sale with profits dedicated to Amazon rainforest restoration. Lucy couldn’t wait to go to school in the morning, and seemed to start most sentences with, “Mrs. Hanson says …”

“Mrs. Hanson says we should stop driving gas-guzzling cars and turn the heat down in our houses.”

“Gas-guzzling cars like this?” Joe asked, patting the dashboard.

“Yes. Mrs. Hanson drives one of those good cars.”

“Do you mean a hybrid?”

“Yes. And Mr. and Mrs. Hanson recycle everything. They have boxes for glass, paper, and metal. Mrs. Hanson says they take the boxes to the recycling center every weekend.”

“We have a recycling center?” Joe asked.

“It’s in Bozeman or Billings.”

Joe frowned. “Billings is a hundred and twenty miles away.”

“So?”

“Driving a hundred and twenty miles to put garbage in a recycling bin doesn’t exactly save energy,” Joe said.

“Mrs. Hanson says the only way we can save the planet is for all of us to pitch in and work together to make a better world.”

Joe had no answer to that, since he didn’t want to appear to Lucy to be in favor of actively contributing to a worse world.

“Mrs. Hanson wanted me to ask you a question.”

“Really?”

“She wants to know why, if you’re a cowboy now, you don’t ride a horse? She says horses are much better for the environment than trucks and ATVs.”

“Do you want me to pick you up from school on a horse?” Joe asked, trying to keep his voice calm.

Lucy started to say yes but thought better of it. “Maybe you can still come get me in a truck, but you can ride a horse around all day on the ranch to help save the planet.”

“What are you reading?” he asked, looking at her open spiral notebook.

“We’re studying the Kyoto Protocol.”

“In fourth grade? Don’t they teach you math or science at that school?”

Lucy looked up, exasperated with her father. “Mrs. Hanson says it’s never too early to learn about important issues. She says, ‘Think globally and act locally.’“

ON THE STATE highway to the Longbrake Ranch. Sheridan stared out the passenger window as if the familiar landscape held new fascination for her. Lucy continued to do her homework with the notebook spread open on her lap.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Joe asked finally.

“Not really,” Sheridan said.

“We’ll need to discuss it, you know.”

Sheridan sighed an epic sigh, and without seeing it, Joe knew she performed the eye roll that was such a part of her attitude these days.

Joe glanced over at his oldest daughter, noting again to himself how much her profile mirrored Marybeth’s. In the past six months, Sheridan had become a woman physically, and borrowed her mother’s clothing sometimes without asking. Joe had trouble believing she could possibly be fifteen already. How had it happened? When did it happen? How did this little girl he knew so well, his best buddy while she was growing up, suddenly become a mysterious creature?

“Did you really knock him to the floor?” Lucy asked her sister.

After a long pause, Sheridan said, “Jason Kiner is an ass.”

Joe wished the reason for the lunchroom argument had been something besides him. He hated thinking that his daughters could be ashamed of him, ashamed of what he did, what he was now. A cowboy. A cowboy who worked for his father-in-law.

But, he thought, a cowboy with an offer.
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JOE, MARYBETH, AND their daughters trekked across the hay meadow for dinner in the main ranch house with Bud and Missy Longbrake and two sullen Mexican ranch hands. As they walked across the shorn meadow the dried hay and fallen leaves crunched under their feet, the sounds sharp. The brief but intense light of the dying sun slipped behind the mountains and lit up the yellow-gold leaves of the river bottom cottonwoods, igniting the meadow with color. Despite the fact that there wasn’t a high-rise building within 200 miles and Sheridan had never been to New York, she referred to this magical moment each evening as “walking down Broadway.”

The light doused just as they approached the main house. The evening was still and cold, the air thin, the sky close. A milky parenthesis framing the slice of moon signaled that snow could come at any time. Joe had brought a flashlight for the walk back to their house after dinner.

Because Marybeth had arrived home later than usual, Joe had not yet had a chance to talk to her about his meeting with the governor.

Lucy told her mother about Sheridan’s detention. Marybeth nodded and squinted at her oldest daughter, who glared at Lucy for telling.

“No talk about Sheridan or the detention during dinner,” Marybeth told Lucy.

“You mean not to tell Grandmother Missy?” Lucy said.

“That’s what I mean.”

Joe agreed. He preferred internal family discussions to remain internal, without Missy’s opinion on anything. It pleased him that Marybeth felt the same way. In fact, Joe thought he detected a growing tension between Marybeth and her mother lately. He stifled the urge to fan the flames. Joe and Marybeth had talked about buying a house of their own in town and had met with a realtor. In the realtor’s office, Joe was ashamed to admit he had never owned a home before—they had always lived in state housing—and therefore had no equity. The meeting concluded quickly after that. He had no idea how expensive it was to buy a house with no track record, and they knew they needed to save more money in order to build up a deposit and get good financing. To relieve his guilt on the drive back to the ranch, Marybeth had pointed out the comfort of the situation they were in—a home, meals, the undeniable beauty of the ranch itself. But Joe found himself too stubborn to concede all her points, although she certainly was practical. Looming over the argument, though, was the specter of Missy, Marybeth’s mother.

“I wish that stove would get here,” Sheridan said as they approached the ranch house. “It would be nice to eat dinner in our own house for once.”

It had been only a week since the ancient stove in the log home quit working. But Marybeth didn’t point it out because she was getting smarter about choosing her battles with Sheridan, Joe thought. In fact, it seemed as if the two were starting to come to a new understanding in regard to each other. Mysterious.

Joe opened the door for everyone.

As Marybeth passed him she raised her eyebrows, said, “I heard the governor’s plane was at the airport today.”

“We can talk about that after dinner too,” Joe said.

That stopped Marybeth for a moment and she studied his face. He stifled a grin, but she could read him like a book.

EVEN WITH THE other employees and the whole Pickett family in the dining room, the table still had plenty of empty chairs since it had once been where a dozen ranch hands ate breakfast and dinner, back when the Longbrake Ranch was in its heyday. Maria, the ranch cook and housekeeper, served steaming platters of the simple ranch fare Bud Sr. liked best, inch-and-a-half-thick steaks, baked potatoes, green salad (lettuce and tomatoes only), white bread, apple cobbler. Bud Sr. called it “real food,” as opposed to anything that didn’t include beef. Joe tended to agree with Bud Sr. on that one. There was a time when real food was served five nights a week. Since Missy had arrived, it had been cut down to once during the week and on Sunday.

They sat down at the table in the seating arrangement that had come about since they moved to the ranch. Bud no longer sat at the head of the table. His old chair was now occupied by Missy. The only explanation for the change was a single throwaway line by Missy earlier in the summer, saying, “I need to be closer to the kitchen door so I can help Maria serve.” But, as far as Joe could tell, Missy had never helped Maria do anything except provide tips on her makeup. Not that Bud Sr. seemed to care about the power shift. That was one thing about Bud, Joe thought. He was so in love with his bride of one year that he was blind to everything else. He had conceded authority with almost giddy enthusiasm.

“Where’s Bud Jr.?” Joe asked.

“In his room,” Bud Sr. said, spearing a thick steak with his fork and sliding it onto his plate. “His back’s hurting. He says he may never walk again.”

Lucy looked up in alarm.

“Not really, darling,” Bud Sr. said. “That’s just how Bud Jr. is. Everything’s a big deal.”

“It’s called creativity,” Missy said softly.

Eduardo, Maria’s husband and one of the ranch hands at the table, described driving out to the fence line that afternoon to retrieve Bud Jr. He found him lying on his back in the cheater grass, moaning. He brought him home.

“Shamazz, eet look like he was dead,” Eduardo said in a heavy accent. Pascal, the other hand, tried to disguise a sudden bout of laughter by coughing into his hand. Pascal made no secret of his contempt for Bud Jr.

Missy seemed distracted, and had hardly looked up. Joe had to admit how attractive she was for her age, and she looked especially good tonight as she sat there and picked at the tiniest portions possible of everything on her plate. She wore a charcoal cashmere sweater and a thin rope of pearls, dark lipstick. Her hair was perfect, not a strand of gray. When she caught Joe watching her, she glared back for a second before breaking the gaze.

Joe wondered what he had caught her thinking about.

“You’re dressed up,” Marybeth said to her mother. “Are you going out?”

“I’ve got a meeting in town tonight,” Missy said dismissively. “Just the county arts council thing.”

“My little artiste.” Bud Sr. grinned and reached over and stroked Missy’s shoulder. “Don’t you want some more steak?”

“No, thank you. You know how I feel about red meat.”

Bud shook his head. “She’s as tiny as a bird, my little artiste.”

Now Sheridan coughed in her hand. Marybeth shot her daughter a look.

“Good steak,” Joe said.

“Damned good steak.” Bud Sr. nodded. “Real food.”

“Ees good,” Eduardo said, and Pascal agreed.

Marybeth looked at Joe, her eyes saying, Get me out of here.

ON THE WAY back to their house, Joe shone his flashlight on the path and everyone followed him holding hands in a line: Marybeth, Sheridan, Lucy.

“Come along, my little ducklings,” he said.

“Come along, my little artistes,” Sheridan said. “My tiny little birds.”

Joe laughed.

“Sheridan,” Marybeth said sternly. “Don’t mock.” Then: “Joe, you’re not helping the situation.”

“Sorry.”

The stiff grass had a sheath of beaded moisture. It would frost tonight, Joe thought.

“Look,” Sheridan said after a moment, “you don’t have to say anything about what happened today at school. I know I screwed up. I never should’ve taken the bait from that ass Jason Kiner. I’ll never do that again, not because he doesn’t deserve a good ass kicking, but because it embarrassed me and it embarrassed you. I’m better than that. Okay? Can we drop it now?”

Joe waited for Marybeth to answer. This was her department.

“Okay,” Marybeth said in a way that made it clear the discussion was over.

“She said ‘ass’ twice,” Lucy whispered, and Joe laughed again. Luckily, so did Marybeth and Sheridan, both relieved that a confrontation had been averted.

As they approached their house, Joe squeezed his wife’s hand in the dark and she squeezed back.

“I KNOW THAT look in her eye,” Marybeth said later, once the girls were in their rooms, Sheridan doing biology homework and Lucy working on another project for Mrs. Hanson.

“What look?” Joe asked from the couch. The file the governor had given him was in his lap. The woodstove was lit and ticking as it warmed, the television was off. He’d been waiting for his wife to change clothes after they returned from dinner. She hadn’t had time earlier. Even in her worn baggy sweats, Joe felt a zing when he saw her come down the hallway. He liked how she walked across the floor to him. His wife was blond, trim, attractive. Although she was the same age as Joe, when he looked at her he saw the image of the girl he had seen for the first time on the campus of the University of Wyoming, the girl he knew, that instant, he wanted to marry. It was the best decision he ever made, and he still felt that he could be exposed at any time as not being worthy of her. She brought a purpose to his life. And he was as crazy in love with her as Bud was with Missy.

“That determined look in her eye,” she said, “combined with the sweater and the pearls.”

Joe finally got it that Marybeth was talking about her mother.

She said, “It’s like a knight putting on his armor or an Indian painting his face. She’s getting ready to take action.”

“What action?” Joe asked, patiently waiting for Marybeth to finish with her theory so he could tell her about the offer.

“I don’t know for sure, but I’m suspicious. I think we’re looking at the opening phase of another round of trading up.”

Joe nodded. Bud Longbrake was Missy’s fourth husband. The first, Marybeth’s father, was a small-time defense attorney in Denver. The second was the owner of a real estate company. The third was a developer and state senator in Arizona who was eventually convicted of fraud. Each man had more social status than the last and a bigger bank account. Missy had each new potential husband lined up, thoroughly smitten, and locked-in before announcing her intention to divorce. As a game warden, Joe had observed predators like coyotes, eagles, and wolves for years. None of them held a candle to his mother-in-law.

“Who do you suppose is the target?” Joe asked as Marybeth joined him on the couch. The log home was sturdy, dark, and comfortable, despite its age. Generations of ranch foremen and their families had lived there before Joe and Marybeth, and they’d taken good care of it and, like so many old ranch structures, added on. There were three bedrooms. The kitchen was bright and sunny and looked out over the Twelve Sleep River, and the living room where Joe sat—the original room of the home—had elk and deer antlers on the walls and cattle brands burned into the logs. A rarely used stone fireplace dominated the north wall. A family photo covered a section of the wall where, for a reason never explained, someone had fired six bullets into a log from inside. Walking through the house in the dark was an adventure. Interior corners were out of square and floors weren’t level from room to room. The house had character and was filled with the benevolent legacy of past cowboys and their families. Joe loved the place, despite the circumstances of how they had come to live there.

Marybeth said, “I’ve been thinking about it, and I can come up with one man. Earl Alden.”

“Ah,” Joe said. They called him the Earl of Lexington. Alden was a Southern multibillionaire media mogul who had recently bought the former Scarlett Ranch. He divided his time between the ranch and three other residences in Lexington, New York City, and Chamonix. The rumor was that Mrs. Alden didn’t like their ranch, and she rarely came with him. The fact that there was a Mrs. Alden had never posed much of a hurdle to Missy before.

“The Earl just gave a couple hundred thousand to the Twelve Sleep County Arts Council,” Marybeth said. “So it’s possible he’ll be at the meeting tonight.”

“Where Missy can begin her charm offensive,” Joe said.

“Exactly.”

Joe said, “How did you turn out so well?”

Marybeth smiled. “My mother wouldn’t agree. She wonders where she went wrong.” Missy made no secret of how she had hoped Marybeth—the smartest of her children—would become a corporate attorney or a U.S. senator, or at least follow her example and marry one.

Joe patted himself on the chest. “I was your downfall.”

Marybeth sat back and facetiously looked him over, nodding. “Yes. Marrying you doomed me. Then you made me have our children. Now I’m trapped.”

Joe thought, She’s kidding but her mother is not.

JOE TOLD HER about the offer from the governor. He gauged her reaction carefully as he laid it out. He noticed that while he spoke, she glanced several times at the file folder in his lap.

When he was through, she hesitated for a beat and said, “Can we trust him?”

“The governor?”

“Yes.”

He wasn’t sure how to answer. He said, “If we can’t trust our governor, who can we trust?”

She rolled her eyes. “I need a glass of wine.”

Joe thought about her question while she was gone. He dug deep. Did he trust Spencer Rulon?

When she came back with two glasses, he said, “No, not completely.”

“The deal as you describe it makes me uncomfortable,” she said. “They either hire you back or they don’t. From what you tell me, you’ll be operating on your own with no backup and no support. If you get into trouble, you’re on your own. We’re on our own. What is that phrase politicians like to use?”

“Plausible deniability.”

“Right. And how do we know Randy Pope won’t do everything he can to undermine you at every turn?”

“I expect him to do that,” Joe said.

She sighed, sipped her wine. “Remember how frustrated you were with the bureaucracy, with fighting against the system? Do you think you could live within it again—do you think it’s changed at all?”

Joe shook his head. “Not a bit.”

“Do we move back to our house?”

“I don’t think so. He never mentioned it. Would you want that?”

“No, although I wouldn’t mind a change of scenery if that meant we could get our lives back.”

Me too, he thought.

“The last time you had to leave us it wasn’t very good,” she said, not meeting his eyes.

When he was assigned temporarily to Jackson, Joe thought. No, it wasn’t very good for them. In fact, his absence and the things that happened with both of them had damaged their marriage. It was only now healing. Time and their joint determination to right the ship had created scar tissue. But the wound was still there, and would always be there, he supposed.

“I’d want you to come this time,” Joe said. “Bring Sheridan and Lucy every chance you get. It’ll be tough with school and activities, but let’s make sure we stay close and in contact.”

She nodded, thinking it over. “I’ve always wanted to go to Yellowstone, as you know.”

“I know.”

“But we’ve never gone.”

Joe sighed, and found himself staring at the woodstove.

“Are you going to be able to do this?” she asked.

He looked back. “I have to.”

Yellowstone, a place so special and awe-inspiring that after exploring it in 1871, the Hayden Expedition conceived of the original concept of the world’s first national park—a set-aside of 2.2 million acres containing more than ten thousand thermal features, canyons, waterfalls, and wildlife—so no man or corporation could ever own it. As a boy, Joe had been to Yellowstone dozens of times. Many of his earliest memories were of geysers, mud pots, bears, and tourists. He had once loved the park unlike anywhere else, and announced to his parents he wanted to live there, to fish, hike, and camp for the rest of his life. It was a magical place and he had preferred it to heaven because at that age Joe didn’t think there could be trout streams in the clouds.

His father shared his love for the park, which was the reason they vacationed there year after year. Their mutual love for it was one of the few things they ever agreed on, other than the movie Shane. It was the one place, Joe recalled, where his father came alive, stopped drinking, and played at being an amateur geologist—explaining to his two young sons that there were three kinds of thermal features in the world: geysers, mud pots, and fumaroles (steam vents), and Yellowstone featured them all. He remembered his father running down a boardwalk in the Upper Geyser Basin—actually running!—and shouting over his shoulder to his boys to follow him because Old Faithful itself was about to erupt. It was a place where one could look into the cruel molten heart of the earth itself, and Joe had once done exactly that. Or thought he had. It was in a huge lung-shaped hot pool, the water vivid aquamarine, steam hovering above the calm surface. A shaft of sunlight plunged deep into the pool, which looked so inviting but was nearly two hundred degrees, illuminating bleached-white bison bones resting on rock shelves as far down as he could see. Bones! And no bottom to the pool; it simply descended far past where the sun could reach. For years, he had nightmares about those bones, about falling into the pool, about sinking slowly as the water got hotter and hotter, his bones coming to rest on an outcropping.

His brother loved it too, but in a different way.

But he couldn’t remember Yellowstone without what came next: the darkest period of his young life.

He’d never been back.

He’d attempted to defeat the demons nine years before, when Sheridan was six and Lucy a baby. Joe had borrowed a tent, and their plan was to spend a week camping in Yellowstone, just as he had done when he was a child. He would cook meals over a campfire, and they’d see the sights: Old Faithful, Mammoth Hot Springs, Norris Geyser Basin, the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, the Lower and Upper Falls. Everything had been ahead of them then and nothing seemed daunting. He’d actually looked forward to going back to the park and putting all the bad memories about it behind him for good. But the week before they went, Marybeth discovered she was pregnant, and the early weeks would mean morning sickness and misery. Although she was willing to gut it out, they postponed the trip for later. It was the year they had been assigned the Saddlestring District, a year before violence entered their lives. And never went very far away.

MARYBETH WAS THE most practical woman Joe had ever known. She ran the finances for the family, her business, her clients. She could see things clearly. Yet she had not even mentioned that if he went back to the state—with a raise—their situation would dramatically improve. That a house in town away from Missy would be within reach.

She looked up and studied his face. He tried not to give his thoughts away. He didn’t succeed.

“You really want to do this, don’t you?”

Joe said nothing.

“You want to get back into it. You want to carry a badge and a gun again, don’t you?”

“I don’t like to be a failure,” he said.

“Stop it. You’re not a failure.”

He let that lie. The last thing he wanted was to make her tell him why he wasn’t a failure. He could counter every argument.

“Joe, what do you want to do?”

There were so many reasons not to accept the offer. Pope. Bureaucracy. The chance, once again, that the evil he encountered would affect his family.

But …

“Yes, I want to do it.”

“Then it’s settled,” Marybeth said. “Call the governor.”

“I love you,” he said.

She reached out and squeezed his arm. “I love you too, Joe.”

“I don’t know why.”

She laughed, said, “Because you want to do good, even when you should know better.”

WHEN THE KNOCK came at her door, Sheridan quickly typed “Gotta Go” on her computer screen, ending the stupid IM conversation she was having with Jarrod Haynes, and turned back to her biology book as if deep in thought. Jarrod, she thought, liked to talk about Jarrod. Too bad she wasn’t as interested in the subject as he was.

“Yes?”

“Can I come in for a minute?”

“Sure, Dad.”

Her father entered and shut the door behind him.

“I tried to use the phone,” he said. “The line was busy. I need to make a call.”

Caught, Sheridan said, “I was on the Internet for a minute.”

“For an hour, you mean.”

“I’m off now.”

“I thought you were studying.”

She gestured to her open book. But she could tell that wasn’t really why he had knocked.

“Sheridan, I want to tell you that the governor offered me a job today. I’m going to be a game warden again, sort of.”

Her first reaction was a mixture of joy and desperation. She was thrilled that her dad had gotten his job back because, well, that’s what he was: a game warden. The game warden, as far as she was concerned. She had been with him many times while he worked, and she knew how dedicated he was.

Sheridan remembered when she had been an apprentice falconer to Nate Romanowski. Nate had been given a prairie falcon that had been hit by a car. The bird was either aggressive—likely to bite or strike out—or moody, sulking for days in the mews and refusing to eat. It was her opinion that the bird should be set free, that it would never be any good. Nate proved her wrong by taking the bird out and working with it, letting its natural instincts reemerge. The falcon soon became swift and efficient, eager to fly, hunt, and return to Nate. “He just needed a job,” Nate told her. “He needed to do what he was born to do. Falcons, like some people, need to do things. They can’t just exist.”

“Does that mean we have to move?” she asked.

“Not this time,” he said.

“So will that ass Jason Kiner go away?”

Her dad seemed confused for a minute. He said, “No. Phil Kiner will still be the Saddlestring game warden. I won’t really have a district. I’ll sort of be working freelance.”

“Like a secret agent or something?”

He smiled. She could tell he liked that characterization but didn’t want to admit it. “No, more like I’m on loan for special projects.”

She felt good about this news, but didn’t want to show it too much because that would betray the embarrassment she’d kept hidden since he lost his job.

“Sheridan,” her dad said, “I know it’s been tough on you with me being out of work and all.”

“You’re the ranch foreman,” she said quickly. “Nothing wrong with that.”

“The governor said the same thing. But we both know it’s bothered you. With Jason Kiner saying things and all. It’s bothered me.”

She couldn’t deny it outright. She said, “Dad, it doesn’t matter …”

But he waved her off. “Don’t say it. It’s not necessary.”

She found herself beaming.

“So you’re back,” she said.

He grinned. “I’m back.”

Her dad, she thought, needed to do things.

JOE STUMBLED OVER something in the dark kitchen of their home and nearly crashed to the floor. He righted himself on the counter, turned on the light, and beheld Lucy’s project. Three cardboard boxes marked PAPER, GLASS, and METAL. On each, she had written “To Be Recycled.” And beneath the writing, she’d drawn a stylized globe with a word balloon reading “Save me.”

“Save me from falling on my face,” Joe grumbled, and moved the recycling boxes into the mudroom so no one else would trip over them.

He dialed the governor’s residence in Cheyenne. Spencer Rulon listed his number in the telephone book, something he never tired of announcing to his constituents.

Voicemail: “This is Gov Spence. Please leave your name and number and I’ll get back to you. I’ll only return calls to my constituents. If you aren’t from Wyoming, you need to call your governor.”

Joe said, “Governor, Joe Pickett. I accept the job. I do need to get a little more information, though. Like whom I work with in your office, how you want me to stay in contact …”

The governor picked up. He’d obviously been listening.

“Don’t call me again,” he said brusquely.

“But …”

“Chuck Ward will be in touch with you. Deal with him for everything.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And don’t call me sir.” Joe could hear the governor smacking his receiver with the palm of his hand, or hitting it against the wall. “This is a bad connection. Who did you say was calling?”

JOE WENT INTO the bedroom with a vague sense of unease after his conversation with the governor. He set the feeling aside when Marybeth shut off the lights, came to bed, and started kissing him with an intensity and passion that surprised and delighted him.

He turned toward her and soon they were entwined. With each movement, the old bedsprings squeaked.

When they were through, she said, “I feel like I need a cigarette,” although she had never smoked.

“How about another glass of wine?”

“No, I’m tired. Aren’t you tired?”

“I’m jazzed up,” he confessed.

“You haven’t been jazzed up in a while.”

“Thanks to you.”

She smiled and stroked his jaw. “Good night, Joe.”

“I’m going to read for a few minutes.”

“What, the file?”

He nodded.

“Not too long,” she said, and rolled over.

HE KNEW ABOUT the crime in general. What he didn’t know until he read the file were the specifics. He read over the incident reports filed by the national park rangers, as well as clippings from the West Yellowstone News, the Idaho Falls Post-Register, the Bozeman Chronicle, the Billings Gazette, the Casper Star-Tribune, and a long feature in the Wall Street Journal that summarized them all. It was the worst crime ever committed in Yellowstone National Park. But that was only half the story.

On July 21, a West Yellowstone lawyer named Clay McCann parked his car at the Bechler River Ranger Station in the extreme south-west corner of the park, checked in with the ranger at the desk of the visitor center, and hiked in along the trail that followed, and eventually crossed, Boundary Creek. Later that morning, he returned to the center and confessed to shooting and killing four people in a backcountry campsite.

Investigating rangers confirmed the crime.

The victims were found near the bank of Robinson Lake, two miles from the ranger station. All were pronounced dead at the scene, although the bodies were airlifted out to the Idaho Falls hospital.

Jim McCaleb, twenty-six, was a waiter in the Old Faithful Inn and a five-year employee of the park’s concessionaire, Zephyr Corporation. Zephyr ran all the facilities and attractions in the park under contract to the government. McCaleb was shot four times in the torso and once in the back of the head with a large-caliber handgun. His body was found half-in and half-out of a dome tent.

Claudia Wade, twenty-four, managed the laundry facility near Lake Lodge. Wade’s body was in the same tent as McCaleb’s. There were two shotgun blasts to her back, and she’d been shot once in the head with a handgun.

Caitlyn Williams, twenty-six, was a horse wrangler at Roosevelt for Zephyr. Williams’s body was sprawled over the campfire pit with a shotgun blast to her back and a single large-caliber wound to her head.

Rick Hoening, twenty-five, was a desk clerk at the Old Faithful Inn. His body was located twenty yards from the others in the campsite, near the trail. Investigators speculated that he’d been the first to encounter the gunman and the first one killed. He’d been shot three times with a handgun, twice with a shotgun, and, like the others, had an additional single shot to the head.

Wade, Williams, and Hoening were also Zephyr Corp. employees. All four victims listed their original home addresses in St. Paul, Minnesota—the Gopher State—although they lived in Gardiner, Montana, or within the park at the time of their murders. The forensic pathologist in Idaho Falls noted that while each had sustained enough wounds to be fatal, the single shots to the head were likely administered after the initial confrontation.

They were the coup de grâce, fired close enough to leave powder burns and guarantee that no one survived the initial assault.

Joe thought, The Gopher State Five. But there were only four of them. He read on.

The scene was littered with .45 brass and fired twelve-gauge shotgun shells. The newspaper articles called the incident “overkill,” a “senseless slaughter” with “the fury of a crime of passion.” One of the rangers who found the bodies was quoted as saying, “He killed them and then he killed them again for good measure. He was a mad dog. There is nothing at the scene to suggest that the guy [McCann] didn’t just lose it out there.”

There was no question then, and no question now, who had killed them.

Clay McCann willingly handed over two SIG-Sauer P220 .45 ACP semi-automatic handguns and a Browning BT-99 Micro twelve-gauge shotgun to the park rangers. Then he shocked the rangers by asking for them back. They refused.

When asked why he did it, McCann made the statement that became infamous, the words that became the subhead of every story written about the slaughter at the time:

“I did it because they made fun of me, and because I could.”

At the time, no one imagined the possibility that Clay McCann would be released from jail three months later to return to his home and law practice.

That he’d committed the perfect crime.
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“EXPLAIN THIS TO me again,” Nate Romanowski said to Joe over coffee in the small dining room of Alisha Whiteplume’s home on the Wind River Indian reservation.

“It’s about jurisdiction and venue, and what they call ‘vicinage,’“ Joe said. “It’s a hidden loophole in the federal law. Or at least it was hidden until recently.”

A large-scale map of Yellowstone was spread out on the table between them with cups of coffee and the pot holding down the edges.

“Yellowstone was established as the first national park in the world in 1872 by an act of Congress. The boundaries were drawn before Wyoming, Idaho, and Montana were granted statehood,” Joe said, pointing at the strips of national park land that extended beyond the square border of Wyoming—which contained more than 92 percent of the park—north into Montana and west into Idaho. “About two hundred and sixty square miles of Yellowstone is in Montana, and about fifty in Idaho. The law in Yellowstone is federal law, not state law. If a crime is committed there, the perp is bound over under federal statutes and tried either inside the park at a courthouse in Mammoth Hot Springs, or sent to federal district court in Cheyenne. The states have no jurisdiction at all.”

Nate nodded while he traced the boundary of the park with his finger on the map. He was tall with wide shoulders and a blond ponytail bound with a falconer’s leather jess. He had clear ice-blue eyes and a knife-blade nose set between twin shelves of cheekbones. A long scar he received three years before from a surgical knife ran down the side of his face from his scalp to his jawbone.

Joe continued. “Because Congress wanted to keep Yellowstone all in one judicial district, it overlaps a little bit into two other states, these strips of Montana and Idaho. Got that?”

“Got it,” Nate said, a little impatiently.

“That’s where the problem comes in with Clay McCann and the murders,” Joe said. He’d read most of the file the night before and finished it before breakfast that morning before taking the girls to school and driving to the reservation. “Article Three of the Constitution says the accused is entitled to a ‘local trial,’ meaning a venue in the state, and a ‘jury trial’ but doesn’t say where the jury has to come from. The Sixth Amendment of the Constitution specifies a ‘local jury trial’—that’s the vicinage. That means the jury would have to come from the state—Idaho—and the district—Wyoming—where the crime took place.”

Nate stopped his finger on the thin strip of Idaho on the map. Boundary Creek separated Wyoming and Idaho within the park. “You mean the jury would have to come from here? Within these fifty miles?”

“Right. Except no one lives there. Not one person has a residence in that strip of the national park. So no jury can be drawn from a population of zero.”

“Shit,” Nate said.

“Clay McCann declined to be tried in Cheyenne, which was his right to decide. He demanded to be tried where the crime was committed, by a jury from the state and district, as the Constitution states. The federal prosecutors in charge of the case couldn’t get around the loophole in the law, and still can’t. It was never an issue before, and there is no precedent to bypass it. The only thing that can be done is to change the district or change the Constitution, and I guess there is going to be legislation to do that. But even if it’s passed …”

Nate finished for Joe, “Clay McCann still walks. Because they can’t create a law after the fact and then go back on the guy.”

Joe nodded.

“The son of a bitch got away with it,” Nate said. “Did he know what he was doing?”

Joe said, “That’s not clear. He claims the campers insulted him and he lost his cool. He said in the deposition he’d never seen or heard of the people he killed before he killed them.”

Nate shook his head slowly. “There has to be something to get him on. I mean, I couldn’t just grab you right now and drive you up to the Idaho part of the park and put a bullet in your head, can I?”

“You better not try,” Joe said, smiling. “And it wouldn’t work for you. That would be kidnapping and you could be tried and convicted of that in Wyoming because you planned and carried out a major felony on your way to commit the murder.”

“So McCann’s defense is that he didn’t know the victims were there and hadn’t planned to kill them when he went on his little hike, so what happened … happened. He just went on a little day hike armed to the teeth?”

Joe said, “That’s what he claimed in his deposition. And that’s what he said to the court in Yellowstone, where he served as his own lawyer.”

“So the murder of four people isn’t a crime?” Nate asked with a mixture of disgust and, Joe noted, a hint of admiration.

Joe said, “Oh, it’s a crime. But it’s a crime that can’t be tried in any court because no one has the power to give him a proper trial. The only thing they can legitimately get him on is possessing firearms in a national park, and they booked him for that and he was tried and convicted of it. But that’s just a Class B misdemeanor, no more than six months or a fine of five thousand dollars, or both. So there’s no jury trial and the Sixth Amendment doesn’t apply.”

“Jesus.”

“They even tried to get him on a federal statute called Project Safe Neighborhoods that was set up to really nail guys who have a gun on federal property. That would have at least sent him to prison for ten years. But to qualify for that”—Joe dug a sheet out of the file and read from it—“McCann had to be a felon, a drug user, an illegal alien, under a restraining order, a fugitive, dishonorably discharged, or committed to a mental institution.” Joe lowered the sheet and looked up at Nate. “McCann didn’t qualify for any of those. Hell, he’s a lawyer with no past criminal record at all.”

Nate drained his cup and leaned back in his chair.

“I have a feeling he knew about the loophole,” Nate said. “Maybe he just decided to go hunting.”

Joe shrugged. “Could be. Or maybe there’s some kind of connection with the victims, but nobody’s been able to establish one. I want to get more information on him, and I want to talk to him.”

Nate said, “I ought to just drive up there and blow his head off. Everybody would be happy. Hell, he’s a murderer and a lawyer.”

Joe smiled grimly. “That’s not why I’m here.”

“So, why are you here?” Nate asked, knowing the answer.

“I want to ask you if you’ll help me out with this one.”

“You didn’t even need to ask.”

Joe hesitated before he said, “I wanted to see if you were still on your game.”

“Meaning what?” Nate asked, offended.

Joe sat back and gestured around Alisha Whiteplume’s kitchen. “Meaning this.”

Nate was in love.

Alisha Whiteplume taught third grade and coached at the high school on the reservation. She had a master’s degree in electrical engineering and a minor in American history and had married a white golf pro she met in college. After working in Denver for six years and watching her marriage fade away as the golf pro toured and strayed, she divorced him and returned to the reservation to teach, saying she felt an obligation to give something back to her people. Nate met her while he was scouting for a lek of sage chickens for his falcons to hunt. When he first saw her she was on a long walk by herself through the knee-high sagebrush in the breaklands. She walked with purpose, talking to herself and gesticulating with her hands. She had no idea he was there. When he drove up she looked directly at him with surprise. Realizing how far she had come from the res, she asked him for a ride back to her house. He invited her to climb into his Jeep, and while he drove her home she told him she liked the idea of being back but was having trouble with re-entry.

“How can you find balance in a place where the same boys who participate in a sundance where they seek a vision and pierce themselves are also obsessed with Grand Theft Auto on PlayStation Two?” she asked. Nate had no answer to that.

She said her struggle was made worse when her brother Bob intimated that he always knew she would come back since everybody did when they found out they couldn’t hack it on the outside. She told Nate that during the walk she had been arguing with herself about returning, weighing the frustration of day-to-day life on the reservation and dealing with Bobby against her desire to teach the children of her friends, relatives, and tribal members. Later, Nate showed her his birds and invited her on a hunt. She went along and said she appreciated the combination of grace and savagery of falconry, and saw the same elements in him. He took it as a compliment. They went back to her house that night. That was three months ago. Now he spent at least three nights a week there, and it was Alisha’s house where Joe located Nate.

Nate was still wanted for questioning by the FBI but thus far had eluded them. Apparently, the FBI had its hands full with more pressing matters. It had been months since Special Agent Tony Portenson had been in the area asking Joe if he’d seen his friend lately.

“What, you think I’ve been domesticated?” Nate asked, incredulous. “You think I’ve lost my edge?”

Joe didn’t answer. He had noticed how Nate’s middle had gone soft as a result of Alisha’s good cooking. Before Alisha, Nate had survived at his stone house on the banks of the river by hacking off cuts of antelope that hung in the meat cellar and grilling the steaks. Now, he sat down to real meals at least twice a day.

“I didn’t say that.”

“I’ll never go back on my word,” Nate said, in reference to the vow he’d made to help Joe when he asked or when he simply needed it whether or not he asked. Nate had made the promise years before when Joe proved his innocence after Nate had been charged with a murder he didn’t commit.

“I’m leaving tomorrow,” Joe said.

At that moment, the door opened and Alisha Whiteplume entered carrying two bags of groceries. Joe and Nate stood, and each took a bag and put it on the counter.

“Hello, Mr. Pickett,” Alisha said cautiously. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Alisha.”

She was slim and dark, with piercing, always amused eyes and a good figure. Joe could see why Nate was enchanted.

“Are you here to take my boy away?” she asked, arching her eyebrows.

“If he’s willing,” Joe said.

“Are you willing?” she asked Nate softly.

He hesitated, looking from Joe to Alisha.

Joe thought, He’s got it bad. Don’t tell me he’s going to ask …

“What do you think?” Nate said to her.

She began to pull cans out of a sack and put them away in the cupboards. “I think Joe wouldn’t ask for your help if he didn’t think he needed it, and I’d be disappointed in you if you refused because you wouldn’t be the man I know and love.”

Nate said to Joe, “It’ll take me a couple of days to finish up some business. Where will you be staying in the park?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Joe said, choosing as always not to ask Nate what his business was. “It’s about to close for the season. Either Mammoth, Old Faithful, or West Yellowstone. Those are the only places still open. I’ll call when I know.”

Nate nodded. “Come with me for a minute.”

Alisha said goodbye to Joe and resumed putting groceries away. Joe followed Nate outside to Nate’s Jeep.

“She’s something,” Joe said.

“Damned right,” Nate answered, swinging up the back hatch and flipping open the lid on a large metal toolbox. He removed the tray of tools on top to reveal a stash of weapons underneath. Nate’s .454 Casull, manufactured by Freedom Arms in Freedom, Wyoming, was a heavy five-shot revolver of incredible power and accuracy in Nate’s hand. It was on top.

“What are you carrying up there?” Nate asked.

“My shotgun, I guess,” Joe said. He hadn’t given weapons any thought. “And I’m not even sure about that. It’s illegal to have a firearm in the park, like I mentioned.”

Nate’s look of disdain was epic. “Fuck the Park Service,” he said, digging into the box. “We’re Americans last I looked. That’s the only thing about this situation that causes me heartburn: helping out the Feds.”

“Actually, I’m working for the governor.”

“They’re all the same,” Nate grumbled, digging into the box and handing Joe a semi-automatic Glock-23 .40.

“You’ve used one of these, right? Thirteen in the magazine and one in the chamber, so you’ve got fourteen rounds of high-caliber hell. Buy some shells, practice a little so you get familiar with it. It’s a damned good weapon, and practically idiot-proof. Rack the slide and start blasting. No hammer to get caught in your clothes, no safety switch to forget about.”

“Fourteen misses,” Joe said, alluding to his ineptitude with a handgun. “That’s why I’m bringing my shotgun.”

“Twenty-seven misses,” Nate said. “There’s an extra full magazine in a pocket on the holster. Take it anyway. You never know. It’ll make me feel better if you have it.”

Joe started to protest, but Nate’s expression convinced him not to start an argument. He’d carried a Glock .40 before since it was the assigned weapon of the Game and Fish Department. His last weapon was thrown into the Twelve Sleep River after the situation with the Scarlett brothers. At the time, Joe had thought he’d never carry a handgun again, and that was fine with him then, and fine with him now. Handguns were good for only one thing: killing people.

“What about this letter to the governor,” Nate said. “Can you figure anything out about it?”

Joe shook his head.

“Or the fact that four of the Gopher State Five got whacked? Who is Gopher State One?”

“No idea.”

“The governor is okay with me assisting?”

“He doesn’t want to know about it.”

“I can’t say I blame him,” Nate said, reaching for the .454.

JOE FOUND BUD Longbrake in the Quonset hut working on the engine of his one-ton truck. Bud was perched high on the front bumper, leaning in over the engine. Eduardo stood on the dirt floor next to the truck handing up tools as Bud called out for them. They’d not fired up the propane heater in the corner of the building, so it was colder inside than it was outside. Bud had a policy about not turning on the heaters before November, as if to defy the coming of winter until its proper time on the calendar. Joe noticed he wouldn’t even use the heater in the truck until then.

“I’ll take over if you don’t mind,” Joe said to Eduardo.

“No problema,” Eduardo said, stepping away from the toolbox and blowing on his hands. “I need to eat some hot lunch.”

“Seven-eighths socket,” Bud called down.

Joe snapped the attachment on the wrench and handed it up.

“Goddamn mice get in the engine and chew up the belts,” Bud grumbled. “I gotta put new belts on every year.”

Although Bud hired contractors in semitrucks to haul cattle to buyers, he liked to move his brood stock to lower pasture himself behind the one-ton. His plans were always delayed until he got the truck running again.

“Bud, I got offered my old job back,” Joe said.

There was a slight hesitation in Bud’s hand as he reached down for the socket wrench.

“I took it,” Joe said.

Bud cranked on a bolt. “I figured you probably would.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Bud said. “You need to do what you’re good at.”

“Thank you.”

Bud worked for a while without saying anything and called for the fresh belt. Joe unwrapped it from the packaging and handed it up.

“You’ve always got a job here if you want it,” Bud said. “You’re a good hand.”

It was the ultimate compliment on a ranch, Joe knew, and it made him feel guilty for leaving. Worse, he had to ask, “I was hoping we could come to an arrangement for Marybeth and the kids to stay here for a while longer. At least until we can get a house in town.”

Bud snorted. “Why do you even ask me that?”

Joe didn’t know what Bud meant and froze up.

Bud said, “Of course they can stay. I’ll work up some kind of rent deal and let you know. I don’t want you even thinking about moving for a while. I like having you around here and I’d miss the hell out of those girls of yours.”

“Thank you, Bud,” Joe said, genuinely grateful.

“I’ll give Eduardo a raise,” Bud said, as much to himself as to Joe. “Make him the foreman and see how he works out. I think he can do it, as long as the immigration people don’t come sniffing around.”

“Sorry to spring this on you now,” Joe said.

“There’s never a good time on a ranch,” Bud said. “But with winter coming, this is as good a time as any, I guess.”

Bud fit the belt on and tightened the bolts. “They giving you a vehicle?”

Joe and Marybeth had only the family van. “I’ve got to pick one up in town,” Joe said.

“You need a ride to go get it?”

“Sure,” Joe said, feeling bad about letting this good man down.

“I’ll finish up here and give you a ride,” Bud said.

AS THEY WALKED to the main house, Bud turned with his grease-stained finger to his lips and said, “Shhhh. Missy is taking a little nap. That art meeting went until all hours last night.”

Joe felt a tingle in his heart.

“She didn’t get back until three this morning,” Bud said in all innocence. “They must have had a lot to discuss.”

Joe bit his lower lip to keep from saying anything. He waited on the porch while Bud went inside for his keys.

Five minutes later, Bud came out, said, “Missy wants to talk to you for a minute.”

“To me?” Joe asked. Missy rarely wanted to talk to him, which was a good thing.

“I’ll pull the truck around,” Bud said, walking away across the gravel.

Joe sighed and went inside, looking first in the living room for her. Missy wasn’t in her chair, or in the kitchen with Maria. He found her in her bed.

The bedroom was large and recently redecorated. Missy had stripped the walls, replaced the fixtures, and refurnished it with tasteful antiques. Nothing remained of Bud’s first wife, not even the floors. Missy lay under a comforter on top of the bed. The shades were pulled, which she did when she wasn’t wearing makeup and didn’t want to be seen closely. She looks so tiny, Joe thought. Even in the gloom, though, she was a startlingly, undeniably beautiful woman, even if she was at war with her true age.

“I hear it was a late meeting,” Joe said. “How’s the Earl of Lexington?”

“He’s fine …” she said, then quickly bit off her words and glared at him. Marybeth was right. He was at the meeting. Missy propped herself up on an elbow, fixing her big eyes on him.

“I heard the news,” she said with an edge in her voice, quickly regaining the upper hand.

Joe said nothing.

“I also heard that you might be thinking of a house in town.”

“Maybe.”

She shook her head slowly. “Let my people go, Joe.”

“What?”

“Let them go,” she said sharply, sitting up and swinging her feet to the floor. “Everything is perfect as it is. For the first time, Marybeth is comfortable. She has a fine place to live. She’s moving up, finally. Quit dragging my daughter and my granddaughters down with you.”

Joe felt his neck get hot.

“They deserve better than to be handcuffed to a mid-level state employee who brings danger they don’t deserve into their lives,” Missy said, the words dripping with disdain. “Don’t you dare take them away from me again. Step aside, and let them … blossom.”

“Blossom?”

Her eyes flashed. “I’ve said my piece. I wish you would think about it while you run around in the woods again like a schoolboy.”

Joe knew he was one of the few to see her occasionally in her full, evil, stripped-down honesty. He doubted Bud Sr. ever really had. It was the one thing they had together, he and Missy: icy moments of bitter, hateful truth.

“I’ll think about it,” Joe said. “While I’m thinking about it, I’d like you to come to Yellowstone so I can show you around. One place in particular, way on the western side of the park, in Idaho. I hear it’s beautiful.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked, narrowing her eyes and frowning.

He turned and left, his hands shaking.
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West Yellowstone, Montana
October 7

CLAY MCCANN DIDN’T like how the reporter from the Wall Street Journal had described his hair as “pink.” The description denigrated him, made him sound less serious, like a circus clown. No one wanted to have pink hair. The reason for the description in the Journal, and this was patently unfair, was that his hair—once a deep red—was now streaked with silver-gray hairs. The silver made it look from a distance (if the observer was a jaded Eastern reporter) like he dyed his hair pink. Which he did not!

He confirmed it once again in the rearview mirror of his car as he drove through Yellowstone Park. While looking at himself in the mirror instead of watching the road, he nearly collided with a herd of buffalo. McCann cursed and slammed on his brakes, bringing his car into a skidding stop three feet from the front quarters of a one-ton bull. The animal swung its woolly triangle head toward the car, stared through the windshield at him with black amoral prehistoric eyes, snorted with what sounded like indignation, and slowly joined the rest of the herd.

A buffalo jam. Anyone driving through Yellowstone Park had to get used to them. The dank smell that hung in the air, the clip-clop of ungulate hooves on the pavement.

Wouldn’t that have made a hell of an ironic story, McCann thought, saying the headline aloud: “Freed Murderer Killed in Park Collision With Bison.”

While he waited he studied his face again in the mirror. The same reporter had described him as “pale, paunchy, and past his prime” in a flowery alliterative rhetorical flourish filled with popping P’s. That prick, McCann thought.

The buffalo herd seemed endless. Dozens of them, maybe a hundred dark woofing behemoths. None of them cared that he was there, only that they needed to cross the road to get to the Madison River. McCann had no choice but to sit and wait. He had tried to push through a herd once, but a bull swung its head and dented his driver’s door with a horn.

The heavy buck-brush near the river blazed red with fall color in the last half-hour of dusk. It was a great time and season to see the park, if one cared. But the tourists were all but gone. The roads were virtually empty. And Clay McCann, who had been the focus of so much attention, the center of so many conversations, was now utterly alone except for the buffalo.

Finally, as the last cow crossed, leaving blacktop spattered with steaming piles of viscous dung, McCann shifted into drive and accelerated.

McCann was nearly out of the park. He was going home.

THE RANGER AT the West Yellowstone gate waved a cheery “Goodbye!” from her little gatehouse as he slowed to leave the park. The town of West Yellowstone was just ahead.

Although she waved him through, McCann stopped next to the exit window, powered down his window, and thrust his face outside so she could see him.

She began to say, “You don’t need to stop …” when she recognized him. Her eyes widened and her mouth pulled back in a grimace and she inadvertently stepped back, knocking a sheaf of Yellowstone News flyers to the ground outside her box. “My God,” she mouthed.

“Have a pleasant night,” he said, basking in her reaction, knowing now, for sure, he’d entered the rarified air of celebrity.

HE’D BEEN AWAY for nearly three months. During that time, Clay McCann had gone from a semi-obscure smalltown lawyer specializing in contracts and criminal defense law to being known both nationally and internationally. For a brief time, every utterance he made to reporters inside the tiny jailhouse at Mammoth Hot Springs made the wire services. Profiles of him and the Yellowstone Zone of Death appeared in a half-dozen national publications. For a delicious week or two, his face and the crime were as familiar to viewers of twenty-four-hour cable networks as any celebrity criminal or victim. His arguments before the court were dissected by celebrity lawyers who predicted, correctly, that he’d win, which he did. Although the federal prosecutors threatened loudly to appeal the decision to the Tenth Circuit and the Supreme Court, the thirty days allowed to file had lapsed and he’d received no notification. McCann banked on the assumption that the Feds didn’t want the case to go further with the very likely possibility that higher courts would have to declare that the Zone of Death actually existed.

He was as free as those buffalo back on the road. Originally, the news of the murders burned bright and his face was everywhere. Reporters and cameramen camped out on the lawn of the old Yellowstone jail, sharing the grass with grazing elk. But the story soon became eclipsed by the circumstances. He faded out of it, and other crimes that had more appeal—like blondes found missing on islands or cruise ships—overtook the hard-to-understand concept of vicinage and the Sixth Amendment, and he was discarded onto the electronic landfill of old news. It was expensive, a reporter told him, for the network to keep a team out there in the middle of nowhere with little to report. Plus, he complained, there was nothing to do at night for the crew. Eventually, they all left. But McCann had no doubt he was still hot stuff up and down the Rocky Mountains.

HE DROVE THROUGH the empty, familiar streets of West Yellowstone as the few overhead lights charged, hummed, and lit against the coming darkness. His house was located in a cul-de-sac within a stand of thick lodgepole pines west of town. His neighbors were a doctor and a fly-fishing guide who had turned his name into a well-known brand. The doctor and guide were among the elite in town and it was an exclusive, if tiny, neighborhood. McCann had acquired his house in a foreclosure auction, but nevertheless.

As he pulled into his driveway he saw immediately that his house had been vandalized. The windows were broken and FILTHY FUCKING MURDERER was spray-painted in red on the front door, drips of paint crawling down the wood like dried blood.

He charged up the walk and kicked through weeks of porch-delivered newspapers and entered his dark house to find the power and water shut off. He experienced a moment of overwhelming despair: How could they expect me to keep up with the local bills when I was incarcerated?

Retrieving a flashlight from his car, he returned to his home as despair sharpened into quiet rage. His house reeked of spoiled food from inside the refrigerator and freezer. He didn’t even open them. Long-dead tropical fish floated in a slick of scum on the top of his fish tank. His cat was long gone, although he’d shredded most of his living room furniture and sprayed the carpet in his bedroom before finding his way out.

Drawers and closet doors were agape, clothing thrown across the floors by investigating cops. His telephone was ripped from the wall for no good reason at all. His bookcase was ransacked, emptied, law books tossed into piles along with the military thrillers he liked to read. Holes were punched into his walls as they looked for … what? What were they trying to find and why were they trying to find it? The case wasn’t a mystery, after all.

What made him angriest was to visualize the slow-witted local cops and park rangers rooting through his personal belongings, reading his mail, laughing, no doubt, at his collection of pornography in the drawer of his nightstand and finding—Jesus—the cardboard box containing the stuffed animals from his childhood that he just couldn’t make himself throw away. He wondered how many people knew about that. If somebody said something about the box in town, he vowed, he’d sue their ass so fast it would leave skid marks.

No note of apology, no crime-scene tape, no acknowledgment of what they’d done. They simply trashed the place and left it for vandals.

He would need protection. Some yahoo might try to take him down, try to become famous for killing the man who beat the system. These people here liked that kind of rough frontier justice. Unfortunately, the Park Service hadn’t returned his weapons and he’d have to threaten a suit to get them back. As he drafted the action in his head, he remembered something. Months before, a client charged with a third DUI had paid him a retainer consisting of cash and a .38 snub-nosed revolver. The lawyer had dropped the gun into a manila envelope and filed it among his casework portfolios in his home office. Remarkably, the cops had missed it. He retrieved the gun and checked the loads, more familiar with weapons than he used to be, and slid it into his jacket pocket. It felt solid and heavy against his hip. He liked how it felt.

Pausing on the porch among the litter of unopened mail and newspapers, McCann took a deep breath of cold air. It tasted faintly of pine-cone dust and wood smoke. He fought against the dark specter of being absolutely alone.

BECAUSE IT WAS late in the year, only locals were out. McCann drove to Rocky’s, a local favorite they all raved about like it was Delmonico’s, but he found more or less passable. It was both a bar and a restaurant, one big room. He wanted a beer and a burger, something they couldn’t mess up. Ninety days of jail food had screwed up his system.

The place was humming with raucous conversation as he entered, and it took a moment to get the bartender’s eye. When he did, the man simply looked at him with tight-lipped trepidation as if he were a ghost, a demon, or Senator Teddy Kennedy.

Then the din started to fade, and it continued to diminish until it was almost silent inside. McCann felt nearly every set of eyes in the restaurant on him. He heard whispers:

“Oh my God, look who’s here.”

“It’s Clay McCann.”

“What’s he think he’s doing here?”

A few of the men’s faces hardened into deadeye stares, as if challenging him to start something. A young mother covered the eyes of her child, as if she thought simply seeing him would scar the little tyke for life.

Even though he’d expected this reception, it still came as a sour jolt. Sure, he was used to indirect derision and whispered asides because he was a lawyer. Lawyers made enemies. But this was full-scale, almost overpowering. His only solace was the knowledge that it would be short-term and that he had a .38 in his pocket.

He looked back at them, not without fear. 8 percent, he thought. Look for the 8 percent. Take comfort in the 8 percent.

Early in his career, before he messed up, McCann had been a criminal defense attorney in Minot, North Dakota, after he’d fled Chicago to avoid that ethics charge. He’d been lucky enough to land a deep-pockets client almost immediately—a North Dakota banker accused of hiring thugs to kill his wife. The case was considered a slam-dunk conviction by the prosecution, and it looked hopeless to McCann. Because splitting the fee was better than losing the case outright, McCann brought in Marcus Hand, the flamboyant Wyoming trial lawyer who was famous for four things: long white hair, buckskin clothing, delays that sweetened the payout for the lawyers, and his ability to persuade a jury. McCann watched Hand perform in the courtroom and the Wyoming lawyer nearly convinced McCann himself that his client didn’t do it. Eventually, the jury deadlocked at 10–2, and couldn’t reach a unanimous verdict. In the retrial a year later. Hand managed to create almost the same result, with an 11–1 hung jury. Although the embarrassed prosecutors let it be known that they would bring the case to trial a third time, it never happened. The banker walked away into bankruptcy and into the arms of his pretty, new twenty-five-year-old wife.

Over victory drinks, Hand explained the 8 Percent Rule to McCann. “It’s really very simple,” he said, using the same melodic voice he used to pet and stroke the jury. “I have to convince one juror out of twelve to vote with us. One of twelve is eight percent, give or take. Not that I need to convince him our client is innocent, understand. I just need to establish an intimate partnership with that one fellow or lady in a crowd who is contrary. The man or woman who has an ax to grind. My theory, and you saw it happen twice, is that in any group of people forced to be together, at least eight percent of them will go against the majority if for no other reason than to shove it up their ass—if they have an authority figure they can trust to be on their side. I am that leader in the courtroom. I talk only to my soul mate, Mr. Eight Percent. That man—or woman, in the case today—will follow me into hell, just so we can put one over on the rest. Remember, Clay, we aren’t running for election. We don’t care if ninety-two percent of the voters want the other guy. Who cares about them if we have our pal, Mr. Eight Percent? We just want our evil partner, Mr. Eight Percent, who hates the guts of the majority and always will, to show his true colors. He just wants to be bad, unique—an individual!—and I’m there to show him the way.”

McCann remembered that conversation as he tried to boldly return the stares. Sure enough, when he studied the dinner and bar crowd, he detected two or three people who looked back not with horror, disgust, or revulsion, but with guarded neutrality. All were former clients.

Gavin Toomey, a local miscreant best known for poaching violations and his palpable hatred for the federal government, sat alone at the opposite end of the bar. Toomey actually nodded a discreet greeting.

Butch Toomer, the former sheriff who was recalled by angry voters for accepting bribes, looked at him coolly and raised his beer bottle. Toomer would be pleased McCann was back because McCann owed him.

And Sheila D’Amato, the dark-eyed former vixen who had shown up on the arm of a reputed mafioso en route to the park only to be dumped on the street after an argument, met his eyes while wetting her lips with the point of her tongue.

She was with him, for sure. Good enough for now.

McCann said with a tone of triumph, “West Yellowstone’s most infamous resident has returned.”

Someone in the back mumbled, “Let’s see how long he lasts.”

A few men snorted in assent.

McCann visualized the room standing en masse and charging him. He inconspicuously lowered his right hand and brushed the dead weight of the .38 in his jacket pocket with his fingertips.

Les Davis, owner of the Conoco station, said, “I don’t think you’re welcome here.”

“So get the hell out,” another man rasped.

McCann found his voice, said, “We don’t want this to get out of hand.”

Davis mumbled something inaudible.

“We can be friends or we can be enemies,” McCann said. “I’d prefer to be friends. That way none of us winds up in court.”

He turned to the bartender. “I’d like a cheeseburger, medium rare, and a Yellowstone Pale Ale.” His voice didn’t quaver and he was thankful.

The barman attempted to stare McCann down, but he couldn’t hold it. Sheepishly, he glanced over the bar at the still-silent crowd. They were all watching him to see what he’d do.

McCann said softly, “Are you refusing me service? I’d hate to bring a discrimination suit against this place since everyone loves it so much.”

“Give him some fucking food,” Butch Toomer growled from his corner table. “The man’s got to eat.”

The barman looked down, said, “I just work here.”

“Then place my order.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

McCann nodded his appreciation to Toomer, who raised his beer in silent partnership. Sheila was practically devouring him with her dark, mascara’d raccoon eyes. She smiled wickedly at him, her eyes moist. And not just her eyes, he hoped.

“Tell you what,” he said to the barman, “I’ll order it to go. You can have someone bring the order to my office. That way your patrons can reel their eyes back in.”

“Good idea,” the man said, visibly relieved.

As he opened the door, McCann shot a glance over his shoulder at Les Davis and his crowd of burghers and fought the impulse to say, “Losers.”

ON THE WAY to his office two blocks away on Madison, McCann bought two six-packs of local Moose Drool beer from the dingy convenience store and carried them to his office. He fished the gun from his pocket and placed it on his desk, then sat in his chair and waited for his dinner to arrive. His nerves were still tingling.

The Journal reporter had made fun of his office location too, that his practice was on Madison Avenue, but not that Madison Avenue. This Madison Avenue, in West Yellowstone, Montana, saw more wandering elk on the sidewalks than it did men in three-piece suits.

There was a huge pile of unopened mail on his desk and he rifled through it. Hate mail, mostly, he assumed. He swept the pile into the garbage can. He’d done the same with letters sent to him while he was in jail.

The only letters McCann took seriously were from other lawyers threatening civil actions against him on behalf of the murdered campers. McCann knew they’d have a good case. Luckily, he thought, it could take years to get to trial, and he didn’t plan to be available when and if it did.

While he waited, he imagined hearing the sounds of a mob building outside on the street. Pitchforks and torches being raised. Guttural shouts morphing into a chant: “Justice … Justice … Justice …” Then the door would burst open and dozens of dirty hands would reach for him across his desk …

So when there was a knock on his door he gripped the .38 with one hand before reaching for the handle with the other. Sheila D’Amato stood in the threshold with a large foam container and a tray with two tap beers in mugs covered by plastic.

“Why you?” McCann asked.

“I offered.”

“I don’t remember ordering two beers.”

“I thought maybe I’d drink one with you.”

He nodded, let her in after checking the street to confirm there was no mob, and shut the door behind them. He gestured to the sack with the six-packs. “I’ve got more.”

“What you did to those people in Yellowstone,” she said, “it was just so baaaaad.” Her eyes glistened as she drew out the word. “And the way those people reacted in Rocky’s—wow.”

Wow, he knew, was probably the best she could do.

She drank beer after beer and watched him eat. He was grateful for her company, he admitted to himself, which was proof of his desperation.

He’d represented Sheila after she was arrested for shoplifting $200 worth of makeup from the drugstore. That was when she’d been around town for a few months, long enough that merchants had learned to watch her closely. He employed a “high-altitude” defense, claiming to the judge that Sheila’s brain was out of whack because she came from New Jersey and her brain had yet to adapt to the altitude and lack of oxygen. It made her forgetful, he said, and she had simply forgotten to pay the clerk. The judge was amused with the argument but still would have convicted her if the drugstore owner hadn’t forgotten to show up and testify. Sheila credited McCann for her acquittal.

Sheila D’Amato admitted to McCann after the trial that she was getting old and her clothes were too tight. All she wanted was her old life back, before she’d been dumped. She was pathetic, he thought, but he enjoyed her stories of being a kept woman in Atlantic City, being passed from mobster to mobster for fifteen years. She claimed she hated Montana and all the tight-assed people who lived here. She’d left town with men a few times since her arrival, but had drifted back after they cut her loose. She said she didn’t know why she kept ending up here.

“Do you plan to stay around?” she asked him. Sheila had an annoying little-girl-lost voice, he thought.

“Why are you asking?” But he knew why.

She shrugged and attempted to look coy. “Well, everybody hates your guts.”

“Not everybody,” he said, saluting her with his beer bottle.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she said, letting a little hard-edged Jersey into her voice, but cocking her head to make sure he knew she was teasing.

“I won’t be here long,” he said. He knew not to tell her too much. But she could be of use to him, even if he couldn’t trust her. She probably didn’t trust him either. They had that in common.

“Where will you go?” she asked, trying not to be obvious.

“Someplace warm.”

“What’s keeping you?”

That, he couldn’t tell her. “I’ll leave when the time is right.”

She nodded as if she understood. He drank another beer and she started to look better.

“What was it like?” she asked, her eyes glistening. She wanted him to tell her killing was a rush, a high. He wondered what the mobsters used to tell her it was like.

“It solved the problem,” he said, measuring his words, letting her interpret them however she wished. How could he tell her it meant nothing to him? That, in fact, it was hard work and unpleasant but simply a means to an end?

He waited her out until she finally asked if he would take her with him when he left.

Of course not, he said to himself, not in a million fucking years. To Sheila, he said, “It depends.”

“On what?”

“On you.”

She had paid her legal bill to him for the shoplifting charge in blow jobs. They’d haggled and determined $50 per. She was pretty good. He’d been in jail for three months. He’d make her keep those too-tight clothes on.

EARLY THE NEXT morning, after shaving in his office and deciding that maybe he would look into some sort of hair coloring that would drown out the gray, McCann dropped the .38 into his coat pocket and went outside into the chill. Sheila had been gone for hours, but not before they’d made a date for later that night. At least she was someone to talk to, he thought, although he preferred her with her mouth full. Maybe she wasn’t so pathetic after all. She’d do until he left, at least.

West Yellowstone was called a gateway community; it existed almost solely as a staging area or overnight stop for tourists en route to the park. With a permanent population of less than two thousand people, the little town swelled to seven or eight thousand on summer nights and about half that with the snowmobile crowd in the winter. The place was unique in that they didn’t plow the roads so snowmobiles could be used legally on the streets.

West, as it was called, was rough-hewn and blue collar, consisting of motels, fly-fishing shops, and souvenir stores. Winters were severe and the people who lived there were rugged. Of the five places McCann had practiced law—Chicago, Minot, Missoula, Helena, and now West Yellowstone, West was by far the bottom of the barrel for a lawyer. Not that he’d had any choice, of course, after the trouble he’d had. For McCann, West was the place he ended up, like something washed up on the shore of the Madison River. Sheila’s story was similar. He could go no farther. He liked to tell people that when they brought him their problems.

A sheen of frost covered the windshields of parked cars and stiffened the dying grass between the cracks in the sidewalk. His breath billowed as he walked down Madison. There were no cars on the streets except those parked haphazardly around Bear Trap Pancake House. Locals, most of them. He bought a newspaper from the stand and went in.

He sat alone in a booth with his back to the front door and surveyed the crowd. Men wore cowboy hats or caps proclaiming their allegiance to fly shops or heavy equipment. They were sullen, waking up, waiting for the caffeine to kick in. In contrast were the four bustling waitresses who seemed unnaturally cheery. McCann figured it out: the staff were happy because today would be their last day for the season. Like most businesses in West, the Bear Trap would close until December when there was several feet of snow and the snowmobilers would be back.

A middle-aged waitress with a name tag that read “Marge” practically skipped across the restaurant toward him with a pot of coffee. McCann pushed his empty mug across the table toward her.

As she began to pour, she looked up and her eyes locked on his, and she froze.

“Yes, please,” he said, gesturing toward his cup.

Her face hardened and she righted the pot without pouring a drop. Then she turned on her heel and strode into the kitchen.

A few moments later, McCann saw the face of the cook above the bat wing doors, then the face of the owner of the Bear Trap. The lawyer nodded toward the owner, who acknowledged him cautiously, then returned quickly to the kitchen.

A young waitress (nameplate: Tina) had apparently not witnessed Marge’s reaction and came over with a pot.

“No,” Marge said out the side of her mouth from two tables away.

Tina stopped, unsure of what to do.

“No,” Marge said again.

Tina shrugged apologetically at McCann and retreated to the far end of the restaurant to take care of other tables.

McCann sat quietly for twenty minutes as customers came in and placed their orders. Nothing was said to him. He was simply being frozen out, as if he didn’t exist. His coffee cup remained empty.

As Marge passed with another fresh pot, McCann reached out and tugged on her apron and she jumped back as if he’d goosed her.

“I’d like breakfast,” he said.

“In hell,” she answered, swinging her large hips away from him.

McCann stood up angrily and reached for his coat. The .38 thumped against his side and for a second he considered reaching for it. Several patrons watched him furtively between forkfuls of pancakes. Most didn’t even look up.

He slammed the door so hard that the bells on it swung and hit the glass, punctuating his exit. He stormed halfway across the street before stopping and turning around. Marge glared back at him from behind the window, her face distorted by condensation on the glass. His eyes slipped from Marge to the rust-tinged FOR SALE sign on the door of the building. Every place in West, it seemed, was always for sale. That went with the transient nature of the town.

But it gave him an idea.

Maybe he could buy the goddamned place and fire Marge. He could buy Rocky’s too. He could own the whole fucking town; then they’d have to respect him.

MCCANN COULDN’T FEEL his feet as he walked back toward his office to make a call. His insides boiled, and he kept his mouth clamped shut so tightly that his jaw ached. His brief revenge fantasy of buying the town faded quickly. Despite his hunger for reprisal, the last thing he wanted was to stay a minute longer in this place than he had to.

He looked at his wristwatch, calculating the time difference. He needed to make a call. As he began to open the door to his office, he changed his mind. Who knew who might be listening on his line?

At a payphone outside the supermarket he dropped in coins and dialed. It was answered on the third ring and he gave his account number from memory. The receptionist transferred him to his banker.

The banker asked him to repeat the account number and asked for a password. McCann gave both and waited a moment, listening to a keyboard being tapped.

“Yes,” the banker said in a clipped Islands/English accent.

“Has the transfer been made?”

Hesitation. “There’s been a problem.”

The words cut through him like a sword. He swooned, and the sky seemed to tilt to the right, causing him to reach out to steady himself on the frame of the phone booth. “What do you mean. There’s been a problem?”

“The bulk of the funds didn’t arrive when you said they would. We don’t know when the remainder will arrive.”

He tried to stay calm. “How much?”

More tapping. “Approximately five percent of what you told us to expect.”

“Five percent?” He did the math. Five percent was nothing. Five percent would barely cover his current debts.

Fighting panic, he asked the banker to check it again. While he waited, he backed away from the booth as far as the cord would let him. He looked down the empty street. Walls of dark pine closed in. Even the crooked sky seemed to push down on him.

“I’m sorry,” the banker said. “It is correct.”

“How fucking long do I have to stay here in this shithole and wait?” he said, his voice rising to a choked shout.

“It is not the fault of our institution, sir,” the banker said defensively. “The problem is with the sender. You should talk to him and find out what is the cause of the delay.”

McCann wanted to plead to the banker, This was not the plan.

“Your issue is not with us,” the banker said.

“I’ll check back with you,” he said, biting his lip hard enough to draw blood and slamming down the receiver.

Stunned, he turned to walk away. But to where? How could this be happening?

And to think, three months ago he’d been famous.





PART TWO

YELLOWSTONE ACT, 1872


AN ACT TO SET APART A CERTAIN TRACT OF
LAND LYING NEAR THE HEADWATERS OF THE
YELLOWSTONE RIVER AS A PUBLIC PARK

Approved March 1, 1872 (17 Stat. 32)



Sec 2. that said public park shall be under the exclusive control of the Secretary of the Interior, whose duty it shall be, as soon as practicable, to make and publish such rules and regulations as he may deem necessary or proper for the care and management of the same. Such regulations shall provide for the preservation, from injury or spoliation, of all timber, mineral deposits, natural curiosities, or wonders within said park, and their retention in their natural condition. The Secretary may in his discretion, grant leases for building purposes for terms not exceeding ten years, of small parcels of ground, at such places in said park as shall require the erection of buildings for the accommodation of visitors; all of the proceeds of said leases, and all other revenues that may be derived from any source connected with said park, to be expended under his direction in the management of the same, and the construction of roads and bridlepaths therein. He shall provide against the wanton destruction of the fish and game found within said park, and against their capture or destruction for the purposes of merchandise or profit. He shall also cause all persons trespassing upon the same after the passage of this act to be removed therefrom, and generally shall be authorized to take all such measures as shall be necessary or proper to fully carry out the objects and purposes of this act. (U.S.C., title 16, sec. 22.)
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ON THE MORNING Joe was to leave for Yellowstone he took the girls to school in the white Yukon the state had assigned him. It was the same one that had delivered Chuck Ward to the ranch. There was a brief flare-up between Sheridan and Lucy regarding who would get the front seat and who would have to cram into the backseat along with his duffel bags of clothes and outdoor gear. Sheridan won the battle with the oldest trick in the book—pointing toward the horizon and saying, “Look!”—thereby distracting Lucy and Joe while she scrambled into the front.

It was a brilliant crisp fall day, no wind, colors in the river bottoms igniting as the sun lit them like lantern mantles. Although it wasn’t a green pickup with the pronghorn antelope Game and Fish logo on the door and a light bar on top, Joe acquainted himself with his new vehicle. The Yukon was unabashedly big, tall, roomy, heavy, and powerful. He felt only slightly guilty about liking it so much. Joe prayed he could return it in one piece.

From the backseat, Lucy asked, “Does this car waste a lot of gasoline?”

Like sailors on shore leave “waste” beer, Joe thought. But he simply said, “Yes.”

“Why can’t you have something that’s better for the environment?”

“Because I’m taking it into some pretty rough country and it’s nearly winter, so I might need four-wheel drive.”

“Hmmpf.”

Sheridan ignored the exchange and picked up a FedEx box near her feet. “Can I look inside?”

“Sure,” he said. The box had arrived the previous afternoon from headquarters in Cheyenne. As he had anticipated, there was no “Welcome Back, Joe!” note inside from Randy Pope.

But there was a badge, and credentials.

Sheridan looked through the embroidered shoulder patches, a new name tag, newly issued statute booklets, recent memos paper-clipped together, a handheld radio. She opened the plastic box with the small gold shield inside.

“Number fifty-four,” she said. “Didn’t you used to have a lower badge number?”

Joe smiled ruefully, surprised she had paid attention. “I used to have number twenty-one.”

There were only fifty-four game wardens in the state, and the higher the seniority, the lower the number. Even though Pope had been ordered to restore his salary and pension, the governor probably hadn’t thought of asking to reassign his number. The high badge number was usually given to trainees fresh out of college, and it sent an obvious message.

“That’s so unfair.”

“It’s all right,” he said, thinking, Yes, it was a slap in the face. But not unexpected.

“I used to look at your badge every morning at breakfast,” she said. “That’s how I remembered.”

Joe felt a sentimental pang. He had no idea.

“We’re going to visit you in Yellowstone Park, right?” Lucy asked.

“Yup.”

“Mom told me we almost went there once,” she said. “Mrs. Hanson says it’s a great place but people are ruining it.”

“You were a baby,” Joe said, choosing not to comment on what her teacher had said.

“You’re still a baby,” Sheridan said, getting in a dig when the opportunity presented itself, which was in the job description of being an older sister.

“Dad!” Lucy protested.

He admonished, “Sheridan …”

As they neared Saddlestring, Joe said, “Be good for your mom while I’m gone. Help her out.”

“We will,” they mumbled.

He didn’t look at them because he didn’t want them to see mist in his eyes. “I’m going to miss you girls.”

And he wished, for a moment, that he wasn’t so damned thrilled about getting his job back.

MARYBETH WAS STILL at home when he returned, which was unusual. So was the fire in the seldom-used stone fireplace. Joe noted that the curtains were drawn, and recalled opening them that morning.

When she came down the hall in her robe, Joe understood.

“The girls are gone, Bud and Missy went to town, and I called the office and told them I’d be late,” she said. Her blond hair fell on her shoulders, her eyes caught the flames of the fire.

“I was thinking of a proper send-off,” she said, smiling. “But I decided on an improper one.” She gestured toward a jumble of quilts that were spread out in front of the fireplace. He hadn’t noticed when he entered.

“What, again?” he said, instantly regretting his choice of words.

“Mr. Romantic,” she said, shaking her head.

“Please ignore what I just said,” he said, stepping toward her.

“I already have.”

“You make it tough to go.”

“Exactly.”

AS HE CLEARED the timber, mountain meadows opened up and so did the view. Dark folds of wooded slopes stretched in all directions and the pale sky fused into the horizon, giving Joe a once-familiar “top of the world” view that now matched his attitude. The two-lane ribbon that was U.S. Highway 14 was rolled out straight and narrow before him. As he approached Burgess Junction, in the heart of the Bighorn National Forest, he had a decision to make. He could stay on 14 all the way to Yellowstone via Greybull and Cody, or take 14-A, the high-altitude route that included the Medicine Wheel Passage. Remembering that when he went to Jackson two years before he chose 14-A and bad things followed, he opted to stay on 14 this time. Superstition.

On top, he got a cell signal again and his phone burred. Chuck Ward was calling from Cheyenne. Joe eased off the highway onto the shoulder and parked.

“We’ve notified the National Park Service that you want to meet with the investigating rangers,” Ward said. “They’ve assembled the principals for a meeting at four this afternoon at their offices. The chief ranger, James Langston, will be there as well. They didn’t seem real excited about the prospect of meeting with you, but they agreed.”

“I thought I was going incognito,” Joe said, puzzled at the change in strategy.

“The governor had a slight change of mind,” Ward said flatly. “He didn’t want to risk them finding out about you after the fact and raising hell with us. Our relationship with the Feds is bad enough without that. We told them you were up there to write a report about the crime and the investigation for the state attorney general’s office. A summary of what’s happened.”

“You mean there isn’t already a report?”

“If there is such an animal,” Ward explained, “the Feds have kept it all to themselves, which isn’t unprecedented. All we’ve got is what was in the file the governor gave you. Lots of pieces, but no definitive white paper. The Park Service has agreed to cooperate with you as long as you don’t interfere with them.”

Joe held the phone away for a moment and looked at it as if it would provide more information. Then: “Won’t the Park Service wonder why the governor isn’t sending the AG or one of his lawyers? Why send a game warden?”

“Because,” Ward said, changing his voice and cadence to imitate Rulon’s rapid-fire speaking style, “‘You’re well versed in many facets of outdoor issues including law enforcement and resource management.’“

“I am?”

“I’m quoting, so don’t ask.”

Joe didn’t.

“Also, don’t wear your uniform. It might spook ’em. They don’t like state interlopers up there in their park. They consider the place their own little private fiefdom.”

Joe nodded, although he knew Ward wouldn’t know he had.

“And, Joe, nothing about that letter from Rick Hoening should be brought up, understand?”

“Not really,” Joe said, feeling as if Ward was already tugging at the rug he was standing on.

“And if they want to make you a ‘special policeman,’ don’t do it,” Ward said. “You can’t divide your loyalty.”

“What’s a special policeman?” Joe asked, the image of a helmeted Keystone Kop appearing in his mind.

“Who the hell knows? Something the Park Service does for local law enforcement. Like deputizing you, I guess. The guy who set up the meeting, Del Ashby, suggested it. He’s your contact. His title is supervisory special agent, Branch of Law Enforcement Services, Office of Investigations. How’s that for a mouthful?”

“Sounds official,” Joe said.

“Just wait,” Ward laughed. “They’ll need to order bigger business cards up there if their titles keep getting longer. Anyway, ask for Del Ashby.”

“They won’t like me second-guessing their investigation,” Joe said.

“Nope, they won’t.”

“Four o’clock,” Joe repeated.

“Yes. And remember, nothing about the letter.”

Joe found himself frowning. “So, what is it I’m supposed to report?”

“You’ll have to figure that out on your own. The governor said to do what you do and try not to create any problems. You’ll be there as our representative, but it’s federal and they have the right to throw you out anytime.”

“I’m confused,” Joe said.

He could hear Ward sigh. “So am I,” he confessed.

“It seems like you’re really hanging me out there.”

“We are. Why did you ever think different?”

As Joe started to close the phone, he heard Ward say, “Don’t contact me unless it’s an emergency. And whatever you do, don’t call the governor.”

AT BURGESS JUNCTION there was a gas station, a restaurant, a gift shop, a sporting goods store, and a saloon all located in the same weathered log building. The owners also rented cabins. As Joe pulled into the parking lot, it appeared that the place was busy. Of course it was, he thought, it’s hunting season.

Unshaven men in camo coats and blaze orange hats milled on the wooden porch and around the cabins in back. Four-wheel drive vehicles and ATVs were parked wherever the trees were cleared. The air smelled of wood smoke, gasoline, and tallow. Field-dressed mule deer and elk carcasses hung in the trees, rib cages opened to the air to cool, the view inside the cavities red-white-red like split and flattened barber poles.

“Those yours?” Joe asked one of the hunters on the porch.

“The elk? Got ’em this morning.”

“Mind if I take a look?”

“Feel free.”

He couldn’t help himself; old habits die hard. The first thing he noticed as he inspected the hanging carcasses was that the elk were well taken care of. Hides had been removed, cavities scrubbed clean, tags visible. He searched for entrance and exit wounds and could see that only one of the animals had taken a body shot. The others, apparently, had been killed by bullets to the head or neck. Very clean kills. The hunters knew what they were doing and they took pride in their work. The elk were big and healthy, another good thing. The inch-thick layers of fat along their backbones, white and scalloped, was proof of the excellent habitat and resource management.

“Nice,” Joe said to the hunter who had accompanied him from the porch.

“Want to see the antlers?”

“Nah, that’s all right.”

Joe didn’t care about antlers, just that the herd was healthy and the job of harvesting done right.

“Good work,” he said, nodding.

“We take it seriously,” the hunter said. “If you’re going to take an animal’s life, you owe it to that elk to take responsibility.”

“Exactly.” Joe smiled.

Nodding at the rest of the hunters on the porch as he passed them, he reached for the door handle.

“Got your elk yet?” one of them asked.

“Nope,” Joe said pleasantly. In Wyoming, “got your elk yet” was a greeting as ubiquitous as “good morning” was elsewhere, but Joe was momentarily struck by it. For the first time he could remember, he was taken for a hunter and not the game warden. In the past, his arrival would have been met with stares, sniggers, or the over-familiar banter of the ashamed or guilty.

Inside, he bought water, jerky, and sunflower seeds because he had forgotten to pack a lunch. While he was paying for the items at the counter, a stout, bearded man in the saloon eyed him, slid off his bar stool and entered the store. Joe assessed him as the man pushed through the half-doors. Dark, close-cropped hair, bulbous nose, wind-burned cheeks, chapped lips. Watery, bloodshot eyes. A hunter who’d been at it for a while, Joe guessed. No other reason for him to be up there this time of year. The hunter had rough hands with dried half-moons of dark blood under his fingernails. Joe could tell from his appearance that he wasn’t a member of the group out on the porch. Those men were sportsmen.

“Got your elk?” the man asked, keeping his voice low so the clerk wouldn’t hear him ask.

Joe started to shake his head but instincts kicked in. “Why do you ask?”

The hunter didn’t reply, but gestured toward the door with his chin, willing Joe to understand.

Joe shook his head.

Frustration passed across the hunter’s face because Joe didn’t appear to get it.

“Come outside when you’re through here,” the hunter said, sotto voce, and went out the door to wait.

While the clerk bagged his snacks, Joe shook his head. He knew what the hunter was telling him but had played it coy. Over the years, he’d learned that deception, unfortunately, was a necessary trait for a game warden. Not open dishonesty or entrapment—those ruined a reputation and could get him beaten or killed. But in a job where nearly every man he encountered in the field was armed as well as pumped up with testosterone—and calling backup was rarely an option—playing dumb was a survival skill. And Joe, much to Marybeth’s chagrin, could play dumb extremely well.

The bearded hunter was not on the porch when Joe went outside, but was waiting for him near a cabin at the side of the building. Joe shoved the sack of snacks into his coat pocket as he walked down the length of the wooden porch onto a well-worn path. As he approached the hunter, he wished the .40 Glock Nate had given him wasn’t disassembled in a duffel bag in his Yukon.

The hunter studied Joe with cool eyes and stepped on the other side of his pickup and leaned across the hood, his bloodstained fingers loosely entwined, the truck between them.

The hunter raised his eyebrows in a greeting. “You might be a man who’s looking for an elk.”

“Think so, huh?” Joe said, noncommittal.

“Me and my buddies jumped ’em this morning early, down on the ridge. They was crossing over the top, bold as you please.”

Joe nodded, as if to say, “Go on.”

“That’s the thing about elk hunting. Don’t see nothing for five straight days, and all of a sudden they’re all around you. Big herd of ’em. Forty, fifty. Three of us hunting.”

Joe glanced behind the cabin, saw three big bulls hanging from the branches, their antlers scraping the ground, hides still on, black blood pooling in the pine needles. Despite the distance, Joe could see gaping exit wounds on the ribs and front quarters. Even in the cold he could smell them.

“Yeah, three good bulls,” the hunter said, following Joe’s line of sight. “But my buddy went a little crazy.”

“Meaning,” Joe said, “there are a few more killed down there than you have licenses for.”

The hunter winced. He didn’t like Joe saying it outright.

“At least four cows if you’ve got a cow permit,” the hunter whispered. “A spike too. That’s good eating, them spikes.”

Spikes were young bulls without fully developed antlers. Cows were female elk. Five extra animals wasn’t just a mistake, it was overkill. Joe felt a dormant sense of outrage rise in him but tried not to show it.

He said, “So a guy could drive down there with an elk tag and take his pick?”

The hunter nodded. “If a guy was willing to pay a little finder’s fee for the directions.”

“How much is the finder’s fee?”

The hunter looked around to see if anyone could hear him, but the only other people out were back at the building.

“Say, four hundred.”

Joe shook his head. “That’s a lot.”

The hunter grinned. “How much is your time worth, is what I think. Hell, we’ve been up here five days. You can go get you a nice one without breaking a sweat.”

“I see.”

“I’d go three seventy-five. But no less.”

“Three hundred and seventy-five dollars for a cow elk?” Joe said.

Again, the hunter flinched at Joe’s clarity. Again, he looked around.

“That’s the deal,” he said, but with less confidence than before. Joe’s manner apparently created suspicion.

Joe glanced down at the plates on the hunter’s pickup. Utah. He memorized the number.

“Would you take a check?” Joe asked.

The hunter laughed unpleasantly as his confidence returned. “Hell, no. What do you think I am?”

“I’ll have to run back to Dayton to get cash from the ATM,” Joe said. “That’ll take me an hour or so.”

“I ain’t going anywhere. Them elk aren’t either.”

“An hour, then.”

“I’ll be in the bar.”

Joe leaned across the hood and extended his hand. The hunter took it, said, “They call me Bear.”

Joe said, “They call me a Wyoming game warden, and I’ve got you on tape.” With his left hand, he raised the microcassette recorder from where he always kept it in his pocket. “You just broke a whole bunch of laws.”

Bear went pale and his mouth opened, revealing a crooked picket fence row of tobacco-stained teeth.

“Killing too many elk is bad enough,” Joe said. “That happens in the heat of battle. But the way you take care of the carcasses? And charging for the illegal animals? That just plain makes me mad.”

JOE CALLED DISPATCH in Cheyenne on his radio. He was patched through to Bill Haley, the local district warden.

“GF-thirty-five,” Haley responded.

“How far are you from Burgess Junction, Bill?”

“Half an hour.”

Joe told him about the arrest.

“His name is Carl Wilgus, goes by Bear,” Joe said, reciting the license plate number. “Cabin number one. Five extra elk, Wanton Destruction, attempting to sell me an elk and the location. You can throw the book at him and confiscate his possessions if you want. We’ve got him down cold, on tape, telling me everything.”

While Joe talked on the mike, Bear was handcuffed to the bumper of his pickup, embarrassed and angry, scowling at him.

“You going to stick around?” Haley asked. “Grab a burger with me?”

“I’m here just long enough to give you the tape and turn him over,” Joe said. “I’ve got a meeting to get to in Yellowstone.”

“I heard you were back,” Haley said. “How’s it going, Joe?”

“Outstanding,” Joe said.

“We’re all trying to figure out what’s going on with you. Did Pope give you a district?”

“Nothing like that,” Joe said, not wanting to explain the situation further.

“What are you up to, then?”

Joe thought. “Special projects,” he said, not knowing what else to say. Special projects sounded vague yet semiofficial.

“Well, welcome back.”

“Thanks, Bill.”

“See you in a few.”

“GF-fifty-four out.”

“Fifty-four? They gave you fifty-four? For Christ sake.”

THE SPEED LIMIT through the Wapiti Valley en route to the East Entrance of Yellowstone dropped to forty-five miles per hour and Joe slowed down. He checked his wristwatch. If he kept to the limit and didn’t get slowed by bear jams or buffalo herds, he should be able to make it to the park headquarters at Mammoth Hot Springs by 3.30 P.M., enough time to locate Del Ashby and get the briefing.

As he drove on the nearly empty road, winding parallel to the North Fork of the Shoshone River, Joe thought again about the murders and how they’d taken place because the circumstances of the crime bothered him. All those shots, multiple weapons. That’s what jumped out. Most people reading the reports would come to the conclusion the park rangers apparently had, that the crime had been committed in anger, in passion. Joe wasn’t sure he agreed with that assessment, despite all the blasting. Just because Clay McCann fired a lot of shots didn’t mean he had gone mad. It might mean he wanted to make sure the victims were dead. Most of the wounds Joe read about could have been fatal on their own, so they were well-placed. There was nothing in the reports to suggest McCann had shot at the victims as they stood in a group, or peppered the shore of the lake with lead. Just the opposite. Each shot, whether by shotgun or pistol, had been deliberate and at close range. Although there were no facts in the file to suggest McCann was anything other than what he was—an ethically challenged small-town lawyer—Joe couldn’t help thinking the murders had been committed by a professional, someone with knowledge of death and firearms. Since McCann’s biography didn’t include stints in any branch of the military and didn’t include information that he was a hunter, Joe wondered where the lawyer had received his training.

Joe had spent most of his life around hunters and big game. He knew there was a marked difference between the way Bear and his friends killed those elk and the way the men on the porch hunted. Bear and his friends were clumsy amateurs, firing indiscriminately at the herd and finding out later what fell. In contrast, the men on the porch were careful marksmen and ethical hunters.

Simply pointing a long rod of steel (a gun) and pulling the trigger (Bang!) didn’t instantly snuff the life out of the target. All the act did was hurl a tiny piece of lead through the air at great but instantly declining speed. The bit of lead, usually less than half an inch in diameter, had to hit something vital to do fatal damage: brain, heart, lungs. To be quick and sure, the bullet had to cause great internal damage immediately. Rarely was a single shot an instant kill. That only happened in the movies. In real life, there was a good chance a single jacketed bullet would simply pass through the body, leaving two bleeding holes and tissue damage, but not doing enough harm to kill unless the victim bled out or the wounds became infected. Pulling the trigger didn’t kill. Placing the bullet did. McCann had placed each and every shot.

In a rage, a man like Clay McCann would much more likely start pointing his weapons and shooting until all his victims were down and consider the job done. But to have the presence of mind to walk up to each downed camper and put a death shot into their heads after they were incapacitated? That was pure, icy calculation. Or the work of a professional. And if not a pro, someone who had reason to assure himself that all his victims were dead, that no one could ever talk about what had happened, or why it happened. Vicinage and jurisdiction aside, the murders had been extremely cold-blooded and sure.

Joe couldn’t put himself into Clay McCann’s head on July 21. What would possess a man to do what he did with such efficient savagery? What was his motivation? An insult, as McCann later claimed? Joe didn’t buy it.

AT THE EAST entrance gate, the middle-aged woman ranger asked Joe how long he’d be staying. Until that moment, he hadn’t really thought about it. He was thinking that he was glad he had never had to wear one of those flat-brimmed ranger hats.

“Maybe a couple weeks,” he said.

“Most of the facilities will be closing by then,” she said. “Winter’s coming, you know.”

“Yes,” he said, deadpan.

He bought an annual National Park Pass for fifty dollars so he’d be able to go in and out of the park as much as he needed without paying each time. While she filled out the form, he was surprised to see the lens of a camera aiming at the Yukon from a small box on the side of the station.

“You’ve got video cameras?” he asked.

She nodded, handing him the pass to sign. “Every car comes in gets its picture taken.”

“I didn’t realize you did that.”

She smiled. “Helps us catch gatecrashers and commercial vehicles. Commercial vehicles aren’t allowed to use the park to pass through, you know.”

“I see,” he said, noting for later the fact about the cameras.

He listened to her spiel about road construction ahead, not feeding animals, not approaching wildlife. She handed him a brochure with a park road map and a yellow flyer with a cartoon drawing of a tourist being launched into the air by a charging buffalo. He remembered the same flyer, the same cartoonish drawing, from his childhood. He could recall being fascinated by it, the depiction of a too-small buffalo with puffs of smoke coming out of his nostrils, the way the little man was flying in the air with his arms outstretched.

“Are you okay?” she asked because he hadn’t left.

“Fine,” he said, snapping out of it. “Sorry.”

She shrugged. “Not that you’re holding up traffic or anything,” she said, gesturing behind him at the empty road.
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THE LAW ENFORCEMENT center for the Park Service, known informally as “the Pagoda,” was a gray stone building a block from the main road through the Mammoth Hot Springs complex in the extreme northern border of the park. Joe turned off the road near the post office with the two crude concrete bears guarding the steps. Mammoth served as the headquarters for the National Park Service as well as for Zephyr Corp., the contractor for park concessions. Unlike other small communities in Wyoming and Montana where the main streets consisted of storefronts and the atmosphere was frontier and Western, Mammoth had the impersonal feel of governmental officialdom. The buildings were old and elegant but government’s version of elegance—without flair. The architecture was Victorian and revealing of its origin as a U.S. Army post before the National Park Service came to be. Elk grazed on the still-green lawns across from the Mammoth Hotel, and the hot springs on the plateau to the south billowed steam that dissipated quickly in the cold air. When the wind changed direction, there was the slight smell of sulfur. A line of fine old wood and brick houses extended north from behind the public buildings, the homes occupied by the superintendent, the chief ranger, and other administrative officials, the splendor of the homes reflecting their status within the hierarchy of the park.

In the height of summer, the complex would be bustling with traffic, the road clogged with cars and recreational vehicles, the sidewalks ablaze with tourists displaying bone-white legs and loud clothing. But in October, there was a kind of stunned silence after all that activity, as if the park was exhausted and trying to catch its breath.

Joe parked the Yukon on the side of the Pagoda. It wasn’t well marked. The Park Service didn’t like signs because, he supposed, they looked like signs and the park was about nature, not people trying to go about their business in the world outside the park. He circled the building twice on foot before deciding that the unmarked wooden door on the west side was, in fact, the entrance.

The lobby was small and dark and he surprised the receptionist, who quickly darkened the screen of whatever Internet site she had up. She raised her eyebrows expectantly.

“Don’t get many visitors, eh?” he said.

“Not this time of year,” she said, chastened, guilty about whatever it was she had been looking at and obviously blaming Joe for making her feel that way. “May I help you? Do you know where you’re at?”

“I’m here to see Del Ashby. My name is Joe Pickett.”

“Del is off today,” she said.

“Excuse me?”

She nodded toward a whiteboard on the wall. It listed the names of ranking rangers, with a magnetic button placed either “in” or “out.” Del Ashby was marked “out.” So was the chief ranger, James Langston, who Chuck Ward had said would also be in the meeting.

The receptionist started going through papers from her inbox. It took a moment for Joe to realize he had been dismissed.

“Hold it,” he said. “I’ve got a meeting with them at four. Can you check to see if they’ll be there?”

She gave him a withering look, but put the papers down and huffed away, pointedly closing the door behind her desk so he couldn’t follow.

While he waited, trying not to become frustrated with the situation that seemed to be developing, he studied another whiteboard on the wall above her desk. Painstakingly, in intricate detail, someone had drawn a multicolored flowchart of all the park rangers in Yellowstone, starting with James Langston at the top, Del Ashby under him, and a spiderweb of divisions and units including SWAT, interpretation, and other units. He counted about a hundred park rangers assigned to law enforcement, more than he would have guessed.

The door opened and a short, wiry, intense man came through, head down as if determined to cross the room as efficiently as possible. He was wearing a sweatshirt and sweatpants.

“Del Ashby,” he said, firing out his hand.

“I thought for a minute my information was wrong,” Joe said, flicking a glance at the receptionist, who smoldered behind Ashby.

“It’s my day off,” he said. “I had to come in just for this, so I hope we can get to it and get out.”

Joe nodded.

“We’ve got a conference room upstairs,” Ashby said. “The others are already there.”

“The chief ranger? James Langston?” Joe asked.

“Nah, it’s his day off.”

“Doesn’t he live just a block away?” Joe asked, recalling the stately line of old brick homes.

Ashby turned and his expression hardened. “Not everyone will come in on their day off, like me. But don’t blame Chief Ranger Langston; he’s a busy man. He’s got a lot on his plate, you know.”

Joe nodded non-committally. The chief’s absence told Joe how seriously his presence and the meeting itself was being taken by the park administration. Nevertheless, he was grateful Ashby was there.

Ashby turned and hustled through the door. Joe followed. While they climbed the stairs, Joe looked at his watch. Three-fifty-five. Right on time.

ASHBY STEPPED ASIDE in the hall so Joe could enter a windowless room with a large round table crammed into it. Two men and a woman stood as Joe entered. Ashby shut the door behind them.

“This is Joe Pickett,” Ashby said, “from Wyoming governor Rulon’s staff.”

Joe didn’t take the time to consider the introduction—his staff, huh? Is that what Chuck Ward had told them?—but leaned across the table to greet the others. The atmosphere was instantly tense and uncomfortable and Joe surmised quickly that no one really wanted to be there. He recognized Special Agent Tony Portenson of the FBI out of the Cheyenne office. Portenson rolled his eyes at Joe as if to say, Here we are again. Then he smiled, which always looked like an uncomfortable sneer on him, like he was trying it out for the first time.

“No need to introduce us,” Portenson said to Ashby. “We know each other from way back.”

“Hi, Tony.”

“I thought I’d gotten rid of him for good,” Portenson said in a way that didn’t reveal if he was joking or not. “But here he is again, like a bad penny. Wherever I go I seem to run into Joe Pickett and then something goes wrong.”

Joe knew Portenson had been seeking a transfer out of Wyoming for years. He hated the state, its people, the quality of crimes he was in charge of. While the rest of the FBI was reshaping itself into a counterterrorism agency, Portenson had to oversee cattle rustling, crime on the Wind River Indian Reservation, and other mundane, career-advancement roadblocks. He’d complained mightily to Joe about it.

Portenson said, “What in the hell is going on now? You’re working for the governor of Wyoming?”

Joe nodded, not sure how much to reveal. He hadn’t expected someone from his past to be in the room, especially not Portenson, who had made it a life’s goal to send Nate Romanowski to prison.

“Sort of,” Joe said.

“I’ve heard Rulon is a loose cannon, a damned maniac. He and the director have been going at each other for two years, ever since the election,” Portenson said. “The guy—Rulon—is power-mad, is what I hear. He thinks the Bureau should march to his orders. He probably thinks the same thing about the Park Service.”

With that, Portenson looked around the room, having quickly established Joe as an agent for someone who threatened everyone in it.

Joe winced. “Thanks, Tony.”

“You bet,” Portenson said, satisfied.

“Eric Layborn,” said a man in an impeccably neat park ranger’s uniform. “Special investigator, National Park Service.” Joe reached out, and Layborn gripped his hand so hard Joe winced. Layborn had a heavy brow and a lantern jaw, a close-cropped military haircut, and a brass badge and nameplate that reflected the single light above the table. Even his gun belt was shiny. Layborn’s eyes were unsettling to Joe because one bored into him and the other was slightly askew, as if it were studying his ear.

“Ranger Layborn headed up the criminal investigation,” Ashby said to Joe.

“Whatever you want to know I can tell you,” Layborn said. “We’ve got nothing to hide.”

Joe thought it odd that Layborn would lead with that.

“This is Ranger Judy Demming,” Ashby said, gesturing toward the woman at the table who had not launched herself at Joe as Layborn had. “She was first on the scene.”

“Nice to meet you,” Joe said, flexing his fingers to get the feeling back in them before shaking hands with her.

Demming was a few years older than Joe with medium-length brown hair, wire-framed glasses, a smattering of freckles across her nose. She seemed pleasant enough, gentle, and it was clear to Joe she was ill at ease. He couldn’t tell if she was uncomfortable with him, with others in the room, or with her role in the case. After shaking his hand she seemed to withdraw and defer to Ashby and Layborn without really moving.

Portenson and Ashby sat back in their chairs, signaling they were ready to start the meeting. Demming saw them and sat too. So did Joe. Layborn remained standing, his eye fixed on Joe and Joe’s ear. He didn’t say anything, but it wasn’t necessary. The stare was a challenge. Joe had seen it before from local sheriffs, police chiefs, Director Randy Pope. The look said, “Don’t cross me, don’t second-guess me, don’t step on my turf. And I’m bigger and tougher than you.”

“Eric,” Ashby said sharply, “let’s get started.”

Layborn held the scowl for a moment longer, then eased back into his chair with the grace of a cat.

Message delivered.

Joe had brought the file folder the governor had given him. The letter from Rick Hoening was on the bottom of the documents, facedown. He didn’t want them to see it.

“Before we get started,” Ashby said, “I thought you might need some background on our job here and how we work. That way, we can save some time later.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Joe noticed Portenson had immediately drifted away and was studying the large-scale map of the park behind Joe’s head.

“Yellowstone National Park is a federal enclave,” Ashby said. “You are no longer in the state of Wyoming, or Montana, or anywhere else. This is literally the last vestige of Wyoming Territory, and we’re governed as such. There are two U.S. marshals up here, just like the frontier days, and we’ve got a hundred rangers including four special investigators. Eric here is our top investigator.”

At that, Layborn leaned forward. Joe was still stinging from the “message” and fought the urge to ignore the man. Instead he acknowledged Layborn with a quick nod.

“Think of the park as a city of forty thousand people any given day in the summer and fifteen thousand people in the winter,” Ashby said. “But unlike a city, everyone is passing through, turning over. We’ll have over three million in the summer, a few hundred thousand in the winter. It’s a brand-new scenario every day, a whole new cast. Our job is to serve and protect these people and enforce the laws, but at the same time to protect the resources of the park itself. This place is like a church; nothing is to be disturbed. It’s a national shrine and no one wants to see harm come to it. It’s a hell of a tough job, unlike anything else in law enforcement. Park rangers are the most assaulted federal officers of all of the branches because of the public interaction that comes with the job. No one has jurisdiction over us in the park, including your governor and the FBI,” he said, indicating Portenson.

Portenson, Joe noticed, appeared to be counting holes in the overhead ceiling tiles in boredom.

“Because we’re federal,” Ashby said, “we operate under two sets of laws—the Code of Federal Regulations and the Federal Criminal Code and Rules statutes—and we can pick and choose depending on the violation. Most violations are Class B misdemeanors, meaning six months in jail and or a five-thousand-dollar fine. Half of the violations are ‘cite and release’—we give them a ticket and let them proceed. But the other half are the serious ones, and they include felonies, poaching, violations of the Lacy Act, and so on. Because of the transient nature of the population here, all sorts of scum pass through. Last year we nailed a child molester who’d brought a little girl into the park in his RV. On average, we make two hundred to two hundred fifty arrests a year and issue four thousand tickets.”

Joe raised his eyebrows. There was more action than he realized.

Layborn broke in. “Don’t be fooled by the numbers, Mr. Pickett. We aren’t just arresting tourists. Half of the arrests are of permanent residents—meaning Zephyr Corp. employees. I spend most of my time tailing those people. Some of them act like they left the law at home when they moved out here.” He said it with a vehemence that seemed out of place after Ashby’s sober recitation of facts, Joe thought.

Layborn continued even though Ashby admonished him with his eyes to stop.

“There are seven thousand Zephyr people. They come from all over the world to work in the park. Too many of them come to think they’re on the same level as we are. They forget they’re here because we allow them to be. They’re contractors for the Park Service, nothing more. They work in the hotels, change the bedding, cook, unclog the sewers, wrangle horses, whatever. Some of them are renegades. We used to call ’em savages—”

“Eric, please,” Ashby said, sitting up, cutting Layborn off. “We’re getting off track.”

“The hell we are,” Layborn said to Ashby. “If we got rid of the bad apples in Zephyr, we’d get rid of most of our crime.”

“That may be, but that isn’t why we’re here.”

“The hell it isn’t. The campers who got shot were Zephyr people camping in a place they shouldn’t have been camping.” He turned back to Joe. “See what I mean about their attitude? And you can only imagine what they said to get themselves killed. I knew those people very well. I didn’t get along with ’em either. They had no respect for anyone or anything, those people. They liked to call themselves the Gopher State Five because they were all from Minnesota, like that made them special somehow.”

Joe observed that Demming had subtly pushed her chair farther away from Layborn. Portenson observed Layborn as if the ranger were an amusing, exotic specimen.

“You know,” Portenson said, “I bet you guys could really run this damned park properly if you could just get rid of all of the people in it. We feel the same way about the reservation. If we could ship all those damned Indians off somewhere, we wouldn’t hardly have any trouble at all.”

Layborn turned his scowl on the FBI agent. Demming looked mortified by both Layborn’s and Portenson’s language. Joe felt sorry for her.

“Maybe we can get back to the issue here,” Joe said, and received a grateful nod from Ashby.

“And maybe,” Layborn said to Joe, “we can start with why you’re really here. Why we all had to show up for this damned meeting in the first place.”

“I’m a little curious about that myself,” Portenson agreed.

Joe felt his neck get hot. He had been expecting the question and couldn’t lie or mislead them. Not that he was any good at lying anyway. He felt it was his assignment to tell them the truth but leave a couple of things out. The specter of Governor Rulon stood in the corner, it seemed, listening closely to what Joe said.

“Spencer Rulon was the U.S. Attorney for the District of Wyoming before he ran for governor, as you know,” Joe said. “So if he still had his old job, he would have been the one trying to prosecute this case. He’s got a vested interest in it. He’d like to see Clay McCann thrown in prison because he doesn’t like the idea of a man getting away with murder in his state, despite the weird legal circumstances of this one. So he asked me to come up here and talk to you all and write a report summarizing the case. If he reads something that interests him, he may go to the new U.S. Attorney, or have the Wyoming AG take a look at it. He wants to help, not interfere. That’s what he told me. He asked me to come up here and poke around, see if I can figure anything out from a fresh perspective.”

Layborn snorted, sat back, and crossed his arms over his chest. “What do you expect to find that we haven’t already gone over?”

Joe shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“This is pointless,” Layborn said. “You’re wasting my time and everybody’s time in this room.”

“Maybe,” Joe agreed.

Ashby said, “I suppose it can’t hurt. Sometimes the best thing to do is start fresh.”

Joe could tell by the way Ashby said it that he really didn’t believe what he was saying. He was playing peacemaker and he wanted to move the meeting along so he could get out of there.

“Doubtful,” Layborn said.

Ashby sighed and looked squarely at Joe. “The particulars of this case have been reviewed ad nauseum. We’ve never had a case with a higher profile, and frankly, we don’t appreciate the publicity that’s come from it. We saw more national press up here last summer than we’ve seen since we reintroduced the wolves, and it wasn’t very good press.”

“Is that why the chief ranger isn’t here?” Joe asked.

Ashby tried not to react to Joe’s question, but there was a flicker behind his glare.

“The National Park Service is funded by federal appropriation,” Ashby said flatly. “Congressmen want to feel good about the parks. We want to be the agency everybody feels all warm and fuzzy about. They don’t like this kind of controversy, and neither do we.”

Layborn shot his arm out and looked at his wristwatch. “I’ve got to go,” he said.

“I have some questions,” Joe said quickly.

“This is stupid,” Layborn said, looking to Ashby for a nod so he could have permission to leave. “He has the files. He should read ’em.”

Ashby wouldn’t meet Layborn’s eye to dismiss him.

“I read over the file more than once,” Joe said, forging ahead. “I read everything in it, but I’m not sure all of the information was in there. Not that anything was withheld deliberately, but there are things I’m just unclear on. So I thought I’d start with those so I have a better picture of what happened.”

The room was suddenly silent except for a loud sigh from Layborn.

“The sooner we do this the sooner I’ll get out of your hair,” Joe said quickly. Ashby acquiesced and sat back in his chair. With his fingers, he signaled, Go on.

“It looks to me like everybody involved did everything exactly right,” Joe started, hoping to relieve some of the doubt they might have. “By the book, down the line. From the initial call to throwing McCann into the Yellowstone jail. I have no questions about the procedure at all. In fact, given the crime, I was damned impressed with how restrained and professional you all were.”

He looked up to see Layborn nodding as if to say, What did you expect?

“The things I don’t get have nothing to do with how you handled the arrest. They have to do with other aspects of the case.”

Joe didn’t like talking so much. He had already used more words in this room than he had in the past month. But he had no choice but to continue. Self-doubt began to creep into his consciousness, like a black storm cloud easing over the top of the mountains. He wasn’t sure this was a job he could do well, a role he could play competently. Joe liked working the margins, keeping his mouth shut, observing from the sidelines. He did his best to block out the image of the thunderhead rolling over.

He asked Demming, “You were the first to respond, correct?”

For the first time, Demming sat up. Her expression changed from embarrassed to interested.

“Yes,” she said, nodding. “I was actually off-duty at the time. I was coming back from Idaho Falls with my daughter, who had to see the orthodontist. I was out of uniform, but I had the cruiser and my weapon. I heard the call from dispatch and realized I was just ten to fifteen minutes away from the Bechler ranger station, so I responded.”

Ashby cut in. “That corner of the park is by far the least visited,” he said, his voice monotone, as if he’d explained it countless times, which he likely had. “You can’t even get there from the park itself. In order to get to Bechler, you’ve got to drive into Idaho or Montana and come back in. The road down there doesn’t connect with any of our internal park roads. That’s why we didn’t—and don’t—have a constant law enforcement presence there.”

Joe said, “I’ve read the file, Mr. Ashby. I know where Bechler is located. What I’m asking about are things that aren’t in the incident report.”

Ashby sat back slightly chastened.

Demming continued, “When I got to the station, McCann had turned over his weapons and was sitting on the bench waiting. He didn’t put up any kind of struggle, and he admitted to what he’d done. I took him outside, cuffed him, and waited for backup.”

“Which was me,” Layborn said. “I was there within the hour.”

“How did McCann act?” Joe asked Demming.

Demming shook her head, as if trying to find the right words. “He was easy to get along with, I guess. He didn’t say all that much. He wasn’t ranting or raving, and didn’t act like he was crazy or anything. In fact, he seemed sort of stunned, like he couldn’t really believe it was happening.”

“So he didn’t deny the murders?”

“Not at all. He described what happened down at Robinson Lake. That he’d been hiking and the campers harassed him, so he defended himself. That’s how he put it, that he was defending himself.”

“Asshole,” Layborn whispered. Joe ignored him.

“So at the time you arrived, he didn’t indicate to you he knew anything about the Zone of Death?”

“No.”

Ashby looked pained. “We don’t like that term and we don’t use it.”

Joe acknowledged Ashby but pressed Demming. “So he found out about it later? After he was in jail?”

Demming shook her head. “I had the feeling he knew about it at the time,” she said. “It’s just an impression, and I can’t really prove it. He was just so cooperative. I got the impression he knew that he was going to walk eventually. He acted like he had a secret.”

Joe nodded.

“You never told me that,” Layborn said to Demming, his voice threatening.

“I did so,” she said, looking back at him. “I told you when you arrived. But it didn’t fit with anything then, so you probably just forgot about it.”

Layborn rolled his eyes and turned to Joe. “What difference does it make?” he asked.

“Maybe none,” Joe said. “I’m just trying to figure out if he went trolling for targets or if there was more to it.”

Joe asked Demming, “Did McCann check in at the ranger station before he went on his hike that morning? Did anyone see him?”

Demming hesitated, trying to recall. “Yes,” she said, “he even signed the register, listing his destination as Robinson Lake.”

“I didn’t see a copy of the registration page in my file,” Joe said. “That’s why I asked.”

“Why does it matter?” Layborn cut in.

Joe said, “Because if McCann checked in that morning he could have looked on the register to see who was already in the park before him. I assume the victims registered the day before. McCann could have seen their names on the sheet and known who was at Robinson Lake. If he knew their names and where they were camping, that might suggest some familiarity with them after all—that he didn’t just bump into complete strangers like he claimed.”

Layborn, Ashby, and Portenson exchanged looks. Joe had hit on something. He felt a little trill in his chest.

“What about that?” Ashby asked Layborn.

The chief investigator started to answer but stopped. His face reddened as he looked back at Joe.

“I’m sure the sign-in sheets are still at the station,” Demming said, unsure where Joe was headed.

“It would be interesting to take a look at them,” Joe said.

Portenson reacted by furiously rubbing his face with his hands. “We’ve been down this road for months, Joe,” he said. “The FBI has been working on the Gopher State angle. We interviewed everyone the victims knew in Minnesota, their parents, teachers, friends, fellow environmental activists. Environmental terrorism is high priority with us and we pursued that angle. What we found is a bunch of granola eaters who hate George Bush. No surprises there. But we couldn’t find a single thing that connected the victims with Clay McCann. Not a damned thing. We’ve gone over it a thousand times. Nada.”

Joe said, “So none of them had ever been to West Yellowstone?”

“Not that we could find,” Portenson said with impatient finality. “And we couldn’t find any record of McCann in the park either. Like maybe he stayed at Old Faithful and one of them spit in his food or something so he wanted revenge. Believe me, we’ve been all over this.”

“We think they were involved in drugs,” Layborn cut in.

Joe looked up at him. That wasn’t in the file.

“Meth, dope,” Layborn said. “There’s a goddamned pipeline from somewhere into the park. We think half the Zephyr people are users, and we don’t think they travel to Jackson or Bozeman to get it. We think they buy it locally.”

Ashby cleared his throat. “Half is too much, Eric.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if it was more than half,” Layborn said, ignoring his boss. “I’m convinced if we ever find out why those four people were murdered, if there was even a reason other than Clay McCann having target practice, it’ll have something to do with the drug ring.”

Joe looked to Ashby and Portenson for clarification. Portenson rolled his eyes. Ashby looked away, said, “We don’t have any evidence that the crime had to do with drugs.”

Layborn smirked. “Drugs and environmental terrorism,” he said. “I’ll bet the house they’ll have something to do with this. We’ll just never fucking know, I’m afraid.”

Layborn’s conspiracy had silenced the room.

“And I’ll tell you something else,” he said, leaning across the table toward Joe. Ashby saw what was happening and was too late to intervene. Layborn growled, “Getting rid of those four assholes was not the worst thing to ever happen to Yellowstone National Park.”

“Eric!” Ashby said. Then quickly, to Joe: “That is not our policy.”

“But I bet you wish it could be.” Portenson grinned.

“No, we don’t,” Ashby said heatedly.

Demming had shrunk back into her chair as if trying to become one with the fabric.

Joe didn’t know what to say. He looked back down at the list he had made several days before and continued as if nothing had happened.

“There are several references to the Gopher State Five,” he said. “Four are dead. Who survived?”

“His name is Bob Olig,” Demming said quietly. “We haven’t been able to find him.”

“There’s a nationwide BOLO for him,” Portenson said, meaning Be On The Lookout. “No solid hits yet.”

“He worked here also?” Joe asked.

Layborn said, “Another Zephyr scumbag.”

“He was employed at the Old Faithful Inn,” Ashby said wearily, having lost all control of Layborn and given up trying. “He vanished the day after the murders were reported.”

“Where was he the day of the murders?” Joe asked.

“Giving tours of the Old Faithful Inn,” Ashby said. “That’s been verified by the site director, Mark Cutler. Olig was a tour guide, and a pretty good one.”

Joe sat back, thinking. “So three of the five—Rick Hoening, Jim McCaleb, and Bob Olig—all worked together at Old Faithful?”

Ashby nodded. “In the area, anyway. But it’s a big complex with hundreds of employees, nearly a thousand in the summer. It wasn’t like they did the same job.”

“But I assume they lived in employee housing together?”

“Correct.”

“And it’s been searched?”

“Torn apart,” Layborn said. “We found some meth, some dope, like I said. A bunch of books about environmental sabotage, monkey-wrenching, that sort of crap. And e-mails from their fellow loons around the world. But nothing about Clay McCann, or anything we could use.”

“Can I look at them?” Joe wondered how many of the e-mails were to and from Yellowdick, and what they were about.

When he asked the question, he saw Layborn, Portenson, and Ashby all smile paternalistically. Portenson leaned forward on the table. “You can quit the charade, Joe.”

Joe didn’t respond but he knew his face was flushing because it was suddenly hot. The thunderhead of doubt rolled across the sky, blacking it out.

“We know about the e-mail to your governor,” Portenson said. “It was sent by Hoening. He was Yellowdick. He sent messages to the governors of Montana and Idaho too.” He paused, letting that sink in before continuing. “And the president, and the secretary of the interior, and the head of the EPA. None of them make any sense. All of the e-mails have references to resources and cash flow. The best we can determine is the guy objected to some aspects of management up here and liked to be a scaremonger. The Park Service is an easy target, you know. Everyone’s a critic. Hoening liked to stir things up, is all.”

Joe was embarrassed. They had known all along why the governor sent him and had been waiting for him to come clean. His duplicity shamed him.

“We know all about his e-mail traffic; we know everything there is to know about the victims,” Portenson said. “We didn’t just fall off the fucking turnip truck. But what we can’t figure out is if there is anything more to this case than what is staring us right in the face: that Clay McCann walked into Yellowstone Park and shot four people in cold blood and got off. That’s bad enough, but I’m afraid that’s all there is.”

Joe swallowed.

Portenson said, “This is the strangest case any of us have ever been involved in because everything’s transparent.” The FBI agent raised his fist and ticked off his points by raising his fingers one by one: “We know what happened. We know who did it—the son of a bitch admits it. We think we know the motivation. And we know there isn’t a goddamned thing any of us can do about it.”

Joe said, “Unless we can prove McCann went there specifically to kill those four people as some kind of bigger scheme, then we can get him on conspiracy to commit murder.”

Portenson sighed. “You think we haven’t tried?”

“You’re welcome to follow up with me and my staff with any questions you might have,” Ashby said, taking back control of the meeting as Joe gave it up. “But we resent the idea that your governor thinks we’re a bunch of incompetents up here and he needs to send a game warden to figure things out. We resent the hell out of it.”

Joe’s ears burned, and he needed a drink of water because his mouth was suddenly dry.

Ashby said, “Everything that could be investigated has been investigated. We’re sick to death of reporters, and questions, and second-guesses. We didn’t write the law that created this loophole and there’s nothing we can do about it now. The chief ranger wants this whole episode to go away.”

“Meaning,” Layborn said, “do what you have to do and then get the hell out. We don’t need your help and we don’t need your governor to check up on us.”

Ashby looked at his wristwatch again. For all intents and purposes, the meeting was now over.

“Thank you,” Joe said, and his voice sounded hollow even to him.

Layborn was up and out of the room before Joe could gather his papers and put them back into his file. Demming gave Joe a sympathetic nod and was gone.

“My daughter has a volleyball game in Gardiner,” Ashby said. “It started at five.” He held out his hand and Joe shook it.

“I’ve got daughters too,” Joe said. “I know how that goes.”

Ashby stood aside so Joe and Portenson could leave, then locked the room after them.

Joe and Portenson went down the stairs. The receptionist, who had to stay five minutes beyond quitting time because of the meeting, glared at Joe as he passed her desk.

The evening was cool and still. Joe didn’t realize Portenson was following him until he reached the Yukon.

“You ought to just go home, Joe,” Portenson said. “Save yourself the aggravation. This case has beaten me to death.”

Joe turned around and leaned against his vehicle. “You really think we know all there is to know?”

Portenson shook his head. “Sometimes, it’s all there right in front of you. We all want to find something else, figure it out, be heroes. But in this case, there’s nothing to figure. It is what it is.”

Joe wasn’t sure he agreed. “So where’s Bob Olig?”

“Who the fuck knows? Or cares? He probably just felt guilty because his friends died and he didn’t, so he went to Belize or someplace like that.”

“Shouldn’t the FBI be able to find him?”

Portenson snorted. “Man, haven’t you been reading the paper?”

Joe didn’t want to go there. “The other thing I can’t wrap my mind around is this Clay McCann. The story just doesn’t ring true. He just happened to go on a hike armed like that? Come on.”

“The story’s so bizarre that it might just be true. And even if the guy knew about the Zone of Death, so what? He committed the perfect crime.”

Joe mulled that over.

“Those guys up there,” Portenson said, nodding toward the law enforcement building, “they don’t know you very well, do they?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

The FBI agent grinned wolfishly. “They don’t know you’ve got a knack for getting yourself in the middle of trouble. I wouldn’t really call it a talent, exactly; it’s more like a curse, like I’m cursed to never get out of this fucking state.” He laughed. “It might be just their bad luck that you’ll bumble onto something we missed. Poor fucking them.”

Joe shook his head and thought Portenson had more confidence in him than he had in himself, especially after having his head handed to him in the conference room.

“Are you going to be needing any help up here?”

Joe misunderstood. “Are you offering?”

“Fuck no. I’m through with this case. What I was wondering about was whether you might ask your old buddy Nate Romanowski to show up with his big gun and his bad attitude.”

Joe looked away, hoping his face didn’t reveal anything.

Portenson read him. “So he might show, eh?”

Joe said nothing.

“I still want to talk to him, you know.”

“I know.”

“I may never get out of this state,” Portenson said, “but it’ll make my sentence more pleasant if I know Romanowski is in a federal pen.”

“Don’t you have real terrorists to chase?” Joe asked.

Portenson snorted and opened his arms to embrace all of Mammoth Hot Springs, all of Yellowstone, all of Wyoming, and shouted, “I fucking wish!”

With that, Portenson turned on his heel and stomped across the small parking lot to his Crown Vic with U.S. Government plates. The FBI agent roared away with a spray of gravel.

Joe sighed, looked around. Cumulus clouds became incendiary as the setting sun lit them. The quiet was extraordinary, the only sound the burble of a truck leaving Mammoth Village and descending the switchbacks toward Gardiner.

It occurred to him that he hadn’t made arrangements for where he would stay that night. His choice was to drive down the switchback roads from Mammoth out the North Gate and find a motel in Gardiner, Montana, or cross the street, the lawns where the elk grazed, to the rambling old Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel.
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JOE’S BOOTS ECHOED on the hardwood floor of the lobby of the Mammoth Hotel. The lobby had high ceilings, a cavernous sitting area overlooked by a massive mural, dozens of empty overstuffed chairs. Two check-in clerks huddled around a computer monitor behind the front desk and looked up at him as he approached.

“Can I get a room?”

The clerk said, “Sorry, sold out,” then smiled to show he was kidding.

“Very funny, Simon,” the other clerk said in a British accent, then to Joe: “Don’t worry, we’re at the end of our season. There are plenty of rooms available. We get a little punchy when the end is near.”

“When the end is near,” Simon mimicked with an intonation of false doom while he tapped on a keyboard.

“You know what I mean,” the other clerk said.

Joe drew his wallet out and fished for a credit card. Although the state had sent him his credentials, a state credit card wasn’t in the package. He’d need to ask about that, and soon. The family credit card had a low maximum, and Joe didn’t know the limit.

The two clerks worked together with a jokey, easy rapport that came from familiarity. Joe noted that both wore Zephyr Corp. name badges with their first names and residences. While both were undoubtedly British, their name tags said “Simon” and “James” from Montana.

“You aren’t really from Montana,” Joe said, while Simon noted the name on his credit card.

“How did you guess that?” James asked slyly.

“Actually, when you work for Zephyr long enough and get hired on in the winter, you can claim Montana or Wyoming for your residence,” Simon said. “Better than Brighton, I suppose.”

“Definitely better than Brighton,” James said.

“Or Blackpool, James.” To Joe: “You’ve got a reservation,” Simon said, looking up from the screen.

“I do?”

Simon nodded. “And it’s covered. By a Mr. Chuck Ward from the State of Wyoming.”

Joe liked that and appreciated Ward for taking care of details. Simon handed over the keys to room 231.

“Are you familiar with the hotel?” Simon asked.

Joe was, although it had been a long time. Despite the years, the layout of the building was burned into his memory.

ROOM 231, ALONG with the rest of the rooms and the hallway, had been renovated since Joe was there last. The lighting wasn’t as glaring and the walls not as stark as he remembered, he thought, musing how years distorted memory and perception. It was still long though, and he struggled down it with too many bags. A sprinkler system now ran the length of the ceiling, and the muted yellow paint of the ceiling and walls was restful. Still, it gave him a feeling of melancholy that was almost overwhelming. While they could change the carpeting and the fixtures, they couldn’t change what had happened there more than twenty-five years ago, or stop the memories from flooding back to him.

His room was small, clean, redone. A soft bed with a brass headboard and a lush quilt, a pine desk and chair, tiled floor in the bathroom, little bear-shaped soap on the sink. There was no television. A phone on the desk was the only nod toward the present. Otherwise, the room could have been something out of the 1920s, when the hotel was built. He looked out the window and was pleased it overlooked the huge stretch of lawn known as the parade ground.

He sat on the bed, his head awash with overlapping thoughts. He tried to convince himself the meeting had not gone badly, that he hadn’t embarrassed himself, that he’d learned a few things to help him carry out his assignment. That was true, but he couldn’t get over the moment when Portenson said, “Cut the charade, Joe,” and he realized they had all been waiting for him to fess up.

Joe stood and surveyed his room. There was a two-foot space between the bed and the curtained window. He stared at the space, thinking it must have been larger once, since that was where he’d spent his time when he was here last. His parents had put down blankets and he slept there on the floor. But it had seemed so much bigger at the time, just like the room had seemed bigger, the hallways longer, the ceilings higher, the lightbulbs brighter. He could recall the musty smell of the carpet and the detergent odor of the bedspread. He remembered pretending to sleep while his father drank and raged and his mother sobbed. It was the first time in his life he’d been without his brother, and his brother was the reason they were in Yellowstone then. But most of all, he could remember the feeling of loss in the room, and what he thought at the time was the dawning of his own doom, as if his life as he knew it was over after only eighteen years. And not so great years either.

Long after his family had stayed at the Mammoth Hotel, Joe saw the movie The Shining. In one scene the camera lingers on an impossibly long, impossibly still hallway when a wave of blood crashes down from a stairwell and floods the length of it. At the time he had thought of the hallway of the Mammoth Hotel. He thought of it now. He needed a drink.

Joe dug through one of his duffel bags for a plastic bottle—a “traveler”—of Jim Beam and poured some into a thin plastic cup. He remembered the hum of an ice machine in the hall and grabbed the bucket.

He opened the door cautiously, half expecting the wave of blood he’d imagined to slosh across the floor. It didn’t, and he felt foolish for letting his mind wander. As he stepped out there was a bustle of clothing and a sharp cry from the end of the hallway where the stairs were. He turned in time to see two men scrambling out of sight from the landing down the stairs. He glimpsed them for only a second; they were older, bundled in heavy clothes, not graceful in their sudden retreat. He hadn’t seen their faces, only their backs.

Puzzled, he considered following them but decided against it. Their heavy footsteps on the stairs pounded into silence and they were no doubt crossing the lobby. Had he frightened them? He wondered what they had been doing that they felt it necessary to flee like that when he emerged into the hallway.

Joe filled his bucket and went back to his room. Although he generally liked solitude, what drew him was the quiet of being outside, where he could see, hear, and feel the landscape around him. It was different in a huge, virtually unoccupied hotel, where he longed for the hum of conversation behind doors he passed, and the assurance that he wasn’t totally alone on his floor. He paused at his door and shot a suspicious glance back where he’d seen the men. There was no one there now, although the empty hotel seemed clogged with ghosts.

THE MAMMOTH DINING room was the only restaurant still open in the village and it was a short walk from the hotel. Although Joe disliked eating alone, he had no choice so he grabbed his jacket and the Zone of Death file to read over, yet again, while he ate. Simon and James were still at the desk when he descended the stairs.

Joe asked Simon, “About a half hour ago, did two old men come running across the lobby from the stairs?”

Simon and James exchanged glances. Simon said, “I remember that, yes. But they weren’t running when I saw them. They were walking briskly toward the front doors.”

“Do you know them?”

Simon shook his head.

“Were they Zephyr employees?”

James laughed. “Who knows? It’s the time of year when the nutters really come out, you know? We don’t pay any attention to them unless they bother the guests. Were they bothering you?”

“Not really,” Joe said.

AS JOE CROSSED the street to the restaurant he noticed a park ranger cruiser at the curb. The door opened and Judy Demming got out.

“Del Ashby asked me to give you something,” she said, popping open the trunk with a remote on her key chain.

Demming was out of uniform, in jeans, a turtleneck, and a sweater. She looked smaller and more scholarly in street clothes, Joe thought, her eyes softer behind her glasses.

“Were you waiting for me?” Joe asked.

“I just pulled in.”

He followed her around her car as she lifted a cardboard box out of the trunk.

“All of those e-mails printed out,” she said, holding the box out to him. “The ones you said you wanted to look at.”

Joe tossed the Zone file into the box and took it from her. It was heavier than he would have guessed.

“That was pretty efficient,” he said. “I hope you didn’t have to do this on your time off.”

“No bother,” she said. “My husband’s home with the kids. I called him and told him I’d be late. He’s a saint.”

“I’ve got one of those at home too.”

She didn’t rush to jump back into her cruiser, but seemed to be waiting for Joe to say something.

“Can I buy you dinner?” Joe asked. “I’ve got lots more questions.”

She looked at her watch and shook her head. “Lars is cooking something, so I don’t have time for dinner,” she said. “But maybe we could have a glass of wine in the bar.”

“Sounds good,” he said, wishing he hadn’t had the bourbon already. He wanted to be sharp.

Less than a quarter of the tables were occupied in the dining room, Joe noticed, as they entered and turned right toward a small lounge. Several men sat at the bar drinking draws and watching SportsCenter on a fuzzy television, the first set Joe had seen in the park. The men looked like they’d been there awhile, and Joe discounted them as being the strangers in the hallway. Demming chose a small dark table in the corner farthest from the bar and sat with her back to the wall. He guessed she didn’t want to be seen but didn’t ask why. Since it was a slow night they waited for the bartender to top the glasses of the viewers before coming to take their orders himself. Joe ordered another bourbon and water and Demming a red wine.

“Thanks for the e-mails,” Joe said. The box was near his feet.

She shook her head sadly. “I don’t think you’ll find anything very useful in them. I read them myself, hoping against hope that there would be some kind of reference to Clay McCann, but there isn’t. You’ll learn all kinds of things about environmental activism and how horny those poor guys got being out here all alone, but I don’t think you’ll find anything valuable. There are some messages planning their trip to Robinson Lake, mainly who is to bring what alcohol and food. I’m afraid the e-mails are another dead end.”

“If nothing else,” Joe said, “maybe I’ll get a better feel for Hoening and the other victims.”

She agreed. “They weren’t bad people, just young and misguided. You’ll find that the five of them had a yearly reunion at the end of the season.”

Joe was interested. “Was it always at Robinson Lake?”

“No, but all of the reunions were in that little corner of the park,” she said, her tone low but amused. “It’s kind of a funny story, really. When the five of them left Minnesota to come out here together to try and get jobs in Yellowstone, they didn’t have a road map with them, I guess. They entered the park for the first time at the Bechler entrance, coming from Idaho. They had no idea they couldn’t go any farther into the park from there, so they camped out their first night in that area. Apparently, a ranger told them they’d need to go back out of the park and drive up to West or down to Jackson to get on the right road to Mammoth to apply for jobs. So, because of that inauspicious beginning, they held a reunion of the Gopher State Five every year down there where they first showed up, even though it was the wrong place to enter the park.”

“So,” Joe said, as the bartender arrived with their drinks, “it’s possible that McCann knew where they’d be and when.”

“It’s possible,” she said, sipping, “but we can’t prove it. He denied knowing them, you know. He said they just happened to be there at the time.”

“Which brings us back to the guest register,” Joe said.

She nodded. “That’s why I’m here now,” she said. “I’d like to go down to Bechler with you tomorrow, if that’s okay.”

Joe said, “I’d be honored.”

“Of course, Ashby wants me to keep an eye on you as well.”

“I figured that.”

Now that it was out, a heavy silence hung between them.

“Why does Layborn hate Zephyr employees so much?”

Demming rolled her eyes. “I wish he wasn’t so strident about it, but he is. Layborn used to be a SWAT assault team captain for the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, and he brings too much of that gung-ho training to his job. He’s like a lot of real-world cops I’ve met. Day after day, he only sees the worst side of human nature, you know? He never gets calls to watch thousands of them serving food, or doing laundry, or giving tours. He only encounters the employees who get into trouble, so he assumes they’re all like that. And some of them really are. The Gopher Staters used to drive him crazy. They made it personal.”

“How so?” Joe asked, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees and steepling his fingers.

“They were like frat boys. He caught them hot-potting more than once and he gave them tickets for it.”

“Hot-potting?”

“Sorry, we have so much lingo up here. Hot-potting is soaking in thermal pools. It’s illegal, but lots of people do it at night. It’s relaxing and a way to wind down—a natural hot tub. Because there aren’t any movie theaters or nightclubs or anything like that up here, some of the Zephyr employees go hot-potting for date night. Alcohol is usually involved, of course. Most of us look the other way because it’s basically harmless. There’s even a spot called Ranger Pool, if you catch my meaning. But we leave them alone unless they’re being particularly loud or blatant about it. Not Eric Layborn, though. He busted the Gopher State Five a few times and they got to know him, and to know him is to dislike him, as you learned today. It escalated from there.”

Joe encouraged her to go on.

She said, “Once they found out Layborn suspected them of dealing, they declared all-out war on him. They’d let the air out of his tires when he was at lunch, or they’d put a potato in his exhaust. Stink bombs, stuff like that. Once they acted like a big drug deal was going down in employee housing at Old Faithful—they put the word out to people Layborn used as informants—so Layborn put a huge squad together to raid it. It turned out to be a birthday party for a seventy-year-old waitress who’d worked in the park for forty-some years. Layborn was reprimanded, and it made the local papers. They set him up. And I’m sure you noticed his eye?”

Joe said he had.

“One time, they did that trick from American Graffiti, the movie? Layborn was hiding in the trees watching for speeders near Biscuit Basin. Somebody snuck up behind his car and put a chain around his axle and attached the other end to the trunk of a tree. Another guy raced by on the road. Layborn took off after the speeder and the chain ripped the axle off. Poor Layborn lost an eye on the steering column when that happened.”

“That explains it,” Joe said.

“It’s glass,” she said. “Rumor has it Eric had the National Park Service logo engraved and painted on the inside of his glass eye, so when it’s in his socket it points at his brain. But that’s just a rumor—I’ve never seen it.”

Joe was taken aback. “You’re kidding me.”

“I wish I was.”

Demming was so deadpan when she said it they both burst out laughing.

She covered her mouth with her fingers. “We shouldn’t laugh.”

“No, we shouldn’t.”

“So,” Joe said, recovering, “no one was ever caught?”

“No. Nobody would fess up. We all knew it was the Gopher Staters, but we couldn’t prove it.”

Joe shifted uncomfortably. “Judy, did Layborn have any dealings with McCann?”

Demming wasn’t shocked by the question. “I know what you’re asking. But no, I don’t think so.”

“Everything’s on the table,” Joe said. “Maybe eye-for-an-eye kind of revenge, so to speak?”

Demming nodded, uncomfortable. “I’m probably not helping my career talking to you so much,” she said. “You’re not exactly the most popular guy in the park right now.”

“Who knows I’m here?” Joe asked, thinking of the two old men at Mammoth.

“You’d be surprised how word gets around,” she said, taking a generous drink of wine. “This is a big park, but a really tiny community. Information and gossip are the way to get ahead, so there’s always a lot of buzzing about what’s going on, who’s talking to whom, that sort of thing. A newcomer like you raises suspicion.” She tossed her hair girlishly and continued. “There are so many factions. A lot, I mean a lot, of conflicts. Zephyr versus the Park Service. Environmentalists against resource users. Hunters outside the park versus park policy. The three states fighting with the Feds. Even in the Park Service, it’s law enforcement versus interpretation, and seasonal rangers against full-timers. It’s bureaucracy run amok, with too many small-minded department heads trying to advance. It’s cutthroat, Joe.”

“Sounds a whole lot like government,” Joe said. “I speak from experience.”

“I shouldn’t be telling you all this. You must have ordered truth serum instead of wine,” she said, gesturing toward her empty glass.

“Would you like another?”

“No!” she laughed. “I’ve done enough damage for one night. Plus, I’ve got to get home.”

“Sorry,” he said. “I hope talking with me doesn’t do you any harm.”

She stood and held out her hand. “You never know, and frankly I don’t care anymore. I’m forty-two and Lars works for Zephyr. Up here, that means I’m in a mixed marriage, Yellowstone-style. We have two kids and live in a busted-down Park Service house, and I’m getting tired of playing the advancement game, because after eighteen years I’ve realized I’m going nowhere fast. Maybe the best thing that could happen would be for them to try and get rid of me.”

Uh-oh, Joe thought.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, suddenly flustered. He watched her go. As she opened the front door, she shot a furtive glance into the dining room to see, he assumed, if there was anyone in there who recognized her.

AS HE ATE, Joe skimmed through the stack of e-mails. The messages to Governor Rulon and the other politicians were on top. They were similarly vague in regard to details and the request to contact him in “the ’Stone.” Joe found it significant that the phrase “cash flow” was used only in Rulon’s e-mail. He set it aside for later and went through the printouts. They all fit roughly into three categories.

The first was environmental activism. Saving the wolves, grizzlies, bison. Lots of back-and-forth with other activists about the upcoming buffalo hunt that would take place in Montana. Yellowdick, or Rick Hoening, was as passionate an advocate for endangered species as he was disdainful of hunters, ranchers, uninformed visitors, and certain factions of the Park Service, mainly law enforcement. His newest cause was something he called “bio-mining.”

While learning of Hoening’s political leanings and contacts within the environmental community, Joe detected a softening in his stance in the more recent exchanges. Often, Joe had found that people’s extreme views weakened when they moved to the heart of the controversy and were exposed to the other side. It didn’t happen with everyone, but many. It was easier to stay away and keep a rigid ideology when not mugged by reality. Although Hoening was certainly an environmentalist to the end, his more recent arguments to activists suggested that perhaps some of their policies and methods could be more reasonable and less harsh.

The second category was park gossip and news. These e-mails composed the bulk of the box. Yellowdick was a chatty guy. The messages consisted of which employees were moving up and down the corporate ladder, who was moving where (the five hubs of activity were Old Faithful, Grant Village, Roosevelt Lodge, Lake Hotel, and Mammoth), who said what to whom, who was sleeping with whom, where parties were going to be after work and on weekends, who would drive, who would bring what. Demming was accurate about the insular nature of Zephyr employees. Like college students on campus, they had their own culture, rituals, words, and phrases. Their social lives existed in a separate universe from what millions of tourists experienced at the park. Visitors encountered waiters, servers, maids, front-desk staff. There was probably little thought as to what these people who served the tourists did with their lives when not in uniform, when the Zephyr name tag was off. Joe found the secret world fascinating and made himself stop reading and move on.

The third rough category he classified as Desperate Pleas to Women. In these, Joe found himself smiling and cringing at the same time. Men away from home in their early twenties could be shameless, and Hoening was no exception. Yellowdick was relentless, equal parts charm, desperation, and rakishness. He seemed to have tried to revive every friendship and chance meeting he had ever had with a female while growing up in Minnesota, stretching back to childhood. In each correspondence, he started out recalling the particulars of their meeting, often citing what she wore and the cute things she said. He said he missed her. If she replied, he continued the long-distance back-and-forth, writing about Yellowstone and what he and his friends were doing and seeing, extolling the clean air and healthy lifestyle or, if she liked the darker side, how great the parties were. A girl named Samantha Ellerby apparently liked parties so much she had moved from Minnesota to L.A. to find really good ones. Hoening claimed the events he staged in Yellowstone rivaled anything she had found. She doubted it, she wrote. He said he’d prove it if she came to see him, and closed with the same line that he apparently felt was the clincher: “We’ll have some cocktails and laughs, watch the sun set over Yellowstone Lake, go hot-potting and light a couple of flamers.” Another e-mail said, “I can’t wait to see you. I’ll be at the airport in Jackson.”

From what Joe could tell, she was the only woman Yellowdick had successfully persuaded. Based on the last two e-mails between them, one to him that said “A-Hole!” and his reply, “Bitch!”, their time together had not gone well. But despite his low batting average, Yellowdick never stopped swinging for the fences. In the most recent e-mails, he had turned his sights on visitors he apparently had met and exchanged e-mail addresses with, having exhausted his list of females from Minnesota.

Although there were still plenty of e-mails to go through, Joe admitted to himself that what Demming had told him was essentially correct. There were no references to Clay McCann or anyone like him, and nothing revealing about their plans for the annual reunion at Robinson Lake. Except one thing, Joe thought. Bob Olig had been copied in on every message. It meant, Joe thought, Hoening had no reason to assume Olig wouldn’t be there.

A thought struck him.

What if Olig was at Robinson Lake? What if the employee records at Old Faithful were wrong on that fact, or Olig had manipulated them to appear as if he’d been working that day?

Joe retrieved his file from the box and reviewed the crime-scene report in detail once again, looking for something that would confirm his suspicion. Like finding five sleeping bags instead of four.

After reading and rereading the report and going over the inventory of items found at the scene, Joe could come up with only one conclusion: either Olig or McCann had removed every single shred of evidence of Olig’s presence, or he’d never been at the camp at all, just like Layborn had said.

JOE LOOKED UP and realized he was the last diner in the restaurant. A knot of workers, busboys and waiters, had gathered near the kitchen door, pretending they weren’t waiting for him to leave.

Joe stood, said, “Sorry!” and left a big tip he couldn’t afford.

Carrying the box outside, Joe noted how incredibly dark it was with no moon, and no ground glow from streets, homes, or traffic. The cool air had a slight taste of winter.

HE CALLED MARYBETH from a payphone in the lobby of the hotel, having learned in Jackson not to rely on his cellphone in remote or mountainous places. Plus, he liked the intimacy of closing the accordion doors of the old-fashioned booth and shutting everything out so he could talk with her.

She covered the home front. Everyone was doing fine and it was too soon to really miss him. An employee in her Powell office had gotten angry and walked out for no good reason. Missy was snubbing her because, Marybeth assumed, her suspicions about Earl Alden and the arts council were correct.

“Fine with me,” Marybeth said.

Joe recounted his day: the drive up, the arrest of Bear, the meeting, drinks with Judy Demming.

As he told her, he could feel her mood change, not by what she said but by the silence.

“You’d like her,” he said. “She’s trying to help me out up here even though her bosses probably wish she wouldn’t. You’ll need to meet her when you come up.”

She asked for a description.

“Early forties, married, mother of two,” he said. “She and her family live in broken-down federal housing and she says she’s lost in the system. Kind of sounds familiar, huh?”

“She sounds nice,” Marybeth said.

Changing tack, he asked, “Have you heard anything from Nate? Any idea when he’s leaving?”

“He’s already gone,” she said. “He left a message on our phone tonight. I meant to tell you about that earlier.”

“Did he say when he’d get up here?”

“No. Just to tell you he was on his way but he needed to tend to something in Cody first.”

“So maybe tomorrow,” Joe said.

“I’d assume.”

She waited a beat. “How are you doing, Joe?”

He knew what she was referring to. He described his room, the hotel, the feeling he’d had since he arrived of the presence of ghosts.

“Does anyone know about your brother?”

“No. It’s not important that they know.”

They made plans for Marybeth to bring the girls to the park in a week.

ALTHOUGH TIRED, JOE couldn’t sleep for more than an hour at a time. He couldn’t determine if it was the strange bed, the unfamiliar night moans of an old building, or the particularly vivid dream he’d had of sleeping on the floor at the side of the bed, knowing his parents were tossing and turning two feet away. He awoke to the foul, sour odor of his dad’s breath after a night of drinking.

He sat up and found his duffel bag with his equipment in it, assembled his Glock and put it on the nightstand.

When he opened the window to let in the cold night air, he thought he saw two figures down on the lawn in the shadows, hand-cupping tiny red dots of lit cigarettes. When he rubbed his eyes and looked again, they’d been replaced by a cow elk and her calf.





PART THREE

YELLOWSTONE GAME PROTECTION ACT, 1894


AN ACT TO PROTECT THE BIRDS AND
ANIMALS IN YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL
PARK, AND TO PUNISH CRIMES IN SAID PARK,
AND FOR OTHER PURPOSES,

Approved May 7, 1894 (28 Stat. 73)



Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled, That the Yellowstone National Park, as its boundaries are now defined, or as they may be hereafter defined or extended, shall be under the sole and exclusive jurisdiction of the United States; and that all the laws applicable to places under the sole and exclusive jurisdiction of the United States shall have force and effect in said park: Provided, however, That nothing in this act shall be construed to forbid the service in the park of any civil or criminal process of any court having jurisdiction in the States of Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming. All fugitives from justice taking refuge in said park shall be subject to the same laws as refugees from justice found in the State of Wyoming. (U.S.C., title 16, sec. 24.)

SEC. 2. THAT said park, for all the purposes of this act, shall constitute a part of the United States judicial district of Wyoming, and the district and circuit courts of the United States in and for said district shall have jurisdiction of all offenses committed within said park.
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THE NEXT MORNING, joe waited alone in the hotel lobby for Demming to arrive. There were no other guests up and around so early and he had the entire lobby to himself. He sat in an overstuffed chair and read a day-old Billings Gazette—newspapers from the outside world didn’t arrive in the park until later in the day—whilst sipping from a large cup of coffee. Morning sun streamed through the eastern windows, lighting dust motes suspended in the air. The old hotel seemed vastly empty, the only sounds the scratch of a pen on paper and occasional keyboard clacking from Simon behind the front desk. On the lawns outside the hotel he could see that a herd of buffalo had moved in during the night and both the elk and buffalo grazed. The presence of wildlife larger than he just outside the hotel humbled him, as it always did, a reminder that he was just another player. When an official-looking white Park Service Suburban pulled aggressively into the alcove in front of the hotel, Joe assumed it was Demming and started to gather his daypack and briefcase.

Instead of Demming, a uniformed man of medium build pushed through the front doors. He had the aura of officialdom about him. Joe watched him stride across the lobby floor with a sense of purpose, his head tilted forward like a battering ram despite his bland, open face, his flat-brimmed ranger hat in his hand whacking against his thigh, keeping time with his steps. The ranger’s uniform had crisp pleats and shoes shined to a high gloss. He had a full head of silver-white hair, thin lips, a belt cinched too tight, as if to deny the paunch above it that strained against the fabric of his shirt. He looked to be in his mid-fifties, although the white hair made him seem older at first. Beneath a heavy brow and clown-white eyebrows, two sharp brown eyes surveyed the room like drive-by shooters. The ranger saw Joe sitting in his Cinch shirt and Wranglers, dismissed him quickly as someone of no interest to him, and approached the front desk.

“I need to check on a guest,” the ranger said in a clipped, authoritative voice.

“Name?” Simon asked without deference.

“Pickett. Joe Pickett.”

“He checked in last night.”

“How long is he staying?”

Tap-tap-tap. “The reservation extends through next week.”

“A week! Okay, thank you.”

The ranger turned on his heel and began to cross the lobby.

“Can I help you?” Joe asked, startling the ranger. “I’m Joe Pickett.”

The man stopped, turned, studied Joe while biting his lower lip as if trying to decide something. He held out his hand but didn’t come over to Joe. Meaning if Joe wanted to shake it, he’d need to go to him. Joe did.

“Chief Ranger James Langston,” the man said, biting off his words. “Welcome to Yellowstone.”

“We missed you at the meeting yesterday,” Joe said.

“I had other matters to tend to.”

“I thought it was your day off.”

Langston nodded. “In my job, you never have a day off.”

“That’s too bad,” Joe said, not knowing why he said it.

Neither did Langston. He released Joe’s hand and stepped back, said, “I hope you got all the information you needed and everybody’s been helpful and cooperative.”

“So far.”

“Good, good. Nice to meet you,” Langston said, starting to head for the door.

“Why did you want to know how long I was staying?” Joe asked pleasantly.

“Just curious,” Langston said. “We’d like to get this whole McCann thing behind us and move on. What’s done is done. There isn’t anything you or anyone else can do about it.”

“Ah,” Joe said.

“I’ve got to go. My motor’s running.”

“It sure is,” Joe said.

Langston looked at him curiously, clamped on his hat, and went outside. The Suburban roared off all of two blocks to the Pagoda.

Demming came in the front door. “Was that Chief Ranger Langston?” she asked Joe.

“Yup.”

“What did he want?”

Joe said, “I’m not real sure.”

DEMMING PARKED HER cruiser and they took Joe’s Yukon to the Bechler ranger station. Because of an overnight rock slide near Obsidian Cliff that likely wouldn’t be cleared until that evening, Demming suggested they exit the park through the north entrance at Gardiner, drive to Bozeman, and double back south through West Yellowstone and on to Bechler.

“That’s a lot of driving,” Joe said as they cleared Mammoth.

“Get used to it,” she laughed. “This is a huge place. You learn not to be in a hurry. Four or five hours to get somewhere is pretty common. The park forces you to slow down, whether you want to or not.”

Joe drove down the switchbacks toward Gardiner. As he did, a growing sense of dread introduced itself to his stomach.

“Do you notice how laid back the pace is here?” Demming said, unaware of Joe’s increasing trepidation. “No one is in a hurry. Rangers, waiters, desk clerks … everybody moves at a slower pace than the outside world. We’re like a tropical island in the middle of the county—everything is different here. Slower, more deliberate. Nothing can’t wait until tomorrow. It drives you crazy at first but you get used to it. You know what we call it?”

They cleared the switchbacks and the terrain flattened out. The road became a long straightaway of asphalt across a grassy meadow. In the distance he could see the stone arch that signified the north entrance to the park. At one time, when the railroads delivered tourists like Rudyard Kipling, it was the primary gateway to Yellowstone.

“Joe, did you hear me?” she asked.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“I said, do you know what we call it?”

“No.”

“Yellowstone Time. Everybody here is on Yellowstone Time.”

“I see,” he said, distracted.

They drove under the arch with the words FOR THE BENEFIT AND ENJOYMENT OF THE PEOPLE carved into the rock. The corner was still scarred and had not been patched. It receded in his rearview mirror.

“Joe, are you okay?” Demming asked.

“Why?”

“Your face is white. Are you sick?”

“No.”

“Are you okay to drive?”

“Yes.”

She settled back in her seat, silent, but stealing looks at him.

“I haven’t seen that arch for twenty-one years,” Joe said finally. “It brings back all kinds of bad memories. I’m sorry, but it sort of took me by surprise.”

“A stone archway took you by surprise?” she said gently.

He nodded. “My family used to vacation in the park. This is the way we came in. I still have pictures of us standing by the arch, my dad and mom, my brother and me. Victor was two years younger. We were close. The park was our special place, maybe because it was the only place where my dad was happy. He loved Teddy Roosevelt’s words: ‘For the benefit and enjoyment of the people.’ He used to say it all the time.”

Joe hesitated, surprised how hard it was to tell the story, surprised he wanted to tell it.

Demming didn’t prompt him for more. They drove north through Paradise Valley in Montana as the morning sun poured over the Absaroka Mountains.

He swallowed, continued. “I was in college. On my brother’s sixteenth birthday he called me in my dorm room at two in the morning. He was drunk and real upset. His girlfriend had dumped him that day and he was, well, sixteen. Everything was a crisis. He wanted to talk but I told him to go home, get some sleep, I had a test in the morning.”

Joe slowed while a rancher and two cowboys herded cows down the borrow pit next to the highway. Puffs of condensation came out of their mouths like silent word balloons. Calves bawled. When they were past, Joe sped up.

“After I hung up on him, Victor went home like I told him but took my dad’s car. Stole it, actually. He drove five hours in the middle of the night and crashed it head-on into that arch. The police said later they estimated he was going a hundred and ten miles an hour.”

She said, “My God.”

“We stayed at the Mammoth Hotel for the funeral. Victor’s buried in the Gardiner cemetery somewhere. My dad said he didn’t want him back. I haven’t been to his grave since.”

Tears formed in his eyes and he didn’t want them there. He wiped brusquely at his face with the back of his hand, hoping she didn’t see them.

“Do you want to turn around and go there?”

Joe turned his head away from her. “Later, maybe.”

“I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “I’m sorry I started your morning out with such a downer.”

“Don’t apologize.”

“Okay.”

What he didn’t tell her, couldn’t tell her, was that when his family returned home after the funeral his mother never unpacked. She left without saying goodbye. His mother and father blamed each other for Victor’s death, although Joe knew it was his fault. The implosion had been on the cards for years, fueled by alcohol. He went back to college after that. While he was gone, his father sold the house and vanished as well. Getting back at her, Joe supposed. He’d not heard from either of them in years, although an Internet search by Marybeth indicated his mother had remarried and moved to New Mexico. His father’s name produced no hits. Joe tried not to think of them at all, and asked Marybeth to stop searching. His parents could be happy, or dead. His family consisted of Marybeth and the girls. Period.

AFTER THEY CLEARED Bozeman, Joe said, “Really, I’m sorry about telling you that story. Don’t pay any attention to me. Forget you heard it.”

She was puzzled. “You probably needed to get it out.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“It’s okay, Joe.”

“No, it isn’t,” he said. “I’m not really a touchy-feely guy and I don’t want you to think I’m sensitive.”

She laughed and shook her head, reached over and patted him on the arm. “Don’t worry—your secret’s safe with me.”

He glowered at her.

JOE SAID, “YOU mentioned last night that the park has its own language. What are some of the other terms you can think of unique to here?”

She smiled. “Over the years, I’ve kept a list of them. ‘Bubble queens’ are laundry room workers; ‘pearl divers’ are dishwashers; ‘pillow punchers’ change sheets on the beds; ‘heavers’ are waiters and waitresses. All guests are called ‘dudes’ behind their backs long before everybody called everybody dudes.”

“What are flamers?” Joe asked.

“Excuse me?”

“When I read Hoening’s e-mails to prospective women, he always wrote, ‘We’ll go hot-potting and light a couple of flamers.’“

Demming shrugged. “I’m not sure. Zephyr people have their own language within a language.”

“Is he talking about dope?”

“I assume.”

“Maybe Layborn was on to something,” Joe said.

“Maybe.”

THEY STOPPED FOR lunch at Rocky’s in West Yellowstone. It was one of the few places open. The streets were deserted, most businesses closed until the winter season. While they waited for their sandwiches, Joe surveyed the crowd. Everyone looked local and had the same logy listlessness about them as the people he saw in Mammoth; no doubt recovering from the tourist season, he thought.

“James Langston,” Joe asked Demming, “what’s he like?”

“The chief ranger? He’s a bureaucrat of rare order. I’ve always found him arrogant and very political. He didn’t get to where he’s at by being everyone’s friend, that’s for sure. I heard him say once he thinks he’s underappreciated given all he has to put up with. By underappreciated he meant underpaid. Ha! He should take home my government paycheck.”

Joe said, “Maybe he should quit the Park Service and work in the private sector if he wants more money.”

“What—and have to be accountable to shareholders? Work past five? And not live in a mansion that’s financed by taxpayers? Are you crazy, Joe? What are you saying?”

She caught herself and looked horrified. “But I shouldn’t be saying that.”

“Your secret’s safe with me,” Joe said slyly. “Why do you suppose he was checking up on me?”

She sighed. “I’m sure he just wants you gone. He doesn’t want this McCann thing in the news again.”

“Speaking of McCann,” Joe said. “We’re in his hometown. Have you guys kept track of him since he was released?”

“I assume he’s back here,” she said, “that he came home. If he left I haven’t heard. Why, do you want to check up on him?”

Joe nodded.

“Now?”

“I’m curious. Aren’t you?”

IN THE CAR, Joe turned onto Madison.

“This isn’t the road to Bechler,” Demming said.

“Nope.”

“Then what …”

He gestured out the window. “Look.”

The law office of Clay McCann was a simple single-story structure made of logs. It looked like the type of place that was once an art gallery or a Laundromat.

“Think he’s in there?” she asked.

Joe shrugged, but felt a tug of anxiety. He stared at the law office as if he might get a better read on McCann by studying it. The news photos of McCann made the lawyer look bland and soft. Joe wanted to see him in the flesh, look into his eyes, see what was there. Joe parked the Yukon on the other side of the street.

“Maybe we should go in and say hello,” Joe said.

As they climbed out, Joe dug the Glock out of his daypack and shoved it into his Wranglers behind his back.

“Did you have that gun in the park?” Demming asked.

“Yes.”

“You’re breaking the law. You can’t have firearms in the park.”

“I know.”

“Joe …”

“It’s okay,” he said. “I can’t hit anything with it.”

She continued to shake her head at him as they crossed the street.

Joe entered the office, Demming behind him. A dark-haired, dark-eyed woman sat at a reception desk reading a glossy magazine. She looked as out of place as a nail salon in a cow pasture and she raised a face filled with undisguised suspicion.

“Is Clay McCann in?” Joe asked.

“Who are you?” she asked in a hard-edged East Coast accent.

“I’m Joe, this is Judy.”

“What do you want?”

“To see Clay McCann.”

“Sorry, he’s not in at the moment and you don’t have an appointment,” she said, running a lacquered nail down a calendar on her desk. Joe noted there were no appointments at all written on it.

“When will he be back?”

“He’s off making a call at the supermarket,” she said, apparently unaware how odd that sounded. “That takes him hours sometimes. So, Punch and Judy, if you want to meet with him you can schedule an appointment.”

“You’re his secretary?”

She performed what amounted to a dry spit take. “Secretary? Hardly. I’m Sheila D’Amato and I’m stuck in this one-horse town. I’m filling in because his real secretary quit.”

Joe and Demming looked at each other. Joe didn’t want to wait, neither did Demming.

“We’ll be back,” Joe said, handing Sheila his card, as did Demming. He used the opportunity to steal a look through an open door behind Sheila into what was undoubtedly McCann’s office. One entire wall was filled with Montana statute books. There was a messy desk stacked high with unopened mail. On a credenza behind McCann’s desk were binders emblazoned with corporate names and logos: Allied, Genetech, BioCorp, Schroeder Engineering, EnerDyne. The names rang no bells, but the collection of them struck the same discordant note as Sheila.

“A game warden and a park ranger,” Sheila said, curling her lip with distaste. “Punch and Judy. I bet I know what you want to talk to him about.”

Outside, Joe paused on the sidewalk to scribble the company names into a notebook he withdrew from his pocket. While he did, Demming said, “Let’s go, Punch.”

“WHY WOULD HE be making a call at the supermarket?” Demming asked as they cleared West Yellowstone. “I assume he’s using a payphone. Why not just call from his office?”

“Probably thinks his lines are tapped,” Joe said. “Or he doesn’t want Sheila D’Amato to know what he’s up to.”

“What is he up to?”
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TO GET TO Bechler ranger station, they drove south toward Ashton, Idaho, skirting the western boundary of the park, which loomed darkly to the east and was constantly in sight. The terrain opened up into plowed fields, and they caught a glimpse of the Tetons on the horizon before turning back toward Yellowstone. The Bechler area was dense and heavily wooded. Stray shafts of sunlight filtered through the tree branches to the pine needle floor. Deadfall littered the ground. There was no traffic on the road. Joe pulled into the ranger station and parked facing an old-fashioned hitching post.

The station had the feel of a frontier outpost, very much unlike the government buildings at Mammoth. There were five rough log structures built on short stilts, including a barn with horses in the corral, a long bunkhouse with a porch, and a small visitor center the size of a large outhouse. At the western corner of the complex was a trailhead for a narrow rocky path that meandered into the forest. No one was about, but a generator hummed in one of the buildings.

They clomped up the wooden stairway and entered the station, surprising a young seasonal ranger behind the counter.

“Wow,” the man said, “I didn’t see you pull in.”

Joe smiled. “It gets lonely here, huh?”

The ranger, whose name tag said B. Stevens, nodded. “You’re the first people here today. It gets real slow this late in the season.”

B. Stevens hadn’t shaved for a couple of days and hadn’t combed his hair that morning. He was the polar opposite of the spit-shined James Langston Joe had met that morning.

Demming took over, telling Stevens they were following up on the murders, that Joe was with the State of Wyoming and she was providing assistance. While they talked, Joe flipped through the guest register, going back to July 21.

“Stevens was working that morning,” Demming told Joe. “He was here when Clay McCann checked in.”

“I was here when he came back too,” Stevens said with unmistakable pride. “He put his guns right here on this counter and told me what he’d done. That’s when I called for backup.”

Joe nodded, asked Stevens to recall the morning. Stevens told the story without embellishment, replicating the chain of events Joe had studied in the incident reports.

“When he checked in before going on his hike,” Joe asked, “did you see any weapons on him?”

Stevens said he didn’t, McCann must have left them in his car. What struck him, though, was how McCann was dressed, “like he’d just taken all of his clothes out of the packages. Most of the people we see down here are hardcore hikers or fishermen. They don’t look so … neat.”

“He didn’t seem nervous or jumpy?”

“No. He just seemed … uncomfortable. Like he was out of his element, which he was, I guess.”

“Can you remember how much time he spent signing in? Did he do it quickly, or did it take a few minutes?”

Stevens scratched his head. “I just can’t recall. No one’s asked me that before. He didn’t make that much of an impression on me. The first time he was in here, I mean. When he came back with those guns, that’s what I remember.”

“Can I get a copy of this page he signed in on?”

Stevens shot a look at Demming, said, “We don’t have a copy machine here. We’ve been requesting one for years, but headquarters won’t give us one.”

“Bureaucracy,” Demming mumbled.

Joe asked if he could borrow the register and send it back, and the ranger agreed.

“We can’t even get a phone line,” Stevens said. “In order to call out we use radios or cellphones that get a signal about an hour a day, if that.”

Joe said, “Does this entrance have a camera set up at the border like the others?”

Stevens laughed. “We have a camera,” he said, “but it hasn’t worked for a few years. We’ve requested a repairman, but …”

“We were thinking of hiking to the crime scene,” Joe said. “Is it straight down that trail out there?”

“We were?” Demming asked, slightly alarmed.

Stevens nodded. “There’s a fork in the trail right off, but it’s well marked.” The ranger hesitated. “Are you sure you want to do that?”

“Yup.”

Stevens looked at Demming, then back at Joe. “Be damned careful. This area has become pretty well known with all of the publicity. They call it the Zone of Death once you cross the line into Idaho. Lots more people show up here than they used to. Some of them get as far as the border but chicken out and come back giggling. But others are just plain scary-looking. The Zone draws them, I guess. They want to be in a place with no law. It’s not my idea of a good time, but we can’t stop them from walking into it if they’ve paid their fee and signed in. Personally, I think we ought to close the trail until the situation is resolved, or everybody just forgets about what happened.”

Demming asked, “Are there people in there now?”

Stevens shrugged. “It’s hard to say. More folks have signed in than have come out. Of course, the stragglers could have gone on from here, or come back after we’re closed. But you never know. Our rangers are a little reluctant to patrol in there now, if you know what I mean. They’re afraid of getting ambushed by somebody who thinks they can’t ever be prosecuted for it.”

“You’re right,” Demming said. “We should close the trail.”

“We’ll be okay in a few weeks,” Stevens said, “when the snow comes. We’ve had twelve feet by Halloween in the past. That’ll give us the winter to make our case.”

Joe thanked Stevens and left with Demming. “Why did you take the register?” Demming asked.

Joe showed her the page with Clay McCann’s name on it. Above his name were signatures from the day before for R. Hoening, J. McCaleb, C. Williams, and C. Wade. They listed their destination as “Nirvana.”

Joe said, “If he wanted to make sure they were here, all he had to do was read the register.”

As they stood near the Yukon they both looked at the trailhead, as if it were calling to them.

“I don’t know, Joe …” Demming said cautiously.

“I want to see the crime scene,” Joe said. “It’ll help me get my bearings. You can wait for me here if you want.”

She thought about it for a few seconds, looking from Joe to the trailhead and back before saying. “I’m going with you.”

THE SIGN AT the fork in the trail indicated it was thirty miles to Old Faithful on the right, two miles to Robinson Lake on the left. The trail on the right fork was more heavily traveled. They went left.

The forest closed in around them. Because there was no plan or program to clear brush in the park, the floor of the timber on both sides of the trail was thick and tangled with rotting deadfall. Joe was struck by how “un-Yellowstone-like” this part of the park was. There were no geysers or thermal areas, and they’d seen no wildlife. Only thick, lush vegetation and old-growth trees. He studied the surface of the trail as he hiked, looking for fresh tracks either in or out, and stopped at a mud hole to study a wide Vibram-soled footprint.

“Someone’s been in here recently,” he said.

“Great,” Demming whispered.

There was no delineation sign or post to indicate where they crossed the Idaho border. Joe assumed they had because the line, according to his map, was less than two hundred yards from the ranger station and they’d gone much farther than that. The trail meandered at a slight decline, but it was easy walking.

He heard it before he saw it.

“Boundary Creek,” Joe whispered. They were now in the Zone of Death.

Joe felt his senses heighten as they crossed the creek, which was wider and more impressive than he’d guessed from looking at the map. He hopped from rock to rock, spooking brook trout that sunned in calm pools, their forms shooting across the sandy bottom like dark sparks. On the other side, as they pushed farther into the trees, he tried to will his ears to hear better and his eyes to sharpen. His body tingled, and he felt, for the first time in months, back in his element.

ROBINSON LAKE WAS rimmed with swamp except for the far side where trees formed a northern stand. The trail skirted the lake on the right and curled around it to the trees where, Joe guessed, the campers had set up their tents and been murdered. As they walked, he tried to put himself into Clay McCann’s head. How far away did he see their tents? Where did he encounter Hoening? Did he smell their campfire, hear them talking before he got there?

As they approached the stand of trees and an elevated, grassy flat that had to be where the camp was located, Joe heard Demming unsnap her holster behind him. She was as jumpy as he was.

The camp had been cleared months before but the fire ring revealed the center of it. Logs had been dragged from the timber to sit on around the fire. Tiny pieces of plasticized foil in the grass indicated where a camper—or Clay McCann—had opened a package of snacks.

In the campsite, Joe turned and surveyed the trail they had taken. From the camper’s perspective, they must have seen McCann coming. There was no way he snuck up on them unless they were distracted or oblivious, which was possible. Since Williams had been found near the fire ring and McCaleb and Wade had been killed coming out of their tent, he assumed McCann was literally in the camp before he started shooting. So was Hoening, whose body was found on the trail, the first or last to die? Again it struck him that the sequence of events really didn’t matter. There was no doubt who’d done it.

“Joe …” Demming whispered.

She was staring into the timber, her face ashen, her hand on her gun. Joe followed her line of sight.

The man aiming his rifle at them was dressed in filthy camouflage fatigues and had been hiding behind a tree. At fifty feet, it was unlikely he would miss if he pulled the trigger.

“That’s right,” the man said to Demming, “pull that gun out slow and toss it over to the side.”

She did as she was told.

Because his back was to the lake, Joe figured the man with the rifle hadn’t seen the Glock in his belt. Not that it would help them right now, since in order to use it he’d need to pull it, rack the slide, and hit what he was aiming at. In the time that would take, the rifleman could empty his weapon into the both of them.

“I seen you coming half a mile away,” the man said, stepping out from behind the tree but keeping the rifle leveled. “I was in the trees taking a shit when you showed up.”

He was short, stout, mid-thirties, with a blocky head, wide nose flattened to his face, dirt on his hands. His eyes sparkled with menace. Behind him, in the shadows of the timber, Joe now saw a crude lean-to shelter, a skinned and half-dismembered deer hanging from a cross-pole lashed to tree trunks. A survivalist, living off the land in a place with no law.

“You need to lower the weapon,” Demming said, her voice calmer than Joe thought his would be at that moment. “Let’s talk this over before you get yourself into any more trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?” he said. “There ain’t nothing you can do to me here.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Demming said.

“Sure it does,” he said, and showed a tight smile. He was missing teeth on both top and bottom. “It worked for Clay McCann.”

Joe and Demming exchanged a quick glance.

“I wrote him a letter but he never answered,” the man said. Joe tried to determine the man’s accent. His words were flat and hard. Midwestern, Joe guessed.

“Where you from?” Joe asked. “Nebraska?”

“Iowa.”

“You’re a long way from home.”

The Iowan looked hard at Joe for the first time and narrowed his eyes. “This is my home. And you two are trespassing. And the way I got it figured, I could shoot you both right now and walk ’cause no court can try me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Demming said. “How long have you been here?”

“Month.”

“Then you don’t know that Congress passed a law,” Demming said. “You’re now in the Idaho district. This is no longer off the map.”

Joe admired Demming’s quick thinking. The lie sounded credible. It produced a flicker of doubt in the Iowan’s eyes and the muzzle of his rifle dropped a few inches.

“Let us leave,” Demming said, “and no harm will come to you. There was no way you could have known.”

“They really passed a law?” he asked.

Demming nodded. Joe nodded.

“And the president signed it?”

“Yes.”

The Iowan looked from Demming to Joe and back, digging for a clue either way. Joe hoped his face wouldn’t reveal anything. Seconds ticked by. A bald eagle skimmed the surface of the lake and just missed plucking a fish out.

“Naw,” the Iowan said, raising the rifle butt back to his shoulder, “I don’t believe you. If that was the case there would have been some rangers patrolling out here, and I ain’t seen nobody.”

The heavy boom, an explosion of blood and fingers on the forestock, and the rifle kicking out of the Iowan’s hands happened simultaneously and left the wounded man standing there empty-handed and wide-eyed.

Demming screamed, Joe froze.

Another shot took the Iowan’s nose and part of his cheekbone off his face. When he instinctively reached up with his now-shattered left hand, a bullet ripped through the back of his camo trousers at knee level, no doubt slicing through tendons, collapsing him backward into the grass like a puppet with strings clipped.

Joe saw movement on his left in his peripheral vision, a flash of clothing darting from the reeds along the shoreline into the cover of the trees. He fumbled for his weapon, racked the slide, trained it on the writhing, moaning Iowan as Demming retrieved her pistol.

He approached the Iowan and squatted, patting down the man and finding a .44 revolver, bear spray, and the half-gnawed leg bone of the deer. He tossed them aside, adrenaline and the after-effects of fear coursing through him. The leg plopped fifteen feet out into the lake.

He heard Demming shout into her radio, telling the ranger back at the station to call in a helicopter for an airlift to Idaho Falls before the man bled out.

“Is he going to make it?” she asked Joe, her eyes wide, her hands trembling so badly she couldn’t seat the radio back into its case on her belt. She glanced nervously in the direction the shots had been fired.

“I think so,” Joe said, grimacing at the Iowan’s split and disfigured face and the pool of bright red blood forming in the grass behind his knees. “We can tie his legs off with tourniquets and bind his hand and face to stop the bleeding,” he said, taking off his shirt to tear into strips.

“What happened?” the Iowan croaked, mouth full of blood, shock setting in. “Who did this to me?”

Joe didn’t recognize the flash of clothing, but the marksmanship was familiar.

“His name’s Nate Romanowski,” Joe said.

“Who?” Demming asked.

“Friend of mine,” Joe said to the Iowan. “If he wanted to hit you in the head and kill you, you wouldn’t be talking right now.”
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“HOW LONG AGO were they here?” Clay McCann asked Sheila while picking up the business cards. He was agitated.

“I don’t know—three hours, maybe.”

“What did they want?”

“Gee, Clay,” she said, rolling her eyes, “maybe they wanted to ask you about shooting four people dead.”

Annoyed, he looked up at her from the cards. He recognized the woman’s name—Demming. She was one of the first on the scene at Bechler. She was no heavy hitter within the park, he knew that. Nothing special. But … a game warden?

Sheila looked back at him with insolence. She was a poor fill-in for the receptionist who quit. Too much attitude, too much mouth. He wanted to tell her to tone down her act or he’d lose what few clients he still had. Then his focus changed from Sheila to the open door behind her, to the credenza and the notebooks that were clearly displayed on his desk.

“Why is my door open?” he asked, his voice cold.

“I wanted some light out here so I could read,” she said defensively. “If you haven’t noticed, it’s dark in here. You need to replace some bulbs. And there’s a nice big window in your office that lets in the light. Besides, the room needed airing out.”

He glared at her. It wouldn’t take much to drag her out from behind the desk by her hair. “Did they go into my office?” he asked.

“Of course not.”

“Did you?”

“Just to open the door and the curtains. I told you that. Jesus, calm down.”

“Did either of them look into my office?”

She glared back. “No. What’s your problem, anyway?”

Instead of answering, he strode around her desk into his room. Shutting the door, he said, “Keep it closed.”

She knocked softly on the door. “Clay, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

ACTUALLY, EVERYTHING WAS wrong.

He sat heavily in his chair and rubbed his face and scalp with both hands, stared at his desk without really seeing it.

Everything was wrong. He tried not to think he’d been played. He was the player, not the playee, after all, right?

But the money still hadn’t been wired. The banker was getting ruder each time he called, and had even insinuated that morning that “perhaps Mr. McCann should consider another financial institution, one more enthusiastic about such a small deposit, one that would be more in tune to servicing such a meager balance. Maybe one in the States?”

The banker had turned McCann from an angry customer demanding answers into a pitiful two-bit wannabe, begging for just a few more days of patience. The money would be wired, he assured the banker. He guaranteed it, knowing the value of his word, like his big talk months before, was being devalued by the day.

Even worse was that the man who was supposed to deposit the funds wouldn’t take his call. McCann couldn’t get past the secretary. How could this be?

Had he been conned? McCann couldn’t believe that. He was too smart, too street-savvy to fall for it. He knew too much. But why wouldn’t his business partner take his call? Why wouldn’t he pay up, as promised? If this was a legitimate transaction, McCann could slap a suit on the bastard and take him to court to get his money. A contract was a contract, and this was Contract Law 101. But in this circumstance, McCann couldn’t handle the problem through the courts. The irony of his situation gave him the sweats.

He’d spent hours waiting by the payphone on the side of the supermarket for the callback that never came, his frustration and anger building by the minute. He debated with himself whether to go back and try again.

“Fuck it,” he said to himself as he reached out and picked up his desk phone and dialed.

“EnerDyne, Mr. Barron’s office,” the receptionist answered.

“This is McCann, again. I need to speak to Layton Barron immediately. Tell him.”

“Mr. McCann, I told you earlier. Mr. Barron is in a meeting and he can’t be disturbed. I’ll give him your message when—”

“Tell him now,” McCann said. “It’s a matter of life and death.”

My life, McCann thought. His death, if there wasn’t some cooperation.

The receptionist hesitated, then put him on hold.

Okay, McCann thought. Either Barron came on the phone and explained himself, which meant the deal was still in play, or he sent the receptionist back with another delay or refusal. If that happened, there would be hell to pay.

Minutes ticked by. The lawyer began to wonder if the receptionist had chosen to place him on permanent hold.

Finally, Barron came on the line, angry, and said, “You agreed never to call me here. Is this a secure line?”

McCann was relieved. “No. I’m calling from my office.”

“Goddamn it, we agreed—”

“I’ll go to a secure location, but I’m not going to stand around in the cold all day again. Call me in ten minutes.” McCann read off the number of the supermarket payphone. Barron repeated the number back.

At last, he thought, gathering his coat and hat. Finally, he would find out why the funds hadn’t been deposited into his account, as promised. He’d done his part, certainly. Now it was time for them to do theirs.

“Going again?” Sheila asked, sighing heavily.

“I’ll be back soon,” he said. “Keep—”

“Your goddamned door shut!” Sheila finished for him in a screech.

MCCANN THOUGHT ABOUT Sheila as he walked down the sidewalk to the supermarket. His feelings were mixed, which surprised him.

Even though she was a piss-poor receptionist, he liked to look at her. She was more than a cartoon after all, he’d decided. She brought experience, sexual knowledge, and unabashed dutifulness to his needs and desires. Her reputation as a former mafioso kept woman excited him. He liked being seen with her because it was scandalous and only added to his infamy in town. Her features were severe: very black hair, very white skin, fire-engine red, pillow-soft lips. She was a combination of sharp, soft, ethnic, sensual, and in-your-face. Even if she was on the summit of over-the-hill.

He’d always thought her exotic and amusing, but he was beginning to wonder if there was more going on with him. Was he falling for her? How could that be? He knew he couldn’t trust her.

She was a puzzle, though. How she went on and on about getting out of there but never seemed to pull it off. It made no sense. Leaving wasn’t that hard. An hour to Bozeman and the airport, that’s all the time it would take. And it couldn’t be just lack of money. What did a Bozeman-to-Newark plane ticket cost? Five hundred bucks? Surely she could afford that. So why did she keep leaving just to end up back in West Yellowstone?

The only thing he could figure out was that, despite her constant complaints, she liked it. She liked being the wildest vamp in town, the fish with the biggest, reddest lips in the small pond. He started to admire her a little and feel sorry for her at the same time.

Maybe, just maybe, he would take her with him after all.

First things first, though. He needed his money.

AS HE TURNED the corner he saw the payphone blocked by a dirty white pickup. A big woman with a loud voice was on the phone. His heart sank. McCann approached the vehicle slightly panicked and checked his wristwatch. In two minutes, Barron had agreed to call.

She had curlers in her hair and was wearing an oversized parka. There was a cigarette in the stubby fingers of her free hand, and she waved it around her head as she talked. Her pickup was twenty years old, the bed filled with junk, the cab windows smeared opaque by the three big dogs inside, all of them with their paws on the glass and their tongues hanging out. He was vaguely familiar with her and had seen her deathtrap of a pickup rattling through town before. She collected and sold junk and hides. She had a sign on a muddy two-track west of town that offered ten dollars apiece for elk hides, seven-fifty for deer. Her name, he thought, was Marge.

When she saw McCann standing there, obviously waiting for her and checking his wristwatch, she flicked her fingers at him. “It’ll be a while,” she said. “There’s a phone down the street outside the gas station.”

“No, I need this phone.”

Marge looked at him like he was crazy. “I told you it’ll be a while, mister. The phone service is out at my place. I got a bunch of business calls to make.”

She turned away from him. “I’m on hold.”

In a minute, Barron would call.

“Look,” McCann said to her back, “I’m expecting a really important call on this number. Right here, right now. You can call whoever it is you’re waiting for right back. Hell, I’ll give you the money. In fact, if you want to sit in my office and use the phone there, you can make calls all day.”

She turned slightly and peered over her massive shoulder with one eye closed. “If you’ve got a phone in your office, mister, why don’t you use it?”

He couldn’t believe this was happening.

“Lady … Marge …”

She ignored him.

Furious, he reached out to tap her on the shoulder to get her attention when the dogs went off furiously, barking and snarling, gobs of saliva spattering the inside of the cab window inches from his arm. He recoiled in panic, and she yelled for her dogs to shut the hell up.

Then she turned on him. “What the hell is wrong with you, mister? I’m on the phone.”

“I’m a lawyer,” he said, his heart racing in his chest from the shock of the barking and the flash of teeth. “I’m expecting an important call. It’s a matter of life and death. I need that phone.”

She assessed him coolly. “I know who you are, Clay McCann. I don’t think much of you. And you’re not getting it.”

He shot a glance at his watch. Past time. He prayed Barron would be a few minutes late. Or call back if it was busy the first time. But what if he didn’t?

The .38 was out before she could say another word. McCann tapped the muzzle against the glass of the passenger window in the drooling face of a dog. “Hang up now,” he said.

“You’re threatening my dogs,” she said, eyes wide. “Nobody threatens my dogs.”

Then she stepped back and jerked the telephone cord from the wall with a mighty tug.

“There!” she yelled at him. “Now nobody can use it!”

“Jesus! What did you do?”

“I just got started,” she said, swinging the phone through the air at him by holding the severed metal cord. The receiver hit him hard on the crown of his head.

McCann staggered back, tears in his eyes, his vision blurred. But not blurred enough that he couldn’t see her whipping the phone back and swinging it around her head like a lariat, looking for another opening.

He turned and ran across the street, hoping she wouldn’t follow. On the other sidewalk, he wiped at his eyes with his sleeve, stunned. Marge glared at him, as if contemplating whether or not to give chase.

“Don’t ever threaten my dogs!” she hollered.

Then she jammed the useless receiver back on the cradle, lumbered into her pickup, which sagged as she climbed in, and drove down the street, leaving a cloud of acrid blue smoke.

Before reaching up and touching the lump forming beneath his scalp, McCann put the gun back in his pocket so no one would see it. He hoped she wasn’t headed for the sheriff’s department.

On the wall of the supermarket, the telephone box rang.

He closed his eyes, leaned back against the front of a motel that was closed for the season, and slowly sank until he was sitting on the concrete.

The street was empty and Clay McCann listened to his future, for the time being, go unanswered.

HE WAS STILL sitting on the sidewalk, eyes closed, his new headache pounding between the walls of his skull like a jungle drum, when Butch Toomer, the ex-sheriff, kicked him on the sole of his shoe. “You all right?”

McCann opened one eye and looked up. “Not really.”

“You can’t just sit there on the sidewalk.”

“I know.”

Toomer squatted so they could talk eye-to-eye. McCann could smell smoke, liquor, and cologne emanating from the collar of the ex-sheriff’s heavy Carhartt jacket. Toomer had dark, deep-set eyes. His mouth was hidden under a drooping gunfighter’s mustache.

“You owe me some money, Clay, and I sure could use it.”

McCann nodded weakly. Now this, he thought.

“Tactics and firearms training don’t come cheap. And it looks like it paid off for you pretty damned well. Four thousand dollars, that’s what we agreed to back in June, remember?”

“Was it that much?” McCann said, knowing it was. He had never even contemplated, at the time, that money would be a problem. He did a quick calculation. Unless he sold his home or office or suddenly got a big retainer or the money he was owed came through, well, he was shit out of luck.

Then he thought of the business cards in his pocket. And his so-called business partners who had hung him out to dry. They could use some shaking up.

He said, “How would you like to turn that four thousand into more?”

Toomer coughed, looked both ways down the street. “Say again?”

McCann repeated it.

“Let’s talk,” Toomer said.
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THE IOWAN’S NAME was Darren Rudloff, he told Joe and Demming over the roar of helicopter rotors, and he was from Washington, Iowa, which he pronounced “Warsh-ington.” He’d lost his job at a feed store, his girlfriend took up with his best bud, and his landlord insisted on payment in full of back rent. He felt trapped, so he figured what the hell and headed west armed to the teeth to live out his fantasy: to be an outlaw, to live off the land. He liked Robinson Lake. There had been dozens of hikers on the trail over the summer, but he’d avoided them. None were brazen or stupid enough to walk right into his camp, as Joe and Demming had done. When asked about the murders or the murder scene, he said he knew nothing other than what he’d read before he came out. All this he told Joe and Demming while the IV drips pumped glucose and drugs into his wrists to deaden the pain and keep him alive, while EMTs scrambled around his gurney replacing strips of Joe’s shirt with fresh bandages until they could land in Idaho Falls and get him into surgery.

Joe found himself feeling sorry for Rudloff, despite what had happened. Rudloff seemed less than dangerous now. In fact, he seemed confused, childlike, and a little wistful. Joe had a soft spot for men who desired the simplicity of the frontier that no longer existed, because he’d once had those yearnings himself. And, like Rudloff, he’d thought that Yellowstone was the place to seek them out. They’d both been wrong.

Demming confessed to Rudloff that she’d lied to him about Congress passing a law.

“I figured that out,” Rudloff said through bandages on his face that muffled his voice. “That’s the only good thing about today, I reckon. We don’t need no more laws. I’ll head back up there when I’m patched up.”

“I’d advise against it,” Demming said.

“You gonna press charges?”

“Maybe.”

“Where you gonna have the trial?” Rudloff chided.

Demming had no answer to that, and she ignored him for the rest of the trip.

Joe asked the helicopter pilot to take them back to the Bechler station to get his vehicle after they’d admitted Rudloff. The pilot agreed.

THEY LANDED ON the only clear, flat surface at the Bechler ranger station—the horse pasture—at dusk. Joe and Demming thanked the pilot and scrambled out. Joe was happy to be out of the air and back on the ground. Stevens was there to meet them and handed Demming a message.

In the Yukon, Demming unfolded the piece of paper. “I need to call the Pagoda,” she said. “Ashby wants a full report on what happened.”

“Do we need to get back to Mammoth, then?” Joe asked, contemplating the five-hour drive.

Demming seemed lost in thought. He wondered if the shock of what happened at the camp had been held at bay in her mind and was just now releasing. He’d seen that kind of delayed reaction to violence before, and had experienced it himself.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I guess so. That was a new one for me, I must say. I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared as when I was looking into the muzzle of that rifle. His eyes—Jesus. They looked crazy and scared at the same time, which is never a good combination. And I feel ashamed that my first reaction when he got shot was pure joy—followed by nausea.”

“I understand.”

“I hate to feel so happy to see a man shot up.”

“He’ll be okay,” Joe said.

“I know. But to see that kind of violence up close like that … I don’t think I’m cut out for it.”

“You were magnificent,” Joe said. “You saved our lives when you told Rudloff about that law because it delayed him long enough for Nate to aim. You nearly had me believing it. That was quick thinking.”

“If only it were true,” she said. “Joe, do you think there are many more like him? I mean, more crazy survivalists in the Zone of Death?”

“Probably.”

“Whoever saved us, is he one of them?”

Joe smiled. “Nate? Yes, he is. But he’s been that way since I met him. He doesn’t live in Yellowstone, though. He lives in Saddlestring, where I come from. He once told me he values what he considers justice over the rule of the law.”

“That scares me.”

Joe nodded. “Me too. Luckily, he’s on our side.”

*

RATHER THAN DRIVE all the way to Mammoth in the dark, they decided to go halfway, to the Old Faithful area instead, into the heart of the park. Since the next item on Joe’s list was to question employees about the Gopher State Five, the diversion worked out. Demming used her radio to notify her husband that she wouldn’t be home and said she’d call him when they got to Old Faithful.

“That probably won’t go over very well,” she said, as much to herself as to Joe.

“I understand,” he said.

“I told him last night you were a nice guy, a family man.”

He flushed. “I said the same about you to Marybeth.”

“Now is the time for an uncomfortable silence,” she said.

He agreed, silently.

THEY BACKTRACKED NORTH and entered the park proper through the gate at West Yellowstone, following the Madison River. The absence of any kind of streetlights made the moon and stars seem brighter and made Joe concentrate on driving, since bison or elk could appear on the road at any time. Demming had been trying to nap but couldn’t get comfortable. She gave up trying with a sigh.

“When this is over,” she said softly, “I think I’m going to quit. I don’t ever want to be that scared again, and I’ve got a husband at home and two great kids.”

“What would you do?”

She shrugged. “Well, maybe I won’t quit outright. I probably can’t. I’m the primary breadwinner in the family, you know.”

“Believe me,” Joe said, “I know what that’s like. My wife is in the same boat, unfortunately.”

“Maybe I’ll transfer out of law enforcement into interpretation,” she said. “I’d like a life of pointing out wildflowers and bison dung to tourists from Florida and Frankfurt. That sounds a lot less stressful than what I’m doing.”

“Same bureaucracy, though.”

“Yeah, I know. And as an added bonus, less money.”

THE OLD FAITHFUL area was the largest complex in the park, consisting of hundreds of cabins, the Snow Lodge, retail stores, souvenir shops and snack bars, a rambling Park Service visitor center, and the showpiece structure of the entire park: the hundred-plus-year-old Old Faithful Inn that stood in sharp, gabled, epic relief against the star-washed sky.

Since Old Faithful was the most heavily visited area, there were a few dozen vehicles in the parking lot despite the lateness of the season. Joe drove under the covered alcove of the hotel, which framed the famous geyser as it puffed exhausted steam breaths. The sides of the cone were moist with water, and steaming rivulets snaked downhill to pour into the river.

“Postcoital geyser,” Demming said, rubbing sleep out of her eyes. “It just went off. We missed it.”

Joe smiled in the dark but chose not to respond.

They unloaded their gear, pulled open the heavy iron-studded seven-foot wooden doors and entered the most magnificent and bizarre lobby Joe had ever seen. He froze, like hundreds of thousands of visitors had before him, as he did when he first encountered the place two decades ago, and tilted his head back and looked up.

“Wow,” Joe said.

“Gets you every time, doesn’t it?” Demming said.

“I’d forgotten.”

“Does it seem smaller, now that you’re older?”

Joe shook his head. “It seems bigger.”

His memories came flooding back, the sense of awe he’d felt then and felt now just as strongly, as if he’d been gone only minutes. At the time he first entered the inn and looked up, he’d never seen anything like it—it was the biggest log room he’d ever been in and it seemed to rise vertically forever. At least three levels of balconies lined the sides, bordered by intricate knotty pine railings and lit by low-wattage bulbs in candlestick fixtures, culminating high above in obscure catwalks and a fanciful wooden crow’s nest nearly obscured by shadow. Fires crackled from hearths in the massive four-sided fireplace that rose in a volcanic stone column from the central lobby into darkness. Then, as now, Joe felt he was looking into the vision-come-true of a genius architect with a fevered and whimsical mind, and it took his breath away.

He marveled at both the beauty and the brashness of the construction, something that rarely interested him because he was not a fan of the indoors. The inn was built on an epic scale to inspire awe, like great European palaces or castles. But instead of stone, it was built of huge logs, and rather than gilded carvings for decoration there was functional but eccentric rococo knotty pine and natural wood. It had been built not for a small royal family but for the masses. There was something very American about it, he thought.

And it was emptier than he remembered. When Joe stayed at the inn as a boy his father had chosen a cheap, faraway “room without bath” accessed by dark hallways like cave tunnels and what seemed, at the time, to be hours from the lobby and a wrong turn away from certain death due to poor navigation skills on his part. The only thing that kept him alive and on the right course, he remembered, were the growing sounds of voices from hundreds of visitors milling in the lobby, either waiting for the next eruption or having just returned from the last one. Getting back to their room through those circuitous pathways was another matter.

This time, though, Joe requested a single room with a bathroom on the second level within sight of the lobby balcony. He got one because the hotel was nearly vacant. A smattering of visitors sat reading in rocking chairs near the fireplace, a few more talked softly on the balconies. The absence of conventional background sound—televisions, radios, Muzak—was striking.

The Zephyr front desk people and bellmen were friendly but worn out from the summer.

“We’ll get you checked in and we can grab a bite,” Demming said, “then I’ve got to get on the phone to Ashby and my husband.”

“You aren’t staying here?” Joe asked.

She shook her head. “We aren’t allowed. The Park Service has housing across the road next to the Zephyr housing. I’ll stay there and meet you early tomorrow.”

Joe nodded and took his key. He threw his bags on the bed in a refurbished room that was nothing like the dark hovel he remembered, and met her in the vast empty dining room.

He watched her leave after dinner and found himself feeling a little sad she was gone. He liked her. He hoped she would be able to make the transfer she wanted into interpretation.

SINCE HE DIDN’T have a cell signal, Joe used a payphone from a bank of them in a room off the first-floor balcony to call Marybeth. Her day had been filled with shuttling Sheridan and Lucy to the bus, from the bus, to Sheridan’s volleyball practice and Lucy’s piano lesson. Hectic but normal. Joe told her about Darren Rudloff.

“So Nate is there?” she asked.

“Yes, but we haven’t really met up.”

“He just saved your life and vanished.”

“Same old, same old,” he said, smiling at the statement as he made it.

“I’m glad he’s there.”

“Me too. I just wish working with Nate was more conventional.”

“Then he wouldn’t be Nate, would he?”

“Nope.”

She said they would leave early Saturday morning to get to Yellowstone by early afternoon.

“I can’t wait,” he said.

IN HIS ROOM, Joe poured himself a light bourbon from his traveler and reviewed the growing file. It had helped to see McCann’s office and the murder scene, to feel them, to recreate the crime in his mind. But there had been no eureka! moments. He read the rest of Hoening’s e-mails and found several more references to hot-potting and flamers, but nothing that helped advance any kind of theory. He kept hoping he would find a reference to McCann that would link the victims to the lawyer. Nope.

Hoening’s superior was a man named Mark Cutler, who was area manager of the Old Faithful complex. Joe made a note of the name and intended to interview Cutler in the morning.

He transferred his notes from the day onto a legal pad for his report to Chuck Ward and the governor. While he wrote, he heard a roaring and splashing sound and at first thought an occupant in the next room had flushed his toilet. But it came from outside.

Joe parted the curtains, threw open the window and watched Old Faithful erupt. The wind shifted as the geyser spewed and filled his room with the brackish aftereffect of the steam that smelled slightly of sulfur.

AS TIRED AS Joe was, he couldn’t sleep. When he closed his eyes, scenes from the previous two days replayed in a herky-jerky video loop: the meeting at the Pagoda, the two old men scrambling from his sight in his hallway, the long day in the car with Demming, Clay McCann’s office, Darren Rudloff, the fruitless look into the mind and motivations of Rick Hoening’s e-mails, his own repressed memories of his brother’s funeral and the subsequent breakup of his family.

He opened his eyes and looked at his wristwatch, shocked it was only 10:30 p.m. Without television, radio, or the routine of home, his body clock was thrown off. He considered going back over the file to see if something jumped out at him that hadn’t before, now that his subconscious had asserted itself. Instead, he rooted through the desk and read about the Old Faithful Inn in Zephyr brochures.

A HALF-HOUR LATER he dressed, thinking he would go for a walk, hoping the physical activity would help shut down the video loop in his brain. Maybe he’d watch Old Faithful erupt again. He grabbed a jacket, considered taking the Glock, decided against it.

The hallway was dark but not as dark as he remembered it, and he felt familiar relief as the warm glow of soft light on the logs lit his path to the open, empty lobby. Even the desk clerks seemed to be taking a break. The strange mechanical clock on the fireplace ticked, and his boots echoed on the wooden stairs to the lobby floor.

As he reached out for the iron latch on the studded door something made him pause and turn around.

Not every rocking chair in front of the hearth was empty. Nate Romanowski was asleep in one of them, his hands hanging at his sides, his boot soles splayed, his head back and mouth open.

Joe crossed the lobby and nudged Nate’s boot with his own. “Tag, you’re it,” Joe said.

Nate cracked an eye. “Hey.”

“Thanks for today, Nate. I mean that.”

His friend sat up and rubbed his face, waking up.

“Why didn’t you stick around?” Joe asked.

“I heard what that ranger said about the new law,” Nate said. “I believed her.”

Joe chuckled. “She’s good, isn’t she?”

“Yeah.”

“That was good shooting.”

“I’m a good shot.”

Joe pulled a chair over and sat down next to Nate. The fire was nearly spent, but the heated stones of the fireplace radiated warmth.

“I wanted to see the murder scene,” Nate said, “find out if I could get any vibes from it. I got nothing. But I was glad I was there when you and the ranger walked up.”

“Me too.”

“Are you figuring anything out?” Nate asked.

Joe thought about it before answering. “Overall, I’d have to say … nope.”

Nate simply nodded. Joe filled Nate in on what had happened so far, where he was headed. As Joe talked, he studied his friend. Nate appeared to be only half listening, as if there was something else on his mind.

When Joe was through, he asked, “Any questions? Any ideas?”

“Not yet.”

“Okay, then.”

Nate stood up, checked the front desk to confirm there was still no one there, then stepped over a metal barrier and approached the fireplace. “Watch this,” Nate said, and started climbing the chimney using the outcrops of volcanic stones for hand- and footholds.

“Nate …”

He scaled the fireplace until he vanished into the gloom. Above, in the shadows, Joe could hear Nate’s heavy breathing and the scuffle of his boots on rock. Ten minutes later, Nate rejoined him after scrambling from the chimney onto a catwalk and taking a series of rickety, ancient stairs back to the lobby.

“I used to do that when I worked here,” Nate said in explanation. “Every night if I could.”

Joe shook his head. “When did you work here?”

“Many years ago.”

“I never knew that.”

“There are a lot of things about me you don’t know.”

“And I’m not sure I want to know them.”

“No,” Nate said, “you probably don’t.”

Joe sat back in his chair. “This is quite a place, isn’t it? I read that it was built in 1903 and 1904, in the middle of winter. Some days it was fifty below. The guy who built it had a sixth-grade education, but he was a self-taught genius.”

Nate agreed. “He was a wizard too. If you noticed, the windows on the building don’t correspond with particular rooms or floors. They’re scattered against the outside like they were just thrown up there and stuck. That’s intentional. The architect wanted the look of the hotel to be random and asymmetrical, like nature itself. And it’s just as interesting inside. There are secret stairways, hidden rooms, and a crazy dead-end hallway called Bat’s Alley. They’re closed to the public, of course, and very few people know about them.”

Joe looked over. “But you know about them.”

Nate nodded Of course but didn’t meet Joe’s eye.

“Nate, what’s going on? There’s something wrong, I can tell. You didn’t climb that chimney to impress me, although it did. You climbed it because something’s eating at you and you need to think.”

Nate sighed but didn’t disagree.

“What is it?” Joe asked.

“I was over in the Zephyr housing area earlier,” Nate said. “I was wondering if there was anybody still here who I knew when I worked here.”

“Yes?”

Nate leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees, and cocked his head. “Joe, there’s somebody you probably ought to see.”

Joe was puzzled.

“Did you bring the Glock?” Nate asked.

“I left it in my room.”

“Good,” Nate said, rising. “You probably don’t want a weapon around afterwards.”
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JOE FOLLOWED NATE through a back door and they crossed a meadow of dry, ankle-deep grass on a well-worn path. Because a curtain of clouds had shut out the stars and moon and there were no overhead lights, the darkness was palpable. It was still and cold. Joe tracked Nate ahead of him by the slight white whisps of Nate’s breath in the utter blackness. The lights of the inn receded behind them.

When the path stepped up onto blacktop, Joe knew where he was—crossing the highway toward employee housing, which was hidden away from tourists. There were no cars in either direction. They plunged into the trees on the other side and Joe stumbled into Nate, who had stopped.

“What?”

“There’s something in front of us,” Nate said. “Something big.”

Joe looked over Nate’s shoulder. Despite the lack of light, he could see a huge black triangle shape blocking the path. There was a strong odor of fur, dust, and manure. With a guttural snort, the buffalo spooked and crashed ahead through the timber.

“Are there more?” Joe asked.

“I don’t think so. He was a loner.”

“Like you.”

Nate didn’t respond. Behind them, far away in the basin, a geyser erupted. The sound was furious, angry, the roar of a boiling waterfall shooting into the air.

“Nate,” Joe asked, “where are we going?”

“Employee housing,” Nate said.

“But where specifically?”

“The bar.”

THE ZEPHYR EMPLOYEE bar was hidden in the center of a long barracks-like building that fronted the dark employee dormitories. Steam hissed from a dimly lit laundry facility in one part of the building, and Joe caught a glimpse of several employees inside folding linen sheets. There were no neon beer signs to mark the bar and no cars outside, just a window leaking low light through a curtain and two middle-aged women smoking cigarettes on either side of the door. The women stubbed out their smokes as Joe and Nate approached, and started walking heavily toward the dormitories. Joe followed Nate inside.

The place was rough and crude, Joe thought, with the feel of a secret frat house drinking room. It was paneled with cheap laminate, and small bare lightbulbs hung from wires behind the bar. A crooked and stained pool table glowed under a pool of light, battered cues lying on it in a V. An entire wall was covered with curling yellowed Polaroids of Zephyr staff who had graced the place. Two tables were occupied with young employees who had been there for most of the night—it was obvious by the collection of empty drinking glasses and pitchers—and only two men were at the bar, one standing and glaring at them with a hand on the counter as if to hold himself back from attacking, the other slumped forward and asleep with his face nestled in his arms.

“Nate Romanowski!” the standing man boomed. “You’re back!”

“I said I would be,” Nate said.

The bartender, who was washing glasses in a sink behind the bar, looked up and nodded to Nate and Joe.

“Joe,” Nate said, “meet Dr. Keaton, or, as he’s known around here, Doomsayer.”

Joe extended his hand. Keaton was slim, tall, unshaven, and jumpy, with deep-set eyes and a sharp face like an ax blade. He looked to be in his sixties. He had stooped shoulders and a malleable mouth that twitched to its own crackling rhythm. Just being next to him made Joe tense up.

“Welcome to hell on earth,” Keaton said, and cackled.

“Don’t mind him,” the bartender said to Joe, “he always says that. What can I get you two?”

Joe shot a glance at Nate, who ordered a pitcher of beer for the three of them.

“Is your partner going to join us?” Nate asked, nodding toward the man next to Keaton, who appeared to have passed out.

“He’s sleeping it off,” Keaton said. “He hit it a little hard earlier this evening, but when he awakes I’m sure he’ll join right in again. We are both disciples of the Louis Jordan song ‘What’s the Use of Getting Sober (When You’re Gonna Get Drunk Again).’“

Joe noticed the cadence of Keaton’s phrasing: effete, affected. Educated. It played against his tramplike appearance.

The pitcher appeared. “Drink up,” Keaton said, grabbing it before Nate could and pouring it into the glasses, “for tomorrow we die.”

“That’s why they call you Doomsayer, huh?” Joe said.

Keaton glared at Nate. “Who is this man, exactly?”

Nate said, “Friend of mine. He’s up here investigating the Zone of Death murders.”

Joe wondered why Nate blurted it out like that.

“Ah,” Keaton said, turning his eyes to Joe and studying him from a new angle by listing his head to the side. “Another one up here to try and solve the great mystery …” He said it with condescension that dripped.

“The amount of time and angst that has gone into this puzzle,” Keaton said, sighing, “trying to figure out why the shabby lawyer killed the insolent Minnesotans. It amazes me.”

“Why is that?” Joe asked, taking a sip.

Keaton shook his head. “Because it’s indicative of a tired mindset. It’s nothing more than mental jerking off: puffed-up officials trying to make order out of random acts when all around them their world is about to explode—but they just don’t know it, or care. It’s like trying to find the fly shit in the pepper. I mean, who cares?”

Joe had no idea how to respond, and he was angry with Nate for bringing him in here when he should have gone up to bed. Nate’s fondness for the otherworldly and mystical grated on his nerves, and this, Joe thought, was a waste of his time.

“He has a Ph.D. in what, geology?” the bartender explained to Joe. “He’s one of the founders of EarthGod, the big environmental activist group. He came up here twelve years ago to protest snowmobiles and never left.”

Joe nodded. He’d heard of EarthGod. Even ardent environmentalists considered the group extreme.

Nate picked up on Joe’s discomfort. “He isn’t like that anymore,” he said.

“Oh?”

“There’s no point,” Keaton said, “because we’re all going to die.”

“Maybe I ought to get a good night’s sleep then,” Joe said, not all that interested anymore.

Keaton jerked back, offended. His eyes narrowed. “You don’t seem to understand, Joe,” Keaton said, his voice dripping with contempt. “You’ve misread me entirely. You’ve made assumptions that I’m some crazy old man who is diverting you from your mission. But what you don’t seem to understand, Joe, is that your mission doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. Your laws don’t matter, you don’t matter, and neither do I. We’re all on borrowed time, and have been for tens of thousands of years.”

Over the next twenty minutes, Keaton laid it out. As he talked, his tone swooped while he made his arguments, then descended into whispers to drive home the gravity of what he was saying. Joe found himself getting sucked in.

“We are drinking this beer right now in the middle of a massive volcanic caldera,” Keaton said, leaning across Nate to address Joe directly. “Do you know what a caldera is? It’s the center of a dormant volcano. The Yellowstone caldera encompasses most of this so-called park. The edge of the caldera is all around us; we’re in the bowl—in the mouth—of it right now. That’s why we have all of our lovely attractions—the geysers, the steam vents, the mud pots. Magma from the center of the earth has pushed through the seams in the crust”—he demonstrated by making a bony fist and shoving it into his other palm, pushing it up—“right here, right below us. It’s heaving upward trying to get out. There are only thirty places in the world where the center of the earth is trying to get out, and this is the only one of them on land, not water. When it does, when it finally blows, it will be a super volcano of a magnitude never even contemplated by man. It will be two and a half thousand times more powerful than Mount Saint Helens! And it won’t erupt slowly, it will explode!”

To demonstrate, Keaton slammed his fist down on the bar so hard the beer glasses danced.

Keaton screwed up his face with menace. “When it goes, when the Yellowstone super volcano goes, it will instantly kill three million people—every human life and all animal life for two hundred miles in every direction. Ash will cover the continent, asphyxiate the wildlife, and clog all the rivers. There’ll be nuclear winter in New York City, and the climate truly will change as the world enters a vicious, sudden ice age. America will be over. Southern Canada, Northern Mexico—wiped out. The continent will resemble a postmodern wasteland, even more than it does now. This time, it will be real and not social.”

Keaton paused to sip his beer, but he was so wound up that most of it dribbled out of his mouth onto his chin whiskers, which didn’t seem to bother him.

“It has happened every six hundred thousand years through geologic history, at least four times that we can determine. Each super volcanic eruption changes the world. The last time it erupted was six hundred forty thousand years ago.” Keaton’s voice dropped to a whisper. “We’re forty thousand years overdue.”

“Then maybe it won’t happen,” Joe said.

Keaton showed his teeth. “Typical,” he spat. “Just ignore it, wish it away. That’s what people do best. But the signs are all around us that it will come sooner instead of later. You have to wake up and look at them!”

Joe now knew that he wouldn’t be going back to the inn and tumbling into a restful sleep.

“In the past decade,” Keaton said, “the ground has risen fourteen centimeters in the Yellowstone caldera. That’s right, the dirt beneath your feet is five inches higher in elevation than it was ten years ago. That’s because the magma has forced it up, putting tremendous pressure on the thin crust. It’s just like filling a tire with more and more air until it finally ruptures. And do you know, Joe, what is likely to cause the ground to rupture and release all that pressure, to turn the world inside out?”

“No.”

“Earthquakes,” Keaton said. “A tremor that will weaken and part the tectonic plates beneath us. That’s all it will take … a crack, an opening. And do you know how many earthquakes there were in Yellowstone this past year?”

Joe shook his head.

“Three thousand. Think about it: three thousand. Over five hundred just in the Old Faithful area alone!”

To demonstrate, Keaton made himself tremble and his eyes blinked rapidly: “We’re starting to shake apart.”

With that, Keaton calmed himself, sighed, and settled back on his stool. “So drink up, Joe, for tomorrow we die.”

Joe looked at Nate. Nate shrugged.

“It doesn’t matter about the tiny little things you’re concerned about,” Keaton said, his voice moderating so he sounded almost reasonable, “your murders and your laws. Your jurisdiction. Once I realized that, the snowmobile emissions in Yellowstone Park seemed so … trivial. So stupid. So pointless. Nothing matters. We’re trivial pissants in the big scheme of things, fleas, fly shit in the pepper.”

Joe sipped his beer but it tasted bitter. He stanched a wild impulse to call Marybeth and tell her to grab the girls and flee to the root cellar.

“So I don’t concern myself with laws or causes anymore,” Keaton said. “I don’t get worked up about what used to be my passions—emissions, or recycling, or the trashing of the environment. We humans have such a high opinion of ourselves—especially my old brethren in the movement. We think we’re gods on earth, that by merely changing our behavior or, more important, changing the behavior of the heathen industrialists and capitalists, that we can actually affect the outcome of the planet. We’re so unbelievably arrogant and elite, so blind, so stupid. We think we can control the world. It’s so tremendously silly I laugh when I think about it. It would be as if all the germs on our bartender’s head decided to get together to prevent him from farting. It makes no difference what they decide or what they think—he’ll still fart like a heifer.”

The bartender, who’d been listening, looked offended.

Doomsayer continued, “Such efforts are beyond quixotic—they’re comically hopeless. So we take infinitesimal little actions like preventing oil exploration, or recycling our beer cans, or driving hybrid cars that cost twenty-five times what a Third World worker makes in a year, or shaming other people for their desire to live well and prosper …”

Keaton paused, let the word trail off, then shouted: “Ha! I say ha! Because once this baby goes,” he yelled, pointing at the floor between his dirty shoes, “once this baby goes, none of those things matter. Nothing matters. We’re stir-fry.”

The bar was absolutely silent. Even the Zephyr employees at the tables looked wide-eyed at Keaton. Only the old drunk next to him slept through the reverie.

“So,” Joe said, “if you really believe all that, why are you here? Why aren’t you on some island in the Pacific?”

“Because, Joe,” he said in a sing-song voice, as if explaining fundamental truths to a child, “when it goes I want to go with it. Instantly, in a flash of light with a drink in my hand. I don’t want to huddle, shivering, in my apartment in Brooklyn or Boston while ash and snow blankets the city until I freeze slowly in the dark. I don’t want to be on an island watching the ocean turn slowly milk-colored with ash and dead fish. I want to be at ground zero, where I can watch and monitor the thermal activity so I can be right here ordering that drink with my so-called friends around me.”

“You mean there are others who think like you do?”

“Dozens,” he said. “We’re known as the Geyser Gazers. We serve a true purpose for the Park Service—charting eruptions and thermal activity. It used to be an easy job—sedentary—sitting on a bench waiting for a geyser to erupt and noting it in a little book. But that was in the old days, before the ground started to rise. Now, it’s crazy. Geysers that used to go like clockwork have stopped entirely. Meanwhile, long-dormant geysers—monsters, some of them—are shooting off all over the park like fifteen-year-old boys on vacation. It’s like the earth’s guts are churning, ready to vomit! The signs of the apocalypse are all around, but only a few of us—my compatriots in the Geyser Gazers—have the knowledge and foresight to realize what is happening right in front of our eyes.”

As he spoke he turned toward the bar, in profile, and Joe suddenly knew where he’d seen Keaton before.

“So you try to keep up with what’s going on in the park, huh?” Joe asked.

Keaton hesitated a moment. “Yes …”

“So you probably knew Rick Hoening and his buddies?”

“Savages! Nonbelievers!”

“And you like to check out visitors,” Joe said. “Is that why you and your buddy there were in the Mammoth Hotel last night? Trying to see what I was doing here?”

That stopped Keaton. His eyes narrowed until they were nearly shut. “We were there,” he admitted, “but it’s not what you think.”

“Then why?”

“In a moment,” Keaton said. “I have to urinate. Which,” he said, sliding unsteadily off his stool, “if you take my philosophy to its logical conclusion so it applies to absolutely everything—like pissing your pants instead of going to the restroom after you’ve drunk too much beer—one would go mad while being stinky as well. But there is still something to be said for simple human dignity, despite all that.” And he staggered to the men’s room in the back.

After a few beats, Nate turned to Joe. “I thought he might have been one of them. I heard him mention he came from the north this morning.”

“I wonder what he wants,” Joe said.

“My guess is it’ll surprise you.”

“Meaning what?” Joe said, his mind still reeling.

“If we want to understand motivation,” Nate said, “we might want to step outside convention and procedure. We might need to consider that some things happen up here because it truly is different.”

“What are you saying?”

Nate shook his head. “I’m not sure. But since dozens of people have studied this crime and come up with nothing, maybe we need to try and think about it differently. Maybe we need to consider that what happened was absolutely unique to this place, and for a reason we never even thought of before.”

Joe nodded. “Maybe.”

Nate drained his beer. The bartender pointed at the clock behind the bar, signaling it was time to close.

“I didn’t like that bit about germs and me farting,” the bartender said. “Didn’t like it one bit.”

As if on cue, the bartender reached out both hands to grip the bar and Joe felt suddenly unsteady but didn’t know why. Then he heard the tinkling of liquor bottles on the shelf behind the bar, and he saw ringlets form on the water in the sink. Just as quickly as it happened, it was still again.

“Just an earthquake,” the bartender said. “Little one.”

“My God,” Joe whispered, turning to Nate. “So that’s who you wanted me to meet, Doomsayer.”

“No, not really.”

“Then why did you bring me here?”

Nate took a deep breath and his eyes flitted away for a second. Joe was confused.

Nate walked over to Keaton’s companion, who was still sleeping on the bar.

“You said you saw two men in the hallway up in Mammoth,” Nate said. “Two old guys. Doomsayer was one of them, I think we know now. Is this the other one?”

He grabbed a fistful of thin hair on the head of the companion and pulled his face up. Joe felt as if a lightning bolt of bile had surged up into his throat. His boots seemed spot-welded to the floor.

Oh, how he recognized that face.

“Dad …” Joe said, but the word croaked out.

Two bloodshot, rheumy eyes cracked open, wobbled, focused.

“Son,” George Pickett said thickly.

“This is why I wanted you to leave your gun,” Nate said.
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JOE AWOKE TO the sound of Old Faithful erupting outside his window, which for an instant he thought was his stomach. Assured that it wasn’t, he threw back the sheets, padded barefoot to the window, and parted the curtains to watch the geyser once again, wondering if it would ever be possible to get tired of seeing it. He didn’t think so. He marveled at the furious churning of steam and water, the angry noise that accompanied the eruption, and was struck how some gouts of water punched through the billows into thin, cold air and paused at their apex, breaking apart into fat droplets that caught the sun, and plunged back down to earth.

As he dressed he recalled the events of the night before and was still numbed from them. It was as if his world had tilted slightly to the left into unreality.

His father had been too drunk to maintain a conversation and could barely stand. With Keating on one side and Joe on the other, they walked George Pickett home. Nate followed silently.

“I see you haven’t changed much,” Joe said to his father as they cleared the dormitories and steered him toward a crooked line of rickety shacks hidden even farther in the trees.

“I’m happy you’re here,” his father slurred, taking three tries to get it out. “I’d like to get to know you, Son.”

“You had eighteen years for that,” Joe mumbled, knowing the conversation would likely be forgotten by George when he woke up the next morning.

After they’d lowered George into a disheveled single bed in a coffin-shaped cabin strewn with papers and garbage, Keaton said something to Joe about organizing a get-together for the Picketts very soon, so they could talk.

“Nothing to talk about,” Joe had said, turning for the door.

“And it should be sooner rather than later,” Doomsayer intoned as Joe stepped outside. “We’re on borrowed time as it is, you know …”

DEMMING WAS IN the dining room waiting for him at breakfast. He could feel her eyes on his face, trying to discern what was wrong. He ordered eggs from a waiter with the name badge “Vladimir—Czech Republic” and told her about meeting his father the night before in the Zephyr bar.

“He’s one of the Geyser Gazers,” Joe said, trying to sound casual. “He lives in a hovel and drinks like a fish, waiting for the Yellowstone caldera to blow up.”

After Vladimir brought breakfast and talked to them about how beautiful it was outside this morning—“a vision of a dream of nature”—in broken but charming English, Demming said, “So where is your friend Nate?”

“Oh, he’s around,” Joe said, not wanting to tell her that Nate was staying somewhere inside the inn, likely in one of the sections that were officially off-limits to visitors. Nate had mentioned something about a tree house far up in the rafters, and Joe fought the urge to look up and see if he was there.

Before separating the night before, Nate had told Joe he intended to spend the day talking to old Zephyr friends to see if he could learn anything about the Gopher State Five.

“Around, huh?” she said, put off. “I’m beginning to think he doesn’t exist. Like he’s your special secret friend. My son has one of those too, Joe. He calls him Buddy.”

JOE REVIEWED HIS notes and scribbled questions in his notebook while Demming went to find Mark Cutler, the area manager of Old Faithful. She returned with a cherubic and avuncular man about Joe’s age with a pillow of dark curly hair, red cheeks, and an air of cheery competence about him. He wore wire-framed glasses, a tie and a blazer, but looked as if he spent as much time outdoors as indoors, judging by his sunburned skin and the scratches on the back of his hands.

“Mark Cutler,” he said. “I manage this joint.”

“Joe Pickett. Nice to meet you.”

“Judy said you have some questions, follow-up on Hoening and McCaleb.”

“Yup,” Joe said. “Bob Olig too.”

“Ah, Olig,” Cutler said, smiling at the name. “Quite the characters, those three.”

“Do you have a few minutes?”

Cutler looked at his watch. “If you want to sit down and talk, I really don’t, but if you’re willing to tag along with me as I do my work today, I’ve got all the time in the world.”

Joe looked at Demming and she nodded.

“We’ll tag along,” Joe said.

“Good, good. You’ll see some really cool stuff,” Cutler said, turning on his heel and gesturing in a “follow me” wave.

Joe instantly liked him for his affability and enthusiasm for his job. He guessed Cutler was a pretty good manager.

“I’ve got a couple of things to wrap up in my office,” Cutler said, leading them outside on a wooden walkway that led, eventually, to some low-slung administration buildings painted Park Service brown and tucked into a stand of lodgepole pine. “We’re winding down the season, as you can see. It’s quite an operation. That means shutting down all the facilities and winterizing them, dealing with the reassignment of employees, year-end reports, too many things to count. It would almost be easier if we just stayed open all year, but we don’t.”

“So you knew the victims pretty well?” Joe asked.

Cutler shrugged. “Pretty well. I mean, I was their boss, not their buddy. But I got along well with them. They were good guys, despite what you might have heard.” He nodded toward Demming when he said it, indicating the tiff they had had with particular rangers like Layborn. “They worked hard and they played hard. Hoening had a bit of an agenda, as you probably know, but a lot of new hires do. They come here to save the place, but the day-to-day work starts to make them forget that.”

Cutler’s office was small and nondescript, nothing on the walls or his desk of a personal nature except for a photo of him smiling with Old Faithful erupting in the background.

While Cutler fired off responses to e-mails, Joe turned to Demming.

“The Pagoda is a palace compared to this,” Joe said. “Cutler manages hundreds of people, but his office …”

“I know,” she said, rolling her eyes. “That’s how it is. Government employees are the royalty and the contractors are our serfs. Discussion over, Joe.”

“Sorry.”

She smiled to show she wasn’t angry. Then: “I talked to Ashby for an hour last night. He’s not happy. The news about Darren Rudloff is getting out, and he’s gotten some calls already. Apparently, some reporters are asking him questions about the Zone of Death, like are there a bunch of armed outlaws in it, why isn’t the Park Service patrolling the area, those kinds of things. He doesn’t like it one bit and he’s meeting with Chief Ranger Langston this morning to discuss the situation. I may get called back to Mammoth to help out.”

“How can you go back and keep an eye on me at the same time?” Joe asked slyly.

She shook her head. “I’d rather stay here. I don’t know where we’re going, but it seems like we’re headed somewhere.”

“Story of my life,” Joe said.

“If I get called back, you may be asked to leave.”

“Oh.”

“They don’t trust you,” she said, lowering her voice. “They think you’ll do something to bring the whole Clay McCann-Zone of Death thing back into the headlines. In fact, it’s already happening, isn’t it?”

“I hope so.”

Cutler tapped the keys on his keyboard with efficient violence and fired off the last e-mail, saying, “There! Chew on that, Park Service weenies!” As he did so, he glanced at Demming and said, “Sorry, ma’am. No offense.”

“None taken,” Demming said coolly.

Cutler leaned back. “I’m going off my shift here now and putting on a different hat. Follow me.”

Cutler launched himself out of his chair and was out the door in a shot, Joe and Demming struggling to keep up. Cutler explained that his primary interest in life was geology, specifically geothermal activity. It was the reason he came to Yellowstone in the first place, twenty years before. Although he was area manager, his degree and background were in science, and he’d published scientific papers in international journals and kept a regular and ongoing correspondence with geologists around the world, wherever there were geysers. He had personally mapped more than two thousand geothermal sites within the park, and served as the secretary for the loosely organized Geyser Gazers, the volunteers who watched and recorded eruptions and hotspot activities.

“So that’s what brought you out here,” Joe asked, “the geysers?”

Cutler nodded. “I originally wanted to join for the Park Service, but that didn’t work out.”

“Why not?” Demming asked, a little defensively.

Cutler stopped, smiled gently. “This is the most active, unique, and fascinating geothermal area in North America. Everything is visible here because the center of the earth is closer to the surface than anywhere else. It’s like a doctor meeting someone who has all his organs on the outside of his body—everything is right there to study. Do you know how many geologists are employed by the National Park Service in Yellowstone?”

Joe and Demming shook their heads.

Cutler raised a finger. “One. And he’s too busy to get out in the field. Not his fault, just the structure of the bureaucracy. So,” Cutler said, spinning on his heel and continuing to lead the way to a cabin compound where he lived, “without volunteers, without the Geyser Gazers, there would be no ongoing study of the caldera in the park. But it’s not a chore, it’s a passion. I love what I do, both at Old Faithful and especially out here in the field.”

“Are you married?” Joe asked. “Kids?”

“Engaged, sort of,” Cutler said. “It’s hard to convince some ladies to live here, believe it or not.”

“Kids would love it,” Joe said, smiling. “Imagine being raised in this place. I wanted to live here, once.”

Cutler nodded with instant kinship. “Takes a special kind of person,” he said. “Or an outright fool.”

“Which are you?”

“I straddle the line.”

Joe said he’d met Dr. Keaton the night before.

“Doomsayer?” Cutler asked, squinting.

“Is it true what he says?”

“He never stops talking,” Cutler said, “so that’s a hard one to answer.”

“That Yellowstone could blow up in a super volcano any minute?”

“Oh sure, that part’s true,” Cutler said cheerfully, pausing outside his cabin. “Give me a minute to change and we can go.”

Joe and Demming looked at each other. Joe thought she looked pale.

“You haven’t heard this before?” he asked.

“I’ve heard it,” she said. “I just didn’t believe it.”

“Doomsayer says drink up, for tomorrow we die.”

WHILE CUTLER CHANGED clothes and gathered his equipment, Joe and Demming looked idly through five-gallon plastic buckets filled with tourist debris Cutler had fished out of geysers and hot springs. Most of the collection was of coins, tossed in, no doubt, to bring luck. There were American coins by the thousands, but also Euros, yen, pence, pesos, Canadian coins. Another bucket contained nails, hats, bullets, batteries, lug nuts, and, interestingly, a 1932 New York City Police Department badge and an engagement ring.

“I’d love to know the story behind that ring,” Demming said, holding it up.

“I want to know who walks around with lug nuts in their pocket,” Joe said.

Cutler emerged in ranger green with a radio on his belt. He loaded a long aluminum pole with a slotted spoon on the end into a pickup, along with metal boxes containing electronics.

“Thermisters,” Cutler explained when Joe looked at the boxes. “We hide them in geyser and hot springs runoff channels to track the temperature of the water. We learn a lot about which geysers are getting active and which ones are shutting down by the temps.”

“What’s with the pole and spoon?” Demming asked.

“I use that to pick the coins and crap out of the geysers to keep them clean.”

Joe and Demming climbed into the truck and Cutler roared off.

“Hoening, McCaleb, and Olig were all proud members of the Gopher State Five,” Cutler said. “Since I’m from Minnesota, we hit it off right away. They were just big old Midwesterners. They worked hard, loved their beer, loved the park. They used to come along with me sometimes to check geysers and clean out hot springs, like we’re doing now. They’d come on their days off, when they could be screwing around. When Ranger Layborn came around to ask me about them, it was as if he was describing entirely different people. He seemed to think they were big into drugs and crime, that they were some kind of gang. I never saw that side of them.”

“Were they illegal hot-potters?” Joe asked.

Cutler smiled. “I’m sure they were. We frown on it when it’s our employees, but it’s just about impossible to stop. We can’t watch everyone twenty-four-seven, even though the rangers think we should. No offense, ma’am,” he said to Demming.

“None taken,” Demming said, tight-lipped.

“Any other problems with them? What about the drug allegations?”

“Nothing I know of, and I mean that. That’s not to say all of my people are clean. It’s like any other work situation; there’s a percentage of bad apples. But no more than any workplace in the outside world and less than some. Hell, I went to school in Madison, at the University of Wisconsin. Ranger Layborn could really ply his craft there.”

“Not even marijuana?” Joe asked. “There seemed to be drug references in the e-mails Hoening sent. ‘Flamers,’ he called them.”

Cutler shrugged. “Again, I can’t swear he wasn’t smoking, but I never saw or heard anything that would confirm it. As you know, there’s a certain attitude and culture that goes with drug use, and he didn’t seem to be a part of it. He was pretty tightly wound at times—kind of naively idealistic about environmental issues. But drugs, that would surprise me.”

Cutler turned the pickup off the highway at the Upper Geyser Basin and parked it in the empty lot. Joe trailed him while Demming remained in the pickup to report to the Pagoda on the truck radio. The smell of hot sulfur and water was overwhelming. Cutler explained that the pools on either side of the boardwalk were 190 degrees, and the water temperature could be gauged by the color of the bacteria in the runoff—white being hottest, green and blue cooler but still too hot to touch. Using the slotted spoon, he carefully picked up coins that had been tossed into the thermals and handed them back to Joe, who juggled them from hand to hand until they cooled off enough to inspect. Three pennies and a dime. The pennies were already gray with a buildup of manganese and zinc from the water, Cutler said, but the dime, being silver, was unblemished.

Cutler swung over the side of the railing and landed with a thump on the white-crust surface. He urged Joe to follow him.

“What about the ‘Stay on the Boardwalk’ signs?” Joe asked, knowing the ground was unstable near geysers and the crust was brittle. Horror stories abounded of pets and visitors who wandered off the pathway.

“And if I break through?” Joe asked.

“Third-degree burns at the minimum,” Cutler said, businesslike. “Excruciating pain and skin grafts for the rest of your life. If you live, I mean. Worse, you’ll deface the thermal. But it would be nothing like if you actually fell into a hot spring or geyser.”

“What would happen?”

“You’d die instantly, of course; then your body would be boiled. I’ve seen elk and buffalo fall in over the years. Within a couple of hours, their hair comes off in clumps and the flesh separates from the bone. The skeleton sinks, the meat and fat cooks and it smells like beef stew. Sometimes, an animal body affects the stability of the thermal and it erupts and spits all that meat back out. Not pretty.”

“Maybe I should stay up here,” Joe said.

“Just step where I step,” Cutler said. “Not an inch either way and you’ll be fine. I’ve done this for years and I know where to walk and where not to walk.”

Joe felt a thrill being allowed to go where millions of tourists couldn’t go, and stepped over the railing. He wished Demming—or Marybeth—could see him now.

For the next hour, Cutler carefully removed coins and debris from the geysers and hot pools. Joe followed in his footsteps, gathered them and noted what was found in Cutler’s journal. Cutler explained how the underground plumbing system worked, how mysterious it was, how a geyser could simply stop erupting in one corner of the park and a new geyser could shoot up forty miles away as the result of a mild tremor or indiscernible geological tic. How the water that came from the geysers had been carbon-tested to reveal it was thousands of years old, that it had been whooshing through the underground works before Columbus landed in America and was just now being blasted into the air.

CUTLER TOOK A quick turn off the road and pulled over to the side. Ahead of them was a hugely wide but squat white cone emitting breaths of steam. Joe was unimpressed at first glance.

“What you’re looking at is Steamboat Geyser,” Cutler said. “It’s by far the biggest geyser in the world. When this baby goes—and we never know when or why—it can be seen from miles away. It reaches heights of four hundred feet, three times Old Faithful, and drenches everything around here for a quarter of a mile. The volume of boiling water that comes out of it is scary. Nearly as scary as its unpredictability. We’ve waited years for an eruption, and almost declared it dormant when it proved otherwise.”

“When’s the last time it blew?” Joe asked.

“A year ago, in the winter. Three times. No one was there when it went, but the evidence of the eruption was a herd of parboiled bison found a hundred yards away. It seems to be getting more active. The eruptions used to be up to fifty years apart, but last winter they were four days apart.”

Cutler whistled. “I’d give my left nut to see it erupt.”

THE FIREHOLE RIVER was on their left as they departed the geyser basin and drove north on the highway. Bison grazed along the banks and steamy water poured from Black Sand Geyser Basin into the river.

Geyser Gazers, according to Cutler, numbered nearly seven hundred strong, although the hard-core, full-time contingent amounted to only about forty. They were all volunteers, and included scientists, lawyers, and university professors as well as retired railroad workers, laborers, and the habitually unemployed. The thing that brought them together was their love, knowledge, and appreciation for Yellowstone and the thermal activity within the Yellowstone caldera. Most showed up on weekends or took their vacations to help. Only a few stayed in or near the park on a full-time basis, like Doomsayer and George Pickett.

“How many ascribe to Keaton’s philosophy that we’re all going to die?” Joe asked.

“Maybe a couple dozen,” Cutler said. “The rest recognize the threat but choose to go on and live their lives normally, like me.”

“What about Hoening and the other Gopher Staters? Were they Keaton disciples?”

“No chance.”

“Another theory shot down,” Joe said, and smiled at Demming. That’s when he noticed how introspective she was. She didn’t appear to be listening to Cutler explain about geyser activities.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She shook her head, indicating she would tell him later.

CUTLER PARKED AT Fountain Paint Pots and grabbed his pole and slotted spoon. Joe said he’d meet up with him in a minute. As Cutler strode away on the boardwalk, Joe turned to Demming.

“Ashby?”

“Yes. He met with Chief Ranger Langston and they’re getting agitated and nervous. They want us to break it off here and come back up to Mammoth. Langston is quite adamant about it.”

“Why?”

“Ashby said they don’t like the direction we’re headed, going to the Bechler station, interviewing Mark Cutler. He thinks we’re going to open the Park Service to unwanted exposure.”

Joe shook his head, felt anger well in him. “ ‘Unwanted exposure’? What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure, but they seem to think you have another agenda. And they don’t like your friend being up here.”

“How do they know about Nate?”

“I told them,” she said. “I had to. It’s my job.”

Joe said, “How much time do we have?”

“They want us back by tonight.”

“I’ll think about it,” Joe said, wondering what they’d done to suddenly warrant Ashby and Langston’s concern, wondering if he’d need to call Chuck Ward to intervene, if possible. “I wish I knew what was going on here.”

“Me too,” she said. “What really seemed to upset them was us talking with Cutler. Maybe it’s just a Park Service versus contractor thing, I don’t know.”

“Or maybe Cutler knows something they don’t want us to find out,” Joe said.

AS THEY DROVE, Joe noticed Cutler glancing more frequently in his rearview mirror.

“That’s strange,” he said. “I noticed that pickup back when we left Fountain Paint Pots. He was the only other vehicle in the lot, parked way over on the far side. Now I see it behind us.”

“Don’t turn around,” Joe said to Demming, not wanting her to reveal to the driver of the truck that they were aware of him. “Let’s check it out in the side mirror.”

Joe leaned over Demming to see. The mirror vibrated with the motor, but he could see a glimpse of a pickup grille a third of a mile behind them. Over a long straightaway, Joe could see the truck better. Red, late-model 4x4 Ford. Montana plates. Single driver wearing a cowboy hat. As he looked, the pickup driver reduced his speed so it faded into the distance.

When Cutler turned off the highway at Biscuit Basin onto a one-lane road, he slowed down and watched his mirror.

“Don’t see him now,” he said. “He must have turned off. You guys are making me paranoid, I guess. I normally wouldn’t notice something like that, but there are so few visitors in the park the truck sort of stood out.”

The road rose into heavy timber and broke through onto a wide, remote plain dotted with dead but standing trees and steam rising from cratered mouths. The trees had no leaves and were bone-white in color.

“This is one of the hottest spots in the park,” Cutler said. “We’ve watched it get hotter over the past four years. That’s why the trees are dead; all of that hot mineral water got soaked up by their roots to fossilize them. There’s lot of activity here, and some really great hot pots.”

Joe glanced at his list of questions.

“What about Clay McCann?” Joe asked. “Did you ever meet him? Did they ever mention his name?”

Cutler shook his head. “I saw his name around but I never met him. And no, the Gopher Staters never mentioned him.”

“What do you mean you saw his name?”

“On some papers, some bio-mining contracts.”

 Joe exchanged glances with Demming. “Bio-mining?” Joe said.

“What, you haven’t heard of it?”

“No,” Joe said. He asked Demming, “Have you?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” she sighed.

THEY PARKED AT the end of a dirt two-track that culminated with a downed log blocking the road and a Park Service sign reading ACCESS PROHIBITED, AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. Joe noticed that despite the sign there were clearly tire tracks in the crusty dirt beyond the log where someone had driven. He asked Cutler about it.

“Bio-miners, I’m sure,” Cutler said. “They have a permit. Follow me.”

It was midday and the sun was straight overhead in a virtually cloudless blue sky and the day had warmed considerably into the mid-sixties. Joe was struck by the utter quiet all around them as they hiked up a footpath and over a gentle rise. The only sounds were their boots, breath, and the occasional caw of a far-off raven.

“It’s very controversial,” Cutler said, swinging a ther-mister in a case next to his leg as he walked. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard or read about these projects.”

Joe confessed he’d been isolated the last few months, working on a ranch near Saddlestring.

“Lucky you,” Demming said. He could tell by her demeanor that she felt strongly about the topic.

“I know I keep telling you how unique the Yellowstone caldera is,” Cutler said, “but up here, wonders never cease, so what can I say? Over the last twenty years, biologists have discovered thermofiles—microbes—that are absolutely unique to anywhere else on earth. I’m no expert, but the reason they find them here is a kind of biological perfect storm—the combination of the hot water, the minerals, and the ecological isolation of the area—that’s produced all these rare species. Only real recently have companies discovered there are, um … properties … in some of the microbes that can be used for other purposes.”

“What kinds of properties?” Joe asked.

“Well, one particular microbe has been found that radically assists bioengineers performing DNA typing. From what I understand, it’s really advanced science in that area. Another microbe can apparently speed up the aging process in some mammals tenfold, or so they think. That’s a scary one, if you ask me. And there are all kinds of rumors that I can’t back up, like thermophiles that can help unlock a cure for cancer, to other microbes that can be weaponized. The government, legitimate companies, and bio-pirates are afoot up here these days.”

“Bio-pirates?”

Demming moaned. “Yes, Joe. There have been reports of freelancers up here scooping up growth and plant species in the hot water runoff and trying to sell it to companies or other governments. No one’s actually been caught at it yet, but every once in a while there’s a report. As if we don’t have enough to worry about up here, you know.”

Joe felt a growing sense of discovery and excitement as Cutler and Demming talked. This was new. There was nothing in the “Zone of Death” file about bio-mining, or McCann’s connection to it.

Ahead, he could see the trees parting and feel—if not yet see—their destination. It was a huge opening in the timber, walled on four sides by dead and dying trees. The odor of sulfur and something sickly sweet hung low to the ground.

“This is Sunburst Hot Springs,” Cutler explained. “It’s called that because, from the air, the runoff vents come off of it like spikes in all directions. It looks like how a little kid draws the sun in art class, with spikes coming out of the circumference.”

Joe could feel the heat twenty feet away and hear and feel a low rumbling, gurgling water sound somewhere beneath his feet. Sunburst was gorgeous, he thought, in a dangerous and oddly enticing way. The steaming surface of the water was nearly fifty feet across, held in place by a thin white mineral rim that looked more like porcelain than earth. The water inside was every shade of blue from aquamarine near the surface to indigo as it deepened. It was hard to see clearly into the open mouth of the spring because of scalloped ripples of steam on the surface, which dissipated into the air. Inside the spring the sun illuminated outcroppings, bronzing them against the blue, and Joe could clearly see a sunken litter of thick, stout barbell-shaped buffalo bones that had been caught on shelves along the interior walls. Again, he felt the pull of the water but not as strongly. The placid blue water seemed to beckon to him in the way that a warm bath or a Jacuzzi pulls a frozen skier at the end of the day. Beyond Sunburst Hot Springs was a smaller pool rimmed with dark blue and green, meaning much cooler water.

Cutler saw him looking at it, said, “That’s Sunburst Hot Pot. It’s much, much cooler than the hot springs, and it’s a really nice pool to lounge in”—he grinned slyly at Demming—“if one were so inclined.”

Joe checked out the hot pot. If God designed a natural Jacuzzi, he thought, this would be it. It was waist deep, clear, and someone had fitted flat wooden planks into the walls to sit on. Obviously, the pool had been used for illegal hot-potting. Joe visualized Hoening sitting on one of the planks with a Minnesota female he had just lured out from L.A., and smiled.

“Nice place for a date,” he said.

As he circled the hot pot he felt an odd sensation of someone blowing air up his pant leg. He stopped and turned, studied the ground. It took a moment before he saw the series of quarter-sized holes in the soil, each emitting a light stream. He squatted and held his palm out to one of them, feeling it on his skin. No doubt, he thought, the superheated earth under the surface had to release something, like a natural pressure cooker. He’d heard about visitors (and, more likely, Zephyr employees) burying chickens in the ground in secret places to bake them. He thought he could probably do that here. The idea intrigued him.

The ground in the little tree-lined basin was nearly white, as if it had been baked. The consistency of the dirt was crumbly. Joe noted a long dark line in the earth that extended from deep in the trees and topped an almost imperceptible rise. The dark streak ran past the side of the hot springs and out the other side.

“What’s that?” Joe asked.

“Like I mentioned,” Cutler said, “the cool thing about the park is that all of the insides are pushed out in places. That’s a seam of underground coal. It’s not very big, and it’s hard to say how far down it extends. It’s one of the few places in the whole park where there’s any coal.”

Joe had learned earlier not to wander away from the path established by Cutler for fear of breaking through and falling in, so he stuck close to him, as did Demming. He watched as the geologist went downhill from the spring itself along one of the troughs of runoff that came from the hot springs, where he pushed aside some ancient pitch wood stumps and revealed a thermister and a half-submerged wood-sided box of some kind in the water. He called Joe and Demming over, and they squatted near him.

With a small laptop computer, Cutler plugged into the thermister and downloaded the last two weeks of temperature readings. Joe noticed both the instrument and the wooden box were covered with what looked like long pink hair that wafted in the soft current of the warm water.

“I call this ‘million-dollar slime,’” Cutler said, pointing at the pink microbe growth. “This is the stuff used for genetic typing I told you about. I don’t know how it works, of course, but the company that harvests it can’t replicate it in a lab. They need to get it right here at Sunburst, and as far as they know, this is the only place on earth it can be found.”

“Kind of pretty, but not very impressive,” Demming said.

Cutler agreed. He told Joe that the bioengineering firm sent a truck into the park every month or so with a heated incubator in the back to harvest the microbes that had grown inside the box. The thermophiles were transported to Jackson or Bozeman and flown to the company laboratory in Europe.

“Okay,” Cutler said, once again arranging the driftwood over the equipment so it couldn’t be seen from the trail, “we’re done here.”

As they trudged back toward the pickup, Joe’s mind raced with new possibilities. Demming eyed him suspiciously.

Joe said to Cutler, “You said Hoening and the others sometimes came along with you when you did your work. Did they ever come here?”

“Sure, a couple of times.”

“Did they know about the million-dollar slime?”

“Definitely. It’s no secret. The contracts are public record, even though more than a few people have a problem with the idea.”

“Like me,” Demming said.

“Rick Hoening did too,” Cutler said. “Me, I keep my mouth shut and my head down. I don’t want anyone mad at me enough to take away the opportunity to spend my time out here, doing the good work.”

Joe could tell Cutler said it for Demming’s benefit.

“What’s the issue, anyway?” he asked.

“Think about it, Joe,” Demming said. “It’s illegal to take a twig out of the park. We don’t allow oil or energy companies in here to drill, or lumber companies to come in and cut down the trees. This is a national park! But for some reason, we allow bioengineering firms to come in here and take the microbes. We’re talking about thermophiles that have made millions and millions of dollars for the companies that use them. And who knows what other uses are being made of the species here? It’s a damned crime. Hypocrisy too.”

“Hoening got worked up for the same reason,” Cutler said. “He talked to me about it several times. He thought it was outrageous that a big company could come in here and take resources from the public and profit from it. He was kind of a Commie at times, I thought.”

Joe hadn’t thought of it that way. “Who lets them?” he asked.

Demming and Cutler exchanged a look. “The Park Service,” Demming said. “They negotiate contracts with them, two or three years’ exclusive use of the microbes obtained from certain hot springs. The companies pay a few hundred thousand dollars for the rights.”

“Does the Park Service or the government get a royalty on what’s found?”

“Of course not,” Demming said.

“Then why do they do it?”

She shrugged. “They just do. The NPS will do anything for cash since we’re so underfunded. Or so we say.”

“Who has the contract for Sunburst, then?”

She shrugged, looked at Cutler. “I can’t remember the name,” he said. “But it’s foreign, I know that.”

Joe stopped abruptly.

“What?” Demming asked.

“This might turn out to be something,” Joe said. “If Hoening was worked up about bio-prospecting, and his complaints were too loud, it might be a reason to silence him.”

Her eyes widened for a moment, then narrowed as she thought about it. “I’d like to think that, Joe. But as much as I don’t like it, there’s nothing illegal going on here. Nothing worth killing about, for sure. The bio-mining operation is perfectly legitimate, even though I think it’s a stupid idea that goes against park policy.”

Her words deflated him somewhat. He said, “Still, though, this is the only thing we’ve found that might be a motive.”

She shrugged. “So where does Clay McCann fit into this?”

“He was the lawyer who filed the application for the permit.”

“I can’t imagine that kind of legal work would be so lucrative he’d kill to keep the business, can you? He was probably hired because he’s local, and probably didn’t have many billable hours.”

“Let me think about it,” he said.

IT WAS ALMOST evening as they approached the turnoff back to Old Faithful. Joe, Demming, and Cutler had batted around the theory Joe had advanced, but nothing new or solid came from the discussion. After a while, each lapsed into their own thoughts.

Joe wished Marybeth and his girls would be waiting for him, but their reunion was still days away. He wondered if Nate had turned up anything talking with Zephyr people. He tried not to think about George Pickett. Instead, he pushed his father’s appearance out of his mind, as far away as he could push it. He was unsuccessful, though. He felt a sense of growing dread the closer they got to the inn.

He thanked Cutler for making the time that day.

Cutler didn’t answer, his eyes on the rearview mirror.

“Damned if I don’t see that red truck behind us again,” Cutler said.

“Pull over after you’ve made the turn,” Demming said. “Let’s see who’s been following us all day.”

“Cool,” Cutler said.

They took the turn to Old Faithful and in the first stand of trees that couldn’t be seen from the highway, Cutler drove off the asphalt and hit the brakes.

Joe and Demming bailed out the passenger door. She drew her weapon, glanced at Joe.

“Where’s your gun?” she asked.

He felt his face flush. “In my daypack in the truck.”

Her eye roll was brief but damning.

“Let me get it,” he said.

“Forget it, Joe,” she said, stepping out onto the road and slipping her pistol back into her holster. “He’s gone. The red truck never made the turn.”

JOE WAS GREETED at the desk by two messages. The first was a flyer reminding all guests that the Old Faithful Inn would close for the winter the following day at noon. The second was from Dr. Keaton and George Pickett, inviting him to dinner at the employee cafeteria.





PART FOUR

YELLOWSTONE GAME PROTECTION ACT, 1894


AN ACT TO PROTECT THE BIRDS AND
ANIMALS IN YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL
PARK, AND TO PUNISH CRIMES IN SAID PARK,
AND FOR OTHER PURPOSES,

Approved May 7, 1894 (28 Stat. 73)



Sec. 3. that if any offense shall be committed in said Yellowstone National Park, which offense is not prohibited or the punishment is not specially provided for by any law of the United States or by any regulation of the Secretary of the Interior, the offender shall be subject to the same punishment as the laws of the State of Wyoming in force at the time of the commission of the offense may provide for a like offense in said State; and no subsequent repeal of any such law in the State of Wyoming shall affect any prosecution for said offense committed within said park. (U.S.C., title 16, sec. 25.)
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“DID THEY SEE you?” McCann asked Butch Toomer after the ex-sheriff had returned from the park in his red Ford pickup and entered the law office. McCann had asked while ushering him into his office past Sheila, who eyed them both with open suspicion. When he closed the door he heard her cry, “Hey!” but ignored it.

Toomer had an annoying habit of wearing his aviator shades while he was working, so no one could see his eyes. He sat heavily in the chair across from McCann and lit a cigarette. “Yup,” he said. “I’m pretty sure they saw me.”

McCann felt a sharp pain in his chest. He placed his hand over his heart and rubbed it as he spoke. “I thought you were going to be inconspicuous.”

Toomer waved his cigarette, dismissing McCann. “It couldn’t be helped. There’s no one in the park—no traffic. Of course they saw my truck, but I don’t think they saw me or were close enough to make the plate. And there’s no way they could be sure I was following them. There’s only the one road system, you know. Any fool would notice the only other car on the road, for Christ sake.”

McCann breathed a little easier. It made sense. “What did they do?”

The ex-sheriff withdrew a notebook from his jacket pocket. “Started the morning at Old Faithful, like we thought. Then they switched vehicles on me and I almost lost them. They got in a Park Service truck with the manager of the area by the name of Mark Cutler.”

“You’re sure it was Mark Cutler?” McCann asked, his mouth suddenly dry.

Toomer seemed to be studying him, but McCann wasn’t sure. He wished he’d take off those damned sunglasses.

“Sure enough,” Toomer said finally, as if annoyed at being questioned. “He’d changed into a Park Service uniform, though, sort of doing a switcheroo on me. But I’d seen him before and confirmed it was him by calling the hotel and asking if he was in. I guess Cutler volunteers for the Park Service when he’s off-duty from Zephyr. He’s some kind of expert on geysers. They said his shift was over at ten and he was going out on geyser duty, so that confirmed it.”

“You didn’t identify yourself when you called?”

“No,” he said sarcastically, “I told them my name was Clay McCann, the infamous killer lawyer.” Despite the sunglasses, McCann could tell Toomer rolled his eyes as he spoke. Toomer said, “Are you going to question everything I say? What, do you think I’ve never done surveillance before? Do you think I’ve never carried out an investigation?”

“Sorry.”

Toomer grumbled and shook his head, then resumed his report. He outlined the tour Cutler had taken him on—the Upper Geyser Basin, the Firehole River, finally Biscuit Basin and Sunburst Hot Springs.

McCann felt himself go cold.

“What?” Toomer asked.

“They went to Sunburst? Why?”

“Damned if I know.” He shrugged. “They carried some equipment from the truck in there but I didn’t get out and follow them on foot. If I had, my cover would have been blown for sure, because that area is officially off limits. I waited until they got back to their vehicle, then followed them out.”

“How long were they there?”

“An hour, hour and a half.”

“But you didn’t see what they did at the hot springs?”

“I told you that already.”

McCann closed his eyes, felt his heart race.

“You want some water or something? A drink?” Toomer asked. “You look pale all of a sudden.”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Good, because I need some money for today.”

Trying to recover, McCann opened a desk drawer and pulled out a binder of blank checks.

“I’d prefer cash.”

“I don’t have cash.”

Finally, Toomer removed his sunglasses so he could glare at McCann. “I don’t want to go down to the bank and cash a check from you. The rumors would start to fly. You’re poison around this town, and I can’t be associated with you. Don’t you get that?”

McCann swallowed. “Yes. But I don’t have five hundred in cash.”

Toomer snorted. “You mean seven fifty. Don’t try to mess with me. We agreed on a hundred an hour.”

“If I don’t have five hundred in cash, I don’t have seven fifty either.”

“Get it by tomorrow. And make it eight hundred for my trouble. Plus the four thousand you owe me for weapons training. I’m tired of working for you for free.”

McCann pursed his lips and nodded in agreement, wondering where he would get the money. What could he sell, fast? He’d hoped he could send Toomer away with a check and have some money in the bank from his partners by the time the ex-sheriff tried to cash it.

“I’ll have it tomorrow,” McCann said.

“Good.”

Toomer just sat there, his eyes narrowing. “What’s the deal with Sunburst Hot Springs? When I said it I thought you were going to jump out of your chair. I thought this had to do with what happened down in Bechler.”

McCann said, “It does. Don’t worry about it. I didn’t hire you to answer your questions, Butch.”

“Why exactly did you hire me?”

“I think we’re through here,” McCann said. “I’ll get you your fee tomorrow.”

Toomer smiled a half-smile, put his sunglasses back on, and stood up and left without shaking McCann’s extended hand.

“Don’t mess with me, Clay,” he said as he shut the door.

MCCANN’S INSIDES WERE burbling. This thing was coming apart. He should have been out of the country by now, on an island, sipping a drink and being petted by a woman he’d yet to meet. Instead, it seemed like the sky itself was crushing down and the walls were tightening in on him like jaws of a vise. He wondered what Cutler had told Pickett and Demming.

He punched the button for the intercom.

“Sheila, get me Layton Barron’s home number in Denver.”

No response.

“Sheila?”

“What do you think I am,” she screeched. “Your fucking secretary?”

*

BARRON’S WIFE ANSWERED and McCann asked to speak to Layton. She covered the phone while she called to her husband but McCann could hear her through her fingers, which he imagined as bony but finely manicured.

Barron said, “Yes?” He didn’t sound pleased.

“You know who this is.”

“I can’t believe you called me at home.” His tone was angry, astonished. “I’m going to—”

“If you hang up on me, you’re going to spend the rest of your life in prison,” McCann said flatly. “Your bony-fingered wife will be alone with all of your treasure.”

Pause. Then: “Honey, I need to take this in my office. Will you please hang it up in a second?”

There were no pleasantries once Barron picked up his private phone. “Look, I tried to call you back yesterday,” Barron said, sounding as if he were speaking through clenched teeth. “I tried that number you gave me three times. First it was busy, then it rang and rang. And how do you know about my wife?”

“Forget that,” McCann said.

“Then why are you calling me? How did you get my home number?”

“Forget that too,” McCann said. “I want you to shut up and listen for once.”

He could hear Barron take a breath. “Go ahead.”

“We may have trouble up here. A couple of investigators”—McCann glanced at the business cards and read off the names—“went to Sunburst today with Mark Cutler. They may be too stupid to put things together, but that’s getting too close for me.”

“Jesus,” Barron said softly.

“I want to get out of here,” McCann said. “I want you to live up to your end of the deal. I want my money, now!”

“Clay, it’s not what you think. We’re not trying to screw you, not at all. The SEC’s been camped out in our building for three weeks. It has nothing to do with you at all, but I can’t move any money right now. They’re going over everything for the past four years. It’s a fucking nightmare.”

“You’re right,” McCann said, “this has nothing to do with me. I could care less about the SEC, or your company. I want my money. I did my part, you need to do yours.”

“Look,” Barron said, an edge of panic entering his voice, “I think they’ll be gone by the end of the week. I really do. We’re clean, I swear it. It’s just that some of our accounting looks a little, well, optimistic. I’m sure we’ll get it sorted out and when those assholes leave, I’ll get that transfer to you within the hour.”

“Not good enough,” McCann said. “I need it now. Tonight.”

“Tonight?”

“You have no idea what it’s like for me,” McCann said. “If Pickett and Demming start connecting the dots, I’m just sitting here.”

“Can’t you be more reasonable?”

Yes, McCann thought, the panic in Barron’s voice was real. He’d cracked him.

“Listen to me,” McCann said, pressing, deciding to show his hole card, “if I don’t get my money, I’ll go to the FBI and sing in exchange for immunity. They’ll give it to me, I promise you. I’ve worked with them and they’d rather nail somebody high-level—somebody like Layton Barron of EnerDyne—than put me back in jail.”

“My God, you can’t be serious.”

McCann nodded. “I’m serious.”

“But I told you, I can’t move the money. The SEC—”

“Then send me some of your money, you twit,” McCann said. “Sit down at your computer and wire at least a ten-thousand-dollar down payment to my account tonight. I put my career and my life on the line for you. I expect some consideration.”

He could hear Barron swallow. “But you wouldn’t really go to the FBI, would you?”

“Absolutely.”

“Okay,” he said in a whisper, “I can do that.”

“And you need to keep it coming,” McCann said. “Ten thousand tonight, ten thousand tomorrow, ten thousand the next day until you can pay the balance from your company, whenever that is. It’s not my problem, it’s yours. I’ll talk with my banker every morning. If you miss a single day, I sing. Got it?”

Silence.

“Got it?”

“Yes.”

McCann felt some of the burden lift from his shoulders. “That’s not all,” he said, liking the way the power had shifted to him.

“What else?”

“It’s time for you to contact your man on the inside,” McCann said. “Tell him what’s going on and see if he can do something about it. He’s the only guy close enough to the situation on the ground to steer it away from us. It’s time he got his hands dirty.”

Barron moaned, as if McCann were torturing him. “He’s not going to like it.”

“I could give a shit,” McCann said, starting to feel, finally, that he was making things happen in his favor. “He’s had a free ride so far. Tell him to act or he’ll be implicated as well. Tell him I’m serious.”

“I wish it didn’t have to be this way,” Barron said, his tone strangely resigned, as if seeing McCann in an all new light as his enemy. Good, McCann thought. It’s about time.

“All you had to do was your part,” McCann said. “I did mine.”

He hung up the telephone, sat back in his chair, looked at his reflection in the glass doors of his bookcase, and fell righteously back in love with the man who grinned at him.

He’d let the locals get to him. He’d even let one old cow whack him on the head with a telephone receiver. The power he’d built up since his time in jail had been pouring out of him since he’d returned, puddling at his feet. Now it felt like the wounds had healed. He was recharging.

“Jeez,” he said, “I missed you.”

HE WAS STILL smiling when Sheila D’Amato opened his door without knocking and leaned against the jamb with her hand on her hip and a sly smile on her face. Her eyes sparkled.

“You son of a bitch,” she said with admiration.

“Don’t tell me you listened,” he said, shaking his head.

“Ten thousand a day,” she said. “Damn, you’re a better earner than the crooks I used to hang with.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said, maintaining the grin somehow while part of his brain raced, trying to process the magnitude of what she’d done, how he would deal with it.

“I’m still confused,” she said. “I don’t get what it is you guys are trying to hide. I mean, it obviously has something to do with some Sunburst thing, but I don’t get how that has anything to do with those four dead people.”

“It’s complicated,” he said.

“I’ve got all night.”

“Let’s go have some dinner,” he said. “I’ll fill you in.” She beamed, and he was surprised how attractive she looked when she was full of joy. He hadn’t known because she’d never been so happy in his presence before.

THEY STEPPED ONTO the sidewalk to go to Rocky’s for dinner. He held the door open for her and smelled her as she came through. A nice scent. He liked the way her heels clicked on the pavement. It was rare to see a woman in the West in a dress and heels, and he found himself lagging behind her a little so he could look at her strong calves through the nylons.

“I’ve got to say,” she said, shooting a come-hither look over her shoulder, “I’m more than a little surprised that you didn’t bite my head off for listening in.”

“I thought about it.”

“But you didn’t,” she said. “I guess that means we really are in this together.”

“I need allies,” he said.

“I’d like to think I’m more than that.”

“You are,” he said.

“This all has to do with that company, doesn’t it?” she asked.

“What company?”

“EnerDyne. I saw the binder on your credenza. You work for them, right?”

He whistled. “Boy, you don’t miss a trick, do you?”

“I haven’t yet,” she purred. She’d knocked another fifty dollars off her legal bill before they went out on the street. He still felt a little light-headed.

DINNER TOOK HOURS. McCann ordered too many martinis. She looked good in the light from the single cheap candle on the table, which took ten years off her face and made her skin seem smoother and whiter and her lips more lush and red.

“Tomorrow we’ll drive to Idaho Falls,” he said. “We can check on flights, do a little shopping. You’ll need some things to wear on the beach, I would guess.”

“It must be nice to have money,” she said. “Ten thousand a day.”

“That’s just a fraction of what they owe me.”

“You turned that man into a quivering little squirrel,” she said, holding her hand out toward him and pulling her sleeve back. “I got goose bumps listening.”

He shrugged, flattered.

“Who is the man on the inside?”

“Tomorrow. I’ll fill you in tomorrow … if you’re a good girl until then.”

“When I’m good, I’m very good,” she said. “That’s what they used to tell me …”

“And when you’re bad …” he said, letting it trail off.

“I’m really fucking bad.” She grinned.

He ordered another martini for both of them. He had to look down to see if he’d finished his steak. Nope.

She favored him with a smile so full-bore he could see her back teeth. “We really are partners in crime, aren’t we?”

“We are,” he said. “You now know more than anyone else.”

“I’ll keep my mouth shut,” she said, “except when, well, you know.”

It was as if she were melting for him before his eyes.

He’d never been with a woman like her, he thought. Too bad about tomorrow.
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IT WAS OBVIOUS to Joe when he saw George Pickett waiting for him at a back table in the near-empty employee cafeteria that the old man had cleaned himself up. George looked dark and small, birdlike, fragile, his thick black hair slicked back wetly in jail-bar strings and his hands entwined in front of him. A tray of food sat off to the side. He wore a dingy but clean white shirt buttoned all the way up and dark baggy slacks Joe recognized from years before, which gave Joe an uneasy feeling and caused a hitch in his step that he powered through, as if his legs had thought better of the reunion and decided to flee.

The closer Joe got to his father, the angrier and more confused he became. The emotions came out of a place he didn’t know still existed, as if a long-dormant tumor had ruptured. He felt eighteen again, and not in a good way.

Joe sat down across from George. They had the table to themselves. Outside the murky, unwashed windows, the last moments of the sun died on the pine boughs.

“You can grab a tray and get some dinner,” George said, gesturing toward the buffet line at the front of the room.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You’ve got to eat something.”

“No.”

George slid his tray before him—slices of dark meat covered with brown gravy, a mound of mashed potatoes with a hollowed-out, gravy-filled pocket on top. Joe remembered watching his father do that growing up—hollowing out the potatoes with the heel of his spoon, pouring gravy in the depression so it looked like a volcano about to erupt.

George halfheartedly cut a forkful of beef and raised it to his mouth. He chewed slowly, painfully, as if his gums hurt. Joe noticed that his hand holding the fork trembled as he raised it.

When he was through chewing, George washed it down with half a glass of ice water and winced as he drank. “You sure you don’t want something?”

“I’m sure.”

“Just so you know, I haven’t had a drink all day.”

“That’s why you’re shaking and drinking water,” Joe said.

“I did it for you. It wasn’t easy.”

Joe nodded. He could not make himself thank his father for not drinking for the day. He couldn’t think of a good thing to say about anything, and regretted that he’d come.

“It’s good to see you, Son,” George said softly, holding Joe’s eyes for a fleeting second before looking away. Joe noticed George was having trouble keeping his mouth still, as if his teeth wanted to chatter.

“I guess I’m supposed to say it’s good to see you too,” Joe said.

“But you can’t say that.”

“I can’t say that.”

Still not meeting Joe’s eyes, George nodded as if he understood how things were. He tried to eat a forkful of mashed potatoes but it hung there, inches from his open mouth. With resignation, he dropped the fork to his plate. “I can’t eat this.”

The silence eventually turned into a kind of roar, Joe thought. He couldn’t hear his father when he broke it.

“What?”

“I said I thought about giving you a call lots of times.”

“But you never did.”

“Tell me about my grandchildren,” George said, his first genuine smile pulling at his mouth. “My daughter-in-law. What’s her name again?”

“Marybeth.”

“How old are my granddaughters?”

“Getting older all the time,” Joe said.

His father stared at him. Joe remembered that stare, those eyes, that set in his mouth that could curl into a grin or, just as easily, bare and reveal tiny sharp teeth.

“You don’t want to tell me about them,” George said.

“They have nothing to do with you. You have nothing to do with them.”

“I had hoped it wouldn’t be like this.”

Joe wanted to reach across the table, gather the old man’s collar in his fist, and bounce him up and down like a rag doll. “At one time, I had a lot to say to you. For years, I rehearsed what I was going to tell you if I ever got the opportunity I have now. I’d go over it when I was by myself like it was a speech. I had sections about what you did to my mother, my brother, and me. It was a pretty good speech, and I’m not good at speeches. But now that you’re sitting right there, I can’t remember any of it.”

George shook his head. “It wasn’t all bad. I wasn’t a monster.”

Joe didn’t disagree.

“Your mom and I, we—”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Joe snapped. “What’s done is done. You can’t justify it now.”

“It was never about you,” George said. “You probably think that. It was about your mother and me. I never had anything against you or Victor.”

“You’re right,” Joe said. “It was never about us. Not a thing was ever about us.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Yes, it was.”

His father took a deep breath. Joe could hear it wheeze into his lungs. “Can’t we put that all behind us now? You’re a grown man. We’re both grown men. I was hoping maybe we could talk.”

“I’m not a big talker.”

“I’ve got some things I’d like to say.”

“Like what?”

“Like when I left, it was the best thing for all of us. Would it have been better if I’d stayed and continued to make everyone’s life as miserable as mine?”

Joe said, “At least that would have showed that you tried to think of someone other than yourself.”

“You’re not hearing what I’m saying,” George said, a familiar phrase from his father. What it meant to Joe was, You’re not agreeing with what I say, you’re defective.

“I needed space,” his father said, “I needed to find out why I was put on this earth.”

Joe stared at him with bitter contempt. “What a load of crap that is,” he said.

George was startled.

“I get pretty sick of hearing people like you try to find good reasons for acting selfish,” Joe said. “It’s not about what you say, it’s about what you do. You cut and ran.”

“How did you get so hard, Son?” his father whispered.

“A few months ago,” Joe said, “I put the muzzle of my Glock to a man’s forehead and pulled the trigger. I think about it all the time, just about every night. I justify it to myself that he was threatening my family, which he was. That if I let him go he’d figure out a way to come back for me, which he would have. But it doesn’t matter what I say to myself, I still did it. I didn’t have to do it, I chose to. My words about it mean nothing, just like yours.”

George sighed and it was as if all of his spirit was being expelled. He seemed smaller than when Joe sat down. Joe watched his father think. He knew he’d made him angry. Fine.

George looked up. “I might have done some stupid things, but at least I never killed a man.”

Joe thought of Victor. “In a way, what you did was worse.”

“And here I thought tonight might be nice,” George said sadly.

“I’ve got a great wife and two great kids,” Joe said. “I learned how to be a good father and a husband from them. Without them I’d fly off the planet.”

“When Victor died—”

“Without them,” Joe said, refusing to let George turn the conversation, “I might have turned out to be like you.”

He stood up and walked out of the cafeteria. Joe wasn’t sure why he’d confessed, and it confused him as much as anything. George didn’t call after him.

MARYBETH WAS CLEANING up after dinner when Joe called, and the first thing she said was, “Three more days.”

Which reminded him he needed to make arrangements for them, reserve rooms or a cabin in the only place that would still be open, Mammoth.

He asked her if she could get on the Internet and research some companies he had learned about but hadn’t had the means to check out. She eagerly agreed, and he read them off: Allied, Genetech, BioCorp, Schroeder Engineering, EnerDyne.

“I’ll see what I can find,” she said.

He told her about George Pickett, putting a gloss on the meeting. Already, he was feeling guilty for being so hard on the old man. Too much had spilled out and too quickly.

“Joe,” she said, “does he want to meet us?”

“I’m sure he does. But I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“I’m tough,” she said. “Your girls are tough. They can handle it.”

“But why should they?”

“Kids are always curious about where they come from,” Marybeth said. “This is an opportunity for them to meet their grandfather.”

Joe laughed nervously. “You’re supposed to be the one with good judgment. Why should we introduce them to a sick old drunk who thinks the world will end any minute?”

She paused. “Honey, are you okay?”

“No,” he said. “I’m not.”

JOE SAT IN a rocking chair in front of the four-sided fireplace with the purpose of making notes for his report to Chuck Ward but finding himself staring at the dying flames until late into the night. The inn had the feel of melancholy and abandonment on its last night open, which precisely matched his mood. He could not get the image of his father out of his mind—sitting there in his shirt buttoned to his neck, eyes rheumy, hands shaking, saying, “How did you get so hard, Son?” At one point, from out of nowhere, he fought the urge to cry.

*

NATE ARRIVED HOLDING two stout logs, which he tossed into the fire after stepping over the railing designed to prevent visitors from doing exactly that. The lengths of soft dry pine took off as if they were angry, throwing out heat and light. Joe snapped out of his reverie and sat up.

Nate asked, “How’d dinner with Pop go?”

Joe said, “Badly.”

“I had an interesting day,” Nate said, settling down in the chair next to Joe. “But first, tell me about yours.”

After Joe was finished, Nate slowly nodded his head. “I remember the hot pot at Sunburst,” he said. “Nice place. I took a girl there once.”

“I’m guessing that’s where Hoening went also,” Joe said, making a mental note to himself to try to contact several of the girls Yellowdick had corresponded with. As far as he knew, the investigators hadn’t followed up with any of them because there appeared to be no reason to do so. But if they could tell Joe anything about trips to the hot springs, it might shed some light. Or, Joe thought, simply make the murky even murkier.

“You said today was interesting,” Joe said. “How so?”

“Couple of things,” Nate said, leaning forward. “Did you know you were being followed?”

Joe told him about their suspicions.

“I got the plate number,” Nate said. “I saw his pickup parked on a side road watching you and Demming wait for Cutler to change clothes. Red oh-four Ford pickup, Montana. Owner is a guy named Butch Toomer, ex-sheriff from West Yellowstone. Likely associate of Mr. Clay McCann. I mean, you’d assume the sheriff and a lawyer would know each other, right? He stuck with you guys all day. Maybe you can ask your contacts to check up on him.”

“I will,” Joe said. “How’d you learn all that about Toomer? Did you call the DMV in Montana?”

Nate chuckled. “It wasn’t necessary. Everybody knows everybody up here, don’t you know that by now?”

Joe waited for the rest.

“There’s a hard core of full-time Zephyr people,” Nate said. “They’re the ones who work different jobs all year-round, unlike the thousands of seasonal folks who go home for the winter. I found out I knew a few of the hard-core types from when I was here. They’re still around, still crazy. But they keep track of what’s going on. They know when that ranger Layborn is on the prowl for them, and they sure as hell know an ex-sheriff when they see him.”

“Ah,” Joe said, smiling.

“Something else,” Nate said. “Bob Olig is still around.”

Joe sat forward. “What?”

“I heard it three or four times today.”

Joe and Nate leaned forward in their chairs until their heads nearly touched. “Either it’s him or his ghost,” Nate said. “He’s been spotted, mostly here around the Old Faithful area. One man swore he saw him in the kitchen one morning but Olig ran off before he could stop him. A couple of fine ladies said they saw a guy who sounds like Olig just strolling along the boardwalk one night in the moonlight like he didn’t have a care in the world. When he saw them, he ducked into the trees. And an old guy who has insomnia and wanders around swears he saw Olig standing behind the front desk one night about three-thirty going through the guest register. The old guy yelled at him because he knew Olig pretty well from Olig’s days as a tour guide, but Olig ducked behind the counter and disappeared. But he swears it was him. He said Olig looked scared.”

“Olig,” Joe said, “or a guy who looks a lot like Olig? I mean, this sounds like the kind of thing lonely people would come up with to keep themselves amused.”

“Take it for what it’s worth,” Nate said.

“Were any of them interviewed by the Park Service or the FBI?”

“If they were,” Nate said, “they didn’t say anything about seeing Bob Olig. I think most of the sightings happened long after those murders, long after anyone was asking.”

Joe sat back. “Do you believe them?”

Nate was stoic. “You know I believe this kind of shit,” he said. “But that’s just me.”

They stopped talking when they heard the footsteps of a uniformed Zephyr employee crossing the wooden floor. Joe looked up, half-expecting to see Bob Olig.

Instead, it was a grizzled bellman with a full beard and a name tag that said Hérve from France.

“Are you Joe Pickett?” Hérve asked.

When Joe said yes, Hérve handed him a message. “Since we don’t have telephones in the rooms, this is the way we deliver them.”

“Thank you.”

“I want to remind you, sirs, that the inn closes tomorrow at noon,” he said.

“We know.”

Hérve smiled, turned on his heel, and returned to the front desk, where his colleagues were packing up and closing down for the season.

Joe unfolded the note and read it aloud.

“Joe: I thought a lot about everything and may have figured something out. It’s a doozy. Meet me at Sunburst Hot Springs tomorrow at seven. Best, Mark Cutler.”
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AT 6.45 THE next morning the thermals in the upper geyser basin created a wall of billowing steam across the highway that wetted the outside of the Yukon’s windshield so Joe had to brake, turn on the wipers, and crawl through. For a moment, in the midst of the sharp-smelling steam, he was blinded and had the strange sensation of being in an airplane as it rose skyward through the clouds.

Demming was in the passenger seat clutching a large paper cup of coffee; Nate was in the backseat smelling of wood smoke. The two had met uneasily at the Yukon ten minutes before.

“Thanks for saving us,” Demming had said.

“Anytime,” Nate said.

It was crisp and cold, the first shafts of sun pouring over the western mountains as if assaulting the day. A heavy frost made the grass sparkle and coated the pine trees. Elk grazed in the open parks, wisps of steam curling up from their nostrils.

Joe’s holstered Glock was on the console between him and Demming. He had watched her reaction when she saw it and detected no official warning. Maybe she hadn’t awakened yet, he thought. Nate wore his .454 in a shoulder holster beneath a billowy, open fatigue jacket, the leather strap in clear view across his chest. He had no doubt she’d seen that too and said nothing.

They didn’t encounter a single vehicle until they turned from the highway to Biscuit Basin and nearly hit a black SUV head-on that was coming out. Joe swerved sharply right, missing the front bumper by inches. The SUV turned away from the Yukon as well, and both vehicles went off the road into opposite shallow ditches. Joe stopped but the other continued on, the driver jerking it back onto the road and roaring away, heading north with a spray of pea gravel that peppered the back window of the Yukon. It happened so quickly that Joe didn’t get a glimpse of the driver through the smoked glass windows of the SUV—only the gleaming grille like the bared teeth of a shark that had just missed an attack.

“Man!” he shouted. “Where’d he come from?”

Demming squirmed in her seat, lap soaked with spilled hot coffee.

“I’m all right,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” Joe said. “My fault. I wasn’t expecting anyone because we haven’t seen another car all morning.”

Nate was half-turned in the seat, watching glimpses of the SUV wink through the trees. “Two in the car but I couldn’t see them clearly,” he said. “Wyoming plates, but I didn’t get a number.”

Demming said, “I look like I wet my pants.”

“His driving does that to people,” Nate said.

“I’m sorry,” Joe said to Demming, shooting Nate a glance. Nate smiled back.

Joe breathed slowly until his nerves calmed, then pulled back onto the road.

*

CUTLER’S PARK SERVICE pickup was sitting where they had parked the day before. Joe pulled up beside it as Demming used the last of a box of tissues to absorb the coffee on her uniform pants. He put the close call behind him and climbed out.

The odor in the air was familiar, he thought, but it was from a different time and place. It reminded him of Sundays, growing up, and the smell that came from the kitchen while he lounged in the living room with his brother, Victor, watching football.

Joe wondered if the meeting with his father had skewed his mind, triggered reminiscences that had long been put away.

Nate got out, sniffed, squinted with puzzlement and said “Pork roast?”

Joe clipped the Glock onto his belt, cold dread gripping his stomach, remembering something Cutler had said the day before.

BY THE TIME they found Mark Cutler’s body in Sunburst Hot Springs, his volunteer Park Service uniform and most of his flesh had separated from the skeleton and was floating free, boiling in the water. Commas of black curly hair were being carried down the runoff chute along with bouncing yellow globules of parboiled fat.

“No …” Demming gasped, stuffing her fist in her mouth, turning away.

Joe froze, stared in absolute horror, and forgot for the longest time how to breathe. Finally, he unclenched himself and put his arms around Demming and held her. She didn’t resist. He felt her hot tears on his neck.

He looked over her head at the scene. The trunk of the body turned slowly in the hot springs and more pieces came loose. The spring boiled angrily. Joe made himself look away, despite a morbid fascination that shamed him.

“That poor son of a bitch,” Nate said as he joined them. “When I go, I want it to be from a bullet to the head. I sure as hell don’t want to be stew.”

DEMMING WAS THE first to recall the encounter with the black SUV. Voice trembling, she tried to contact dispatch on her handheld to alert rangers on patrol as well as the personnel at the park gates. No one answered.

“Come in, anyone,” she said.

Static.

“We’re out of range,” she said dully, indicating the radio. “Let’s try Mark’s truck radio.”

“On the chance he left it unlocked and his keys in it,” Joe said, clearly remembering how fastidious Cutler had been about taking his keys and locking the truck at every stop the day before.

As they trudged back toward the vehicles, Joe said, “That SUV can’t be more than fifteen minutes away. Maybe we can catch it.”

“Mark was such a nice guy,” Demming said. “No one deserves what happened to him. If whoever was driving that SUV did this, I’ll shoot and ask questions later.”

“I like her style,” Nate said to Joe.

“We don’t know anything yet,” Joe said. “We don’t even know if the SUV driver even saw Mark, much less knocked him into Sunburst. But he sure was in a hurry to get out of here.”

Nate said, “Luckily, there aren’t that many roads. Whoever it is has three options: He could be on the way to the gate at West Yellowstone, or continuing north toward Mammoth. Or he could have cut through the middle of the park by now toward Canyon Village. If he gets to Canyon, that would give him three other ways out.”

“God, this is horrible,” Demming said, shuddering. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

Joe hadn’t either. He couldn’t get the scene out of his mind. He made a point not to look over at the rivulet of cooling springwater that bordered the path they were on in the chance he would see more of Cutler’s body floating away. He imagined the truck keys were likely somewhere deep in the thermal pool, caught on a ledge, heating to over two hundred degrees. At what temperature would metal melt? He didn’t know. How long would it take for Cutler’s bones to boil clean white and sink, like the bison bones he had seen deep in the water the day before? He jolted off the trail into the trees and threw up.

“Sorry,” he said, wiping his mouth with his sleeve.

He could tell by the look on Demming’s face that she might be next, and she was.

THEY HEARD A roar ahead of them in the direction of the road. By now, the sound was familiar.

“Geyser going off,” Joe said. “I wonder which one it is.” He also wondered if the body in the spring had upset the delicate interconnected underground plumbing of the thermal basin enough to cause an unscheduled eruption. Cutler would have known the answer to that question, he thought.

Nate was in the lead and he topped the hill ahead of Demming and Joe, and was the first to see the geyser.

“Oh, no,” Nate said, shaking his head.

“What now?” Joe asked.

“We won’t be chasing any SUV,” Nate said. “And, Joe, you aren’t going to like this one bit.”

Joe didn’t.

A fissure had opened through the thin asphalt of the road directly under the Yukon. Steam and superheated water were blasting up from the ground into the chassis. The windows of the vehicle had been blown out, the paint was peeling off the sides in curled shards, and the tires and plastic grille were melting.

“Jesus,” Demming said.

Joe thought, How can this possibly be happening?—although he knew that in Yellowstone, it happened all the time. Things just came out of the ground anytime, anywhere.

“Your old boss was right,” Nate said. “You’re really rough on trucks.”

“Not now,” Joe said.

“The SUV will get away,” Demming said softly, shaking her head.

Joe found Cutler’s pickup locked and the keys missing. There was nothing they could do to pursue the SUV, call for help, or get out of there.

“This place is kicking our asses,” Nate grumbled.

IT TOOK AN hour for Joe and Demming to flag down a road maintenance truck on the highway. An old couple from Nebraska had swerved to avoid them and never slowed down, and an RV speeded up, despite the fact that Demming had flashed her badge and put her hand on her weapon. When the truck stopped, Demming crowded in and Joe said he would stay and wait.

“I’ll call dispatch and get some rangers here as fast as I can.” she said. “An ambulance too.”

Joe didn’t ask what she thought an ambulance would pick up.

*

NATE SAT ON an overturned dead tree trunk that was white with absorbed minerals. The morning had heated twenty degrees already with the rising sun, and the ankle-high grass was now wet instead of frozen. Three bison had emerged from a stand of trees and were slowly grazing their way up the trail toward Sunburst.

Joe sat down next to him and stared at the hulk of the Yukon. The fissure beneath it had stopped erupting, although he could hear burbling and see an occasional puff of steam.

“Man,” Joe said, sighing, nodding toward the Yukon. “This keeps happening to me.”

“I know,” Nate said. “If you would have parked ten feet either way, it would have missed it.”

“Cutler was a damned good guy,” Joe said. “I really liked him.”

Nate nodded. “Somebody didn’t. Question is, who knew he’d be here?”

Joe hadn’t thought of that. “Hérve,” Joe said. “And whoever took the message or saw it before it was given to us.”

“Or anyone you, me, or Demming told about the meeting this morning,” Nate said.

Joe hadn’t told anyone. There was no one to tell.

“I wonder if Demming called her bosses,” Joe said, not wanting to go where his thoughts seemed to be taking him.

Nate nodded. “Maybe we’ve got a big problem on the inside. I can’t say I’m shocked at the idea.”

“Damn, you’re cynical.”

“You forget,” Nate said, “I used to work for the Feds myself in another, um, capacity. No personal agenda in a closed bureaucracy can surprise me.”

A black raven the size of a football cruised along the basin, calling out rudely. It skimmed the rivulet, saw something in the water, turned and landed. The raven quickly speared something in the stream—a piece of Mark Cutler—and ate it a second before it blew up in an explosion of black feathers.

“I hate ravens,” Nate said, holstering his .454.

Joe hadn’t even tried to stop Nate from drawing his weapon and firing because he agreed with the sentiment, given the circumstances.

A HALF-HOUR before approaching sirens split the silence, Nate patted Joe on the shoulder and said he had to go. “There will be lots of questions,” Nate said. “Portenson might even be here. I don’t have time for that now.”

“I understand.”

“Besides, you and Demming can cover everything,” Nate said. “I’ll catch up with you later.”
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THAT AFTERNOON, CLAY McCann drove south from West Yellowstone and the sun streamed in through the windows but didn’t take the chill off the inside of the car one bit, he thought. In fact, it felt like it was getting colder, despite the digital gauge on the dash that showed it was nearing sixty degrees.

Butch Toomer sat in the passenger seat, reaching incessantly to fiddle with the radio to try to find a station he liked. He had a toothpick in his mouth that never stopped dancing, and he was wearing his shades.

Sheila sat in the back, fuming. Her rage was palpable, an emotional cold front that could close schools and government buildings in seven states.

“Why the fuck is he here?” she asked McCann. “This was supposed to be a special day.”

“I told you,” McCann said. “I owe him some money. I told him I’d get it in Idaho Falls, and he insisted on coming along.”

“I wish you two would stop talking like I’m not here,” Toomer said. “It’s getting on my nerves.”

“You’re getting on my nerves,” Sheila said. “And don’t get me started on Clay.”

McCann shrugged. Fall colors were bursting like fireworks in the wooded folds of the mountains. Not that he cared. Scenery got old. Instead, he recalled how Sheila had looked that morning when he pulled into the parking lot of her shabby apartment building to pick her up. She had never looked better, he thought. Tight black sweater, charcoal skirt, black nylons, strappy shoes. And where in the hell did she get those pearls?

Oh, how her face fell when she saw Toomer in the car. Oh, the words she used. McCann was a little surprised when she was through that blisters had not formed on his exposed face and hands.

Several times, he had tried to catch her eye in the rear-view mirror. He wanted to smile at her, have her know he was smiling at her. The only time she looked back her eyes were fearsome black daggers and when they connected with his he thought the temperature in the car dropped another ten degrees.

“DO YOU THINK we’ll have time to look at a couple of horse trailers in Idaho Falls?” Toomer asked. They had just crossed the state line from Montana into Idaho.

“Why?” McCann said.

“Elk season,” Toomer said. “Christ, don’t you pay any attention around here? Haven’t you seen all those men wearing orange and driving around with dead animals in their trucks?”

McCann didn’t respond. He tried to catch Sheila’s eye in the mirror again but she wouldn’t look back.

“I got a two-horse slant load,” Toomer said. “I want to upgrade to a four-horse stock, now that I’m coming into a little money. I like them stocks. They pull good and I got a mare that blows up when I try to get her to load into the slant.”

It was as if he were speaking Martian, McCann thought.

“Clay,” Sheila sighed from the back, “please take me somewhere without horses. Or hunters. Or ex-sheriff assholes who won’t take their sunglasses off.”

McCann noted that her anger had been replaced by despair. He felt sorry for her. All dressed up and stuck in a car with Butch Toomer. And him. She deserved better, he thought. He wished Toomer was gone and she’d take her sweater off.

“Make her shut up, or I’ll do it,” Toomer growled at him.

“Leave her alone,” McCann said.

“Don’t you tell me what to do.”

McCann could tell the ex-sheriff meant it.

“Okay,” McCann said. “Let’s all settle down, please.” He tried to catch Sheila’s eye in the rearview. When he did she displayed her middle finger at him.

MCCANN HAD HEARD nothing from Layton Barron. That alone told him all he needed to know. If Barron and his partner were playing straight with him, there would have been at least a call that morning. And if Barron had been unable to reach his man on the inside, he should have let McCann know he was working on it and beg him not to carry out his threat.

And when his banker told him no money had been deposited into his account, McCann knew Barron had talked to his partner, and they’d decided not to pay up, but to take another course of action. Either they didn’t believe he’d go to the police or they had plans for him. He guessed the latter.

Which meant, McCann decided, that his situation was desperate. And desperate men, well … they hire lawyers to think of ways to use the law to save themselves. Fortunately, he had that part covered.

*

THE ROAD GOT narrower, more rural. Straightaways turned into meandering turns through farmland. The Tetons sparkled in the distance, looking clean, white, and fake.

Toomer said, “It always pisses me off that the snooty bastards over there in Jackson Hole always refer to our side of the mountains as ‘the back side of the Tetons.’ Who in the hell gave them the ‘front’?”

McCann watched for the turnoff and ignored Toomer. Sheila had seemed to make it her mission to ignore both of them now. Instead, she kept sighing.

“I need a drink,” she said, breaking her silence. “Are there any bars ahead?”

“This is Mormon country,” Toomer said. “No bars.”

“Mormons drink,” she said. “Especially if there’s just one of them. I’ve seen ’em go at it at Rocky’s. If there’s two, they watch each other and neither one will drink. It cracks me up.”

“That’s what they always say in elk camp,” Toomer said, laughing with loud guffaws. “If a Mormon comes and he’s alone, hide the whiskey!”

They seemed to be getting along so well, McCann thought, neither noticed he had turned off the main road toward the east. Or that the bridge that crossed Boundary Creek was just ahead. Or that despite the absence of a sign or a gate, they were officially in Yellowstone Park.

With his left hand, McCann pushed the button on the door handle that lowered the passenger window by Toomer’s head.

“Hey,” Toomer said, “why’d you do that? Did you fart or something?” He looked back to see if Sheila, his new pal, would laugh at his joke.

“No,” McCann said, pulling the .38 out of his jacket, “it’s so your brains won’t splash all over the glass.”

Toomer’s mouth made an 0 and McCann fired into the left lens of his sunglasses, and then the right. The sounds were sharp and deafening. The ex-sheriff slumped back, his mouth still open, a string of saliva connecting his upper and lower teeth.

Sheila screamed, “Clay! Clay! Clay! Oh my God!” her hands to her face, her knees clamped together.

McCann said, “I’m really sorry, honey,” and shot her three times. One bullet passed through her necklace and sent pearls flying all over the inside of the car.

AT DUSK, TEN minutes before he’d close the office for the night, B. Stevens heard the clump of a shoe on the wooden stairs outside the Bechler ranger station and looked up as Clay McCann opened the door and came in. He looked flushed.

The ranger was stunned. “You …” he said.

“It happened again, can you believe it?” McCann said as he wearily dropped a snub-nosed revolver on the counter. “I was giving a couple of locals a ride to Idaho Falls and they pulled this damned gun on me.”

Stevens was speechless.

McCann held his arms out, wrists together, making it as easy as possible to put cuffs on them. The lawyer shook his head, said, “They’re out there in the car. I guess they didn’t realize who they were dealing with.”
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DEL ASHBY AND Eric Layborn drove Joe and Demming back to Mammoth after the initial crime-scene procedures were accomplished at Sunburst Hot Springs. They left at mid-afternoon while more and more rangers arrived until the basin was packed with them. The flood of vehicles to the scene attracted what few visitors were still in the park, who assumed that so much ranger action must mean bears had been spotted. Families in cars and RVs lined the narrow road into the area, causing a snarl of traffic that forced Ashby to break regulations and drive on the side of the road.

Joe listened as Ashby and Layborn complained about the quality of the crime scene, how the pathway had been trampled by Joe and Demming, thus obscuring the footprints of the killer or killers, how the condition of Cutler’s body was such that it would be nearly impossible to tell if he fell, was pushed, or was murdered and then thrown in.

Demming defended their actions. “We did nothing wrong,” she said.

“Of course not,” Layborn said, rolling his eyes. “It’s just the small things. You know, like getting into a confrontation with an Iowa mountain man who gets shot up and flown to the hospital at our expense. Or getting forced off the road by the likely killers, not getting a description or a plate number, walking all over the crime scene throwing up, getting your vehicle destroyed, not giving chase or calling it in, letting the third member of your party go on a walkabout, and delaying the initial investigation of the crime scene by three hours because you had to hitch a ride with a road maintenance crew. Other than that, you did real well. Did I forget anything, Del?”

“I think you covered it,” Ashby said. “Except maybe the fact that Joe Pickett and his mystery buddy have been flashing their weaponry out in the open every place they go against Park Service policy.”

“Oh, that too,” Layborn said.

“You two are poised to become media stars,” Ashby said, biting off his words. “We’ve got more calls for comment than all of us can handle. Just exactly what we didn’t want—more attention on the Zone of Death and now a fully cooked Zephyr employee.”

“I think you’re out of line,” Joe said. “Both of you.” He wondered which of them, or if both, had sent the black SUV to intercept Cutler that morning.

Layborn fixed him with a cop stare, except that one of his eyes peered at something to the side of Joe’s face. “We might just have to pull over and settle this.”

“Maybe so.”

“Let it go, Joe,” Demming said. “This is a Park Service thing, you know?”

“That’s right,” Ashby said. “You have no say here. In fact, I’m thinking of punching your ticket and sending you back home to your governor.”

Demming shot Joe a desperation glance, pleading with her eyes for him to keep quiet. For her sake, he did. He thought that while he could go home, she couldn’t.

AS THEY PULLED into the parking lot of the Pagoda at dark, Joe was plotting his moves that evening. Call Chuck Ward, tell him what was going on and what had happened, let him in on his suspicions. Beg for a new vehicle. Apologize for the last one. Call Marybeth. Drink.

“I want your full written statements by tomorrow morning,” Ashby said. “I’m meeting with the chief ranger and want to be fully briefed. Plus, I would expect we’ll be getting some calls from Washington wanting to know just what in the hell is happening to our park.”

Ashby said to Demming, “When I asked you to come back yesterday, I meant it. But no, you wanted to continue to play cowgirl to John Wayne here. If you would have, maybe Cutler would still be alive.”

Demming turned ashen.

Joe said, “That was low.” He sort of liked being compared to John Wayne, though.

HE AND DEMMING followed Ashby and Layborn into the Pagoda. Demming looked pale and on the verge of tears she was fighting to hold back. Joe resisted the impulse to put his hand on her shoulder, to reassure her. He thought if he did that it would make her look weak to Ashby and Layborn.

The night dispatcher threw open the door to the lobby, his headset dangling from where he’d jerked it out of his phone. His eyes were wild.

“Chief,” he said to Ashby, “you’ve got to take this.”

“Take what?” Ashby said, grimacing.

“Stevens from Bechler.”

“Wait here,” Ashby told Demming and Joe, and followed the dispatcher.

Five minutes later, he came back. He was seething, his face bright red: “That son of a bitch Clay McCann did it again!”
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JOE FINISHED WRITING his report—including the news of Clay McCann killing two more people in “self-defense” within the Zone of Death—and had it faxed from the front desk. While he watched Simon feed the pages through, something nagged at him. He needed to talk to Demming.

Lower-level federal housing was down the mountain from the Mammoth Hotel, a half-mile walk nearly straight downhill. The moon was full and lit the sagebrush-covered hillside. A small herd of elk grazed in the moonlight. Joe could smell their familiar musky smell in the air. He noticed blue parentheses on either side of the moon. Snow was coming.

The cluster of Park Service housing was built on a plateau on the mountain. The houses were packed tightly together with fenceless common yards. The density of the houses was claustrophobic, Joe thought, compared to the vast, empty hillsides in all directions. It reminded him of a government-built anthill in the middle of a prairie. He found Demming’s house by the brown wooden sign outside that said LARS AND JUDY DEMMING and crossed the postage-stamp lawn. A BMX bike leaned against the wall. The house was small and looked exactly like every other one on the street. The Park Service had even painted them all the same light green color. Demming’s cruiser was parked next to a jacked-up Ford 4’4 pickup that looked formidable as well as well taken care of.

A man answered the door. Joe expected someone named Lars to be tall, strapping, blond. Instead, he was short, pudgy, with long sideburns and an acne-scarred face. Smile lines at the corners of his mouth suggested he was always of good cheer. He wore a baggy T-shirt with a silk screen of a wolf on it.

Joe introduced himself. “Hope I didn’t get you at dinner,” Joe said.

“Not at all,” Lars said, looking over Joe’s shoulder for his vehicle. Lars was the kind of man who judged other men by what they drove, Joe guessed. “Come on in. You walked?”

“Yup.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Lars said, chuckling. “I heard about your Yukon. Quite a story.”

The television was on in the living room and the house smelled of the fried hamburgers they had had for dinner. It was modest, almost spare, except for the elk heads and antlers on the wall. Joe didn’t know what he’d been expecting. Maybe more books, he thought.

Lars introduced Joe to Jake, who was watching television. Jake, ten, was a younger, fitter version of Lars, and he selfconsciously got up and shook Joe’s hand and returned quickly to the couch. A teenage girl looked out from her room, said hello, and ducked back in.

“Erin,” Lars said. “Fifteen and surly.”

Joe nodded with empathy.

“So, Judy tells me you’re a game warden.”

“Yes.”

“What do you think of those heads on the wall?”

“Nice.”

“I got seven more of ’em in the garage. I was thinking you might want to take a look at them.”

People always wanted to show Joe their game heads or hunting pictures. He was used to it. To be polite, Joe said, “Sure, you bet.”

Judy intervened, coming from the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel. She was out of uniform, and she looked like, well, a mom.

“I think Joe’s seen plenty of elk heads before, honey,” she said.

“That’s okay,” Joe said.

“Really,” Demming said to Lars.

Lars did a barely noticeable man-to-man eye roll, asked, “You want a beer?”

“You bet.”

“Turn the television off, please, Jake,” Demming said. “Time for homework.”

“I don’t have any,” Jake said.

Demming gave him a look.

“Maybe I do,” Jake said, peeling himself off the couch. As he went down the hall, Jake stopped at Erin’s room just long enough to dart in to do something that made her squeal, “Mom! He flicked my ear with his finger again!”

“Jake, leave her alone,” Demming said, half-heartedly.

Joe smiled. Just like home.

Lars returned with three opened bottles of beer.

“I didn’t really want one,” Demming said.

“I’ll drink it,” Lars said. “We don’t want to see beer go to waste, eh, Joe?”

“Right.”

Joe sat on the couch. Demming and Lars settled in well-worn overstuffed chairs.

“Too bad about Mark Cutler,” Lars said. “He was a real nice guy. I met him a few times at Old Faithful.”

It seemed oddly uncomfortable, Joe thought. No doubt both Lars and Demming felt the same. Demming did, he was sure, by the way she lowered her eyes while Lars told story after story about every time he had met Mark Cutler. Most of the tales had to do with Lars’s road crew fixing the potholes around Old Faithful. Demming didn’t interrupt when the stories got too long, deferring to her husband.

When Lars went to get Joe another beer, Demming said, “Ashby called. I’ve got a meeting with him and James Langston tomorrow. I won’t be with you anymore either, providing they even let you stay. I’ve been reassigned to traffic if they don’t decide to suspend me.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. “It gives me an excuse to quit. I wish I could. Maybe I can really try to get into interpretation now.”

Lars came back and resumed telling stories about each of the elk on the wall, the circumstances in which he’d killed them.

Joe wanted to ask her how she was doing, but it seemed like the wrong time and place. Instead, he finished the beer because he thought Lars would want him to.

“I better get back,” Joe said, standing. “I need to call my wife.”

“Yeah,” Lars said, grinning. “Don’t forget that or there’ll be hell to pay.”

Joe said, “Marybeth’s not like that.”

Lars gave him a man-to-man wink, as if to say, They’re all like that.

“Do you need a ride?” Demming asked.

“I don’t mind walking.”

“I’ll drive you back.”

“Jeez,” Lars said, “haven’t you two spent enough time together?”

He was joking, Joe thought, but he wasn’t.

IN THE CAR, Demming said, “You wanted to ask me something.”

“I wanted to see how you were doing.”

“Besides that. What was it? I could tell.”

She was Demming again, the ranger.

“Last night, after I left you the message about the meeting with Cutler, who did you call?”

“Ashby. Why?”

“I’m trying to figure out who knew about the meeting ahead of time.”

“Do you realize what you’re asking? What you’re saying?”

“Yes.”

She drove in silence the rest of the way.

When he got out, he said, “Be careful.”

“You too,” she said. “Maybe you ought to go home.”

“What?”

She looked over, concern in her eyes. “You seem to have a nice family, Joe, and obviously you care very much about them. This isn’t your fight.”

“It’s my job,” he said. “Same thing.”

JOE MISSED HIS family, missed them more than he thought possible, more than he should have given that it had been only four days since he left. When he really thought about them, really dug deep, he wondered if, in his heart, he felt out of his depth and therefore wanted them near him for comfort. Two more days, he thought. Two more days. But should he welcome them to a place where just that morning he’d seen a man boiled alive, had his state car destroyed, and come to a nagging realization that it was very likely that someone on the inside murdered Mark Cutler and could just as easily come after him?

Maybe that’s what it was, Joe thought. The thought that Cutler had no one to mourn him. No wife, no kids, and a sort-of fiancée he’d made a fleeting mention of. If whoever got Cutler came after Joe … he tried to imagine how Marybeth, Sheridan, and Lucy would mourn him. Would it demolish them, change them forever? He hoped so as much as he hoped not. Or would they figure out a way to go on? They were tough, he knew. He wished he were that tough. And now, he thought, sitting in his room at the Mammoth Hotel at midnight on a vacant floor with the half-empty Jim Beam traveler on his tiny desk, he was crossing over a line into a kind of morbid depression he hadn’t felt since, well, since his brother died and his father left them.

And he realized what the root of his dark meditation was—the reunion with his father. It had brought everything back, most of all feelings of inadequacy, of not being properly rooted. He had forgotten that those feelings dwelled within him.

That, and the inevitable replaying of what he’d seen that morning as Cutler’s flesh came off his body and floated away.

Oh, and Clay McCann. The lawyer who had upped his body count to six. The man who would very likely get away with his latest double homicide as easily as he had the first four.

What, was he losing it?

He needed Marybeth to tell him he wasn’t.

And another drink. That would be okay too.

*

HE BROACHED THE subject of her not coming when he called home. “Marybeth, there’s so much going on that I can’t figure out,” he said. “The last thing I want to do is put you and the girls … into this mess.” He almost said, “in danger” but rephrased it clumsily.

She paused a long time before saying, “Joe, I’m a little disappointed in you.”

“Why?” He was puzzled.

“How much have we been through together?”

“A hell of a lot,” he said. “Too much. That’s why—”

“That’s right,” she said. “We’re good together. Maybe I can help you out. Besides, I’m just about done with that research you asked me to do. I’ll print everything out and bring it along.”

“Anything interesting?”

“Not that I can tell. I still have a couple of companies to go. I should have it all done by the time we get there.”

“I’m thinking of Sheridan and Lucy,” Joe said. “I still feel so damned guilty about what they went through last spring. I don’t want any more of that happening.”

“Joe, what happened, happened. It’s not your fault.”

“If my job puts them into situations like that, it’s my fault,” he said.

She didn’t argue, although he wished she would.

“Sheridan can’t stop talking about going to Yellowstone,” Marybeth said. “Lucy has already packed so she’ll be the best dressed tourist in the park. You want me to tell them we’re not going?”

Joe thought about it. “No.”

“Good.”

“I miss you,” he said.

“It’s only been a few days,” she said. “But I miss you too.”

“Besides,” she said, laughing, “my mother is driving me insane.”

IDLY, JOE REREAD Hoening’s e-mails, hoping that something new would come to him now that he’d spent some time in the park. The exchange between Yellowdick and Samantha Ellerby drew him, and he studied the e-mails and tried to figure out why.

It was 8 P.M. in California, an hour behind mountain time. Joe used directory assistance to find her number. He caught Samantha in her apartment. She had a flat, bored tone to her voice he found slightly irritating.

“Who did you say you were?” she asked.

“My name is Joe Pickett. I’m investigating the murder of your friend Rick Hoening on behalf of the governor of Wyoming,” he said, hoping that would impress her enough to keep her on the line.

“He wasn’t really my friend, more like just a guy I knew back in Minnesota. I’m surprised Wyoming is big enough to have a governor.”

Joe thought, Airhead.

“Still, I’m sure you’d like to help us clear up a few questions.”

“I guess so. But I don’t have a lot of time to talk. I’m going out.”

“It won’t take long,” he said.

“Better not.”

“Okay, I’ll get to it. I take it you visited Yellowstone last summer.”

“Yeah.” Her voice was cold. “Geysers, like, big whoop.”

“Didn’t have a good time, then?”

“It was cold. There were bugs and way too many animals that can eat you. Not at all my idea of a good time. Plus, Rick’s idea of a great party is, you know, outside. I’m sorry he’s dead and all but, God, like, what a loser.”

“I wanted to ask you specifically about what you did with him.”

“I’m hanging up.”

“No, please,” he said, wanting to smack himself in the forehead. “Let me rephrase that. Sorry. I want to know what places he showed you around the park. He knew the area really well, from what we understand. We think if we know where he went it might help us in our investigation.” He hoped that last bit made more sense to her than it did to him.

She seemed to be debating whether or not to terminate the call.

“Look,” he lied, “if it would be easier, we can send somebody over to your place to talk about this. It might be more comfortable for you.” Hoping she wouldn’t call his bluff.

“I said I was going out. No, okay. It’s okay, I thought you were asking—”

“No.”

“We saw all the sights, I guess. Some big canyons, some trees, a bunch of geysers. Old Faithful. Way too many fat people in shorts. I think Yellowstone ought to have some kind of fitness test you have to pass to get in. I mean, gross.”

“Did you go to a place called Sunburst Hot Springs?” Joe asked casually.

“Hmmm, I’m trying to remember the name.”

“Did you go hot-potting there?”

“Yeah, yeah. Sunburst. That was actually kind of a cool place. Except it’s illegal, you know. They keep you from going to the really cool places.”

“Okay,” Joe said, “I’m going to ask you a question but before you answer I want you to know that however you answer it, you will not be incriminated in any way.”

“Huh?”

“Was Hoening involved with drugs? I’m not asking about you, I’m asking about him.”

She seemed relieved and said, “Alcohol only. But lots of it. He was really backward in his thinking. I couldn’t get him to … never mind.”

“So he never used drugs in your presence?”

“Alcohol. It’s a drug, you know.”

“Then can you tell me what he meant when he wrote to you”—Joe fished out the e-mail—“‘We’ll have some cocktails and laughs, watch the sun set over Yellowstone Lake, go hot-potting and light a couple of flamers.’”

“Ooooh,” she said, enthusiasm gushing for the first time, “those things were the coolest of all! Flamers, yeah. They were, like, great.”
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TWO POINT TWO million acres, Joe thought. Yellowstone was that big. And while he now had a plan, he didn’t have a car.

There was a layer of light snow suspended on the grass and melting on the pavement in front of the Mammoth Hotel. He could see his breath as he walked to the restaurant for breakfast. The morning was achingly silent. Rising columns of steam from the hot spring terraces on the hill muted the sun, making it seem overcast despite the cloudless blue sky. Although it could, and did, snow any month of the year in the park, it definitely felt like summer was spent and had stepped aside in utter exhaustion to yield to fall and winter.

His mind was on something else, though.

Flamers, they called them.

Like the snowflakes that hung in the air, turning into floating sparks by the morning sun, thoughts and facts seemed suspended too. While it might be folly to connect them, Joe felt the need to try. It was more of a hunch than a theory, and he’d made mistakes going with his hunches before. But somehow it felt right. It was the new knowledge of the flamers that did it.

Flamers. The Gopher State Five. Clay McCann. Sunburst Hot Springs. Bob Olig. The black SUV. What Mark Cutler figured out but never got a chance to explain. And now Clay McCann again, with more blood on his hands. Somehow, they were all connected.

Samantha Ellerby had described flamers as streams of gas coming from tiny quarter-sized holes in the ground that could be lit with a match. She said the flame reached at least six feet into the air, sometimes higher, and provided both heat and light for hot-potting. She said there were at least seven of them near Sunburst Hot Springs, and when they were all lit up at night surrounding the hot pool the atmosphere was “way cool.” She said when it was time to leave, Hoening smothered the flames by covering the holes with a thick wet blanket.

The Zone of Death was a diversion, he thought. This wasn’t about the Zone of Death at all. The murders were a means to an end, a way of dealing with those facts that hung in the air and were somehow, some way, connected.

He hoped that a revelation would come to him while he ate breakfast, that the indiscriminate facts would somehow connect and cling to one another, form a pattern, create a story line.

They didn’t.

WHEN SIMON SAID there were no messages for him at the front desk, Joe used the payphone in the lobby to call Chuck Ward. He needed to know what the governor thought of his reports thus far and how he could get a new vehicle, and he wanted to advise them of the new information about Cutler, flamers, and Clay McCann’s latest crime.

Ward wasn’t in.

“Can you tell me how to get ahold of him?” Joe asked the secretary in the governor’s office.

“No. He took a few days’ personal leave.”

“Personal leave? Now?”

“Yes.”

Joe was annoyed. This meant Ward hadn’t received his reports and had no idea what was happening.

“When will he be back?”

“Monday.”

“That’s three more days!”

“Correct.” She sounded bored.

Joe tried to think. There was no way Ward would be out of touch completely. He was the governor’s chief of staff, he couldn’t just vanish. It didn’t work that way. He knew the secretary probably couldn’t give out Ward’s number, wherever he was. But he knew who could.

“I need to talk to the governor, then. It’s important.”

“What did you say your name was?” she asked before putting him on hold.

Joe waited. The hold music was Johnny Cash singing “Ghost Riders in the Sky.” Joe assumed the governor had had something to do with the choice.

Finally, she came back on the line. “The governor says he’s never heard of anyone named Joe Pickett.”

Joe clenched his jaw, closed his eyes, said, “It’s so good to be back in the system. Please have Chuck Ward call me immediately if he happens to check in. And please tell the governor things are happening. Three more people are dead. I’m sure he’s heard about them—two murdered by Clay McCann, the other a Zephyr employee who we made contact with. That one might be an accident but I doubt it.”

“I’ll pass that along,” she said in a tone suggesting she had no intention of doing so.

“He’ll be interested,” Joe said. “Trust me on that.”

“Hmmmppf.”

JOE WALKED TO the Pagoda, stepping through a television news crew from Billings that was setting up in the parking lot at the side of the building. A pretty blond correspondent who looked all of twenty-four was applying makeup to her sharp cheekbones, ready to do a stand-up report on the fact that Clay McCann was back in the Yellowstone jail.

The receptionist looked up as Joe entered. Layborn sat in a chair behind her, and he shook his head with clear disgust when he saw Joe.

“Thanks to you,” Layborn said, “I get to spend the morning fending off the press instead of doing my job.”

Joe ignored him. “Did you find anything out about the black SUV?”

“You mean the one you didn’t get a plate number on? No. It was probably out of the park by the time we put out the APB at all the gates.”

“But you’ve alerted the cops in all of the gateways, right? Jackson, Cody, West Yellowstone, Bozeman, Cooke City?”

“Gee,” Layborn said, curling his lip, “we never even thought of that. Good thing you’re here to advise us.” He snorted, “Of course we did that. Christ. But we’ve got nothing so far. Do you know how many SUVs there are in this area? Everybody has ’em.”

Joe nodded. True. “So McCann is here again, huh? Are charges being filed?”

Layborn looked quickly away. Joe could see that the ranger’s face and neck were turning red. “We’re holding him while the prosecutors try to come up with something,” he said through clenched teeth. “This time, we can’t even get him on a gun charge, since he claims the victims had the gun and he took it away from them in self-defense. That son of a bitch is going to get away with it. Again!” he spat the word out.

“So he’ll be released?” Joe asked, incredulous.

Layborn shifted in his chair, finally looked back at Joe. “We had to tell him this morning he could go.”

“He’s gone?”

Layborn shook his head. “That’s the thing,” he said. “He refuses to leave. He says he’s staying in custody until we either bring a case against him or not. In the meantime, he’s demanding to be moved to another federal facility. He says he doesn’t care where—Boise, Billings, Casper—anywhere but here. Claims he fears for his life in Yellowstone, which really pisses off the brass. They don’t want that getting out, as you can imagine.”

“I can imagine,” Joe said. He wondered whom McCann was scared of, who he thought could get to him in the Yellowstone jail.

“That’s not all,” Layborn said. “He says if we don’t press charges, he’s not leaving until the secretary of the interior issues a public apology to him for arresting him in the first place and talking about him to the press. He claims his house was vandalized and he can no longer earn a living because his reputation’s been ruined. He says he’ll sue us if the apology isn’t made.”

“You’re kidding,” Joe said.

“Jesus,” Layborn said, “I wish I was. I also wish I could just take the weasel out in the woods, put a bullet in his head and end this.”

Joe thought, I know a guy who would be happy to do that.

“Can I see him?” Joe asked.

“No visitors. Orders of the chief ranger.”

“I’ve got some questions for him.”

“Too bad. The chief thinks if he has no public contact he’ll get bored and leave. McCann likes attention. So no press, no visitors at all. Direct orders. That’s why I’m here this morning—to keep everybody away from him.”

“I’m on your side,” Joe said.

Layborn grinned viciously. “Somehow, I have trouble believing that.”

“Can I at least look at him?”

Joe could see Layborn thinking about it, wanting to come up with a reason why he couldn’t. Finally, he gestured to the door. “We’ve got cameras in all the cells. The monitors are down the hall. You can look at him there, but nothing else. Then you need to leave, and I mean it.”

As Joe passed him, Layborn said, “I don’t know what you think you’ll see.”

Joe wasn’t sure either. Nevertheless, he went down the hallway into a small room with a bank of four black-and-white video monitors on the wall. Two showed empty cells. One revealed two disheveled men sleeping on cots. A Post-it note read “Zephyr, DUI.” On the fourth monitor, a pale, pudgy man sat motionless on a cot with his hands on his knees, staring intently at a blank wall. McCann.

There was nothing threatening about him, Joe thought. He looked like an overripe accountant, or the lawyer that he was. He looked lonely, pathetic. Not the murderer or schemer he obviously was. He looked almost like … a victim. Joe had been around several evil men in his life, and had felt a darkness inside himself when he was near them. Not this time. Strangely, it bothered him more than if McCann exuded menace. Here sat a man who assassinated six people in cold blood, who wanted an apology from the government for being arrested. This man, Joe thought, was beyond understanding. In a way, he was probably the most dan- gerous man Joe had ever encountered. Joe wanted desperately to bring him down.

DEMMING WAS OPENING the door of a Crown Victoria when Joe came out of the Pagoda, ruining the taped stand-up for the Billings television station.

“Cut!” the producer growled to the reporter. “Jenny, you’ll need to do it again.”

“Sorry,” Joe said, stepping out of the shot.

“Damn it,” Jenny said, “I was on a roll.”

“I’VE BEEN ASSIGNED to traffic,” Demming said, as Joe climbed into the cruiser with her. “Suspension is still pending, though. I’ll know by Monday if I still have a job. I’ve never seen Langston so angry. Ashby actually defended me, though. A little, at least. Enough to keep me employed through the weekend.”

Joe didn’t know what to say.

“It may all be for the best,” she said, looking out the windshield at Jenny the reporter starting her stand-up again. “Lars will be out of town at a road engineering conference in Billings. I’ll be around for the kids, which is good.”

“I could use your help,” Joe said. “You’re a good partner.”

She smiled. “It makes me happy to hear you say that, Joe.”

“I mean it.”

Joe told her about the flamers. She was interested, and he could see her thinking.

“She says they lit them with a match,” Joe continued. “It sounded like she was describing a propane torch or something. Does this make any sense to you?”

“None. I’ve never heard of anything like that in the park.”

Joe nodded. “There’s no oil or gas here, is there?”

“No. And if there was, nobody could drill for it anyway. Are you sure this connects to any of the pieces?”

Joe shook his head. “I’m not sure about anything. But when I think about oil and gas, I think of Wyoming. That’s how the whole state is funded. Hoening made a reference to ‘something going on here with the resources that may deeply impact the State of Wyoming, especially your cash flow situation.’ Remember that? This new information could sort of go to that, and it might be what Cutler figured out and never got a chance to tell us.”

Demming nodded. “Let’s not forget, Joe, that we have no evidence Cutler was murdered. We’re assuming it but have nothing to go on. The forensic guys on the scene are describing it as an accident, that Cutler lost his footing checking on the thermal and fell in.”

Joe shook his head. “I don’t believe that. I saw how careful he was out there.”

“I agree. But we’ve got nothing. We’ve asked the FBI to take a look at what’s left of his body and … the pieces they could find. They’re FedExing it all to Virginia. Maybe we’ll find out he got hit in the head or shot or something. Until then, we can’t jump to conclusions.”

“I’ve already jumped.”

“So have I,” she sighed.

“What about Hérve and the message?” Joe asked.

“He checks out,” she said. “The message was left in his inbox and he simply delivered it. There’s nothing to suggest he told anyone about the meeting, and he claims he never even looked at it. The investigator who interviewed him said he was clean.”

HE TOLD HER what Layborn had said about the black SUV.

“I’m not surprised.”

“If we could find that car and who was driving it, we might get somewhere.”

“How do we do that now?” she asked.

“The surveillance tapes,” he said. “Doesn’t the Park Service get a shot of every vehicle and plate that enters at the gates? I’ve seen the cameras. We could look at the tapes for yesterday and see where the SUV came from. If we can’t find it, we can go back two days and find out where it came in. We might even get a picture of who was driving it.”

Her eyes widened with excitement. “That’s right.”

“So we need access to the tapes. Are they in the Pagoda?”

She frowned. “It’s not as simple as that, Joe. The tapes are on site at each entrance gate. They’re not compiled and sent to headquarters, and you can’t watch them at any central place. To see them, you’ve literally got to go to each entrance and download the tapes from the day before and watch them there or bring it back. And if I remember correctly, we only keep a three-day record before the cameras record over the old tape.”

“Which means we’ve got to move on this,” Joe said.

Demming hesitated, and Joe felt suddenly guilty.

“You don’t have to do it,” he said. “You’ve been reassigned. You could really lose your job if you’re seen hanging out with the likes of me.”

“I’ll take the North and West entrances,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’ll be there as part of my patrol anyway. That gives you the South, Northeast, and East entrances. I think if you flash your badge and sweet-talk them, you’ll be able to download the tapes. But if they call in for permission, you’re sunk. We’re sunk.”

“I’m willing to try if you are.”

“I am,” she said.

What wasn’t said between them was the implication of them working independently, out of view of Layborn, Ashby, or Langston. Because, Joe thought, one or all of them knew more than they were letting on. Then something clicked into place: maybe McCann thought the exact same thing.

Joe wondered which one frightened McCann enough to make him request a transfer. It made sense now, Joe thought. McCann wanted to stay in very public protective custody so no one could silence him. His request for a transfer suggested that someone with access to the jail—someone on the inside—could get to him. He decided not to share this with Demming so as not to implicate her any further with her superiors.

“I know what you’re doing,” he said. “All I can say is that I appreciate it very much.”

She nodded but didn’t want to talk about it.

“I’ve been where you are,” Joe said. “You’re doing the right thing. But I have to confess that it usually gets me into trouble.”

She laughed. “Like I could get into any more trouble.”

As he opened the car door, she reached out and gripped his arm.

“Here,” she said, handing him a set of keys.

“What’s this?”

“Keys to Lars’s pickup. You’ll need a vehicle. How do you expect to get around?”

“I can’t take these,” Joe said, remembering Lars’s obvious pride in his tricked-up 4x4.

“Take them,” she insisted. “He likes you.”

“I’m hard on cars,” Joe said.

“Yeah,” she said, dismissing him. “I’m kind of worried about that, I admit.”

*

IT WAS EASIER than Joe thought it would be, despite the suspicious looks the gate rangers gave him when he pulled up in the jacked-up pickup with the loud glasspack mufflers and got out. He found they were lonely in the last days of the season and didn’t mind taking the time to show him how to plug into the video units in their gatehouses and download three days’ worth of taped entrances and exits. Only at the Northeast gate did he have to show his badge.

He hoped Demming would have the same good fortune.

ON THE WAY back to Mammoth, Joe turned off at Biscuit Basin. Although yellow crime-scene tape was stretched from tree trunk to tree trunk across the pathway to Sunburst, no rangers had been left to guard it. He looked around to make sure no one was watching and ducked under the tape.

The trail had been trampled into muddy goo by dozens of rangers and investigators from the day before. The runoff stream ran clear. As he approached Sunburst and felt an almost imperceptible increase in temperature and humidity from the pool, he noted the pink microbes waving in the water and the driftwood where the thermister was still hidden.

Now that he thought about it, he recalled the tickle of air on his ankle the first time he came to the pool with Cutler. Moving step-by-step, he backed around the thermal until he felt it again.

It came from a mouth-sized hole in the ground. He knelt down and put his palm out. The gas emitting from it was odorless and made no sound. But he could feel it licking his hand.

He stepped back and lit a match, held it out.

With a muffled whump, flame raced up the stream of gas and danced on the tip as if waving. He felt heat on his face and hands. It burned cleanly and nearly six feet into the air before dissipating.

He found another mouth and lit it too. And another. The three flamers undulated slightly as they burned. He imagined how they’d look at night, illuminating the trees surrounding the thermal. “Way cool” was how Samantha had described them.

He agreed.

He found four more holes that marched in a line toward the timber but stopped short of the loam and lit them all. There was now a wall of flame, each spout of fire licking silently in the air. It looked strangely tropical, Joe thought. And there was something else. The holes ran parallel to the dark line in the ground that Cutler had said was one of the few exposed coal seams in the park.

After watching them for a half-hour, he soaked his fleece vest in the hot pot and extinguished them.

“Way cool,” he said aloud.

JOE RETURNED TO the Mammoth Hotel to wait for Demming and to make arrangements at the front desk for a cabin for Marybeth and the girls the next night. He didn’t want to subject them to rooms in the empty hotel that even he found lonely. He used his credit card, knowing the state would likely not reimburse the cost, and wondered as Simon ran it when exactly his first new paycheck would arrive.

When Simon returned his card and said he could pick up the keys in the morning, he said, “There have been a couple of older gentlemen asking for you. I hope you don’t mind, but I asked them to wait outside the lobby for you to return.”

“Wait outside? Why?”

Simon looked apologetic.

Joe got it. “They were stinking drunk, right?” he said with despair.

“Beyond stinking,” Simon said. “They reeked. And one of them had a little accident on the couch. He dropped his bottle of cheap whiskey.”

Joe turned to see that the cushions on the overstuffed couch near the fireplace had been removed.

“Son!” George Pickett shouted as he staggered into the lobby from outside. “Son! My boy! Fruit of my loins!”

Doomsayer remained outside so he could throw up on the sidewalk.

Joe angrily intercepted his father. “What do you want?”

“To see my boy. Do you know how good it makes me feel to say I’m going to visit my son? Is there something wrong with that?”

His father hadn’t shaved or changed clothes since he’d seen him at Old Faithful, as if their meeting had been the catalyst for the bender he was on. He stunk of whiskey and something rotten he’d eaten. His eyes shone with a giddy brand of happiness that bordered on the manic. His smile was forced, and as he stumbled, Joe reached out to hold him up.

“We have nothing to talk about,” Joe said.

“But you’re my son!” George said loudly. “The only one I have left.”

Joe glanced over his shoulder to see Simon look away discreetly.

“You can’t just stand here and yell,” Joe said. “You’re sure as hell not driving anywhere. Don’t you have someplace to stay?”

“With you!” George slurred. “We can bunk with you! We can stay up late and tell stories and catch up. That meeting we had, that was no good. We need a new start.”

Joe felt like smacking him, and instantly felt guilty for even thinking it. George was his father, wasn’t he? But he was so much less than that, even though he’d come to Mammoth to see him.

Joe handed George the keys to room 231.

“DON’T WRECK IT,” Joe said, getting both men into the room.

“You aren’t staying with us?” Doomsayer asked.

“Never,” Joe said. “And get out tomorrow when you two can walk.”

“Ah, tomorrow,” Doomsayer said, watching George stagger toward the bed and collapse into the middle of it. “We don’t speak of tomorrow up here. It may never come.”

IN THE CABIN he had rented, Joe sat at a small table and surveyed the accommodations. It would do, although it was dark and close. He’d hoped there would be a private bedroom for him and Marybeth. He missed his wife, and recalled their last moments together by the fireplace. Instead, there was a double bed and two singles in a long room. Maybe they could send Sheridan and Lucy out for some ice or something, he thought.

He hoped George Pickett would do as he was told and be out of the area by morning, when his family was due to arrive.

Tossing his bags into the small closet, he wondered when Demming would get back. He’d need to leave a note at the hotel about his new location.

And speaking of location, Joe thought, where in the hell was Nate?
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WITH ELECTRIC PEAK to the north-west, Bunsen Peak to the east, and Swan Lake ahead on her left, Demming’s tires sang on the thin strip of roadway across the meadow with the peculiar, discordant note that came from the chips of sharp black obsidian that had been mixed into the asphalt by a long-ago road crew that probably included her husband, Lars. It was twilight, twenty minutes from Mammoth and home. She was headed north; it was an hour past the end of her shift but she wouldn’t claim the overtime because she didn’t want to explain to anyone why she was running late.

Her laptop was on the seat next to her in the cruiser, filled with downloaded videotapes from the West and North entrance gates. She hoped Joe had been as successful.

Because she was driving the only car on the road, she goosed up her speed to fifty, five miles over the park speed limit. The brilliant flashes of white on the leaden surface of the lake ahead were, in fact, trumpeter swans. Thus, Swan Lake. She’d be good at interpretation, she thought. She noticed things.

Like the black SUV with the smoked windows ahead of her. It was headed north also, and she could feel her heart race as she slowly closed the gap between them. She hadn’t seen where the SUV came onto the road, and could only assume the driver had seen her because he was careful to keep to the speed limit as she neared.

There was no way to determine if this was the black SUV she had seen the day before, other than the fact that the hairs on her forearm and the back of her neck were standing up. She got closer.

Wyoming plates, County 22. Jackson Hole. On closer inspection she could see a sticker on the back window from Hertz. A rental. So the driver could be from anywhere and likely chose Jackson since it had the biggest airport of the park gateway cities and the most arriving flights.

When the last shafts of the sun hit the SUV just right she could see two people in it. Men. She recognized neither of them by profile, but noticed the driver had his head tilted up and to the right as he drove. He was watching her approach in the rearview mirror. She wished she could see his eyes or part of his face but the glass was too dark.

She slowed to maintain a cushion of a hundred feet and plucked the mike from its cradle on the dash. She tried to speak calmly.

“Dispatch, this is YP-twenty-nine, requesting backup. I’m in visual contact with a black SUV that matches the description of the vehicle reported yesterday near Biscuit Basin. I think it’s the same one we issued the BOLO for yesterday. Repeat: requesting backup. I’m northbound to Mammoth at Swan Lake. I’d like to pull it over and see who’s inside.”

“Roger that,” the dispatcher said. “Backup is on the way.”

“ETA?”

“Five minutes.”

She let out a long breath in relief. Five minutes was good. Because of the distances in the park and two-lane traffic, it wasn’t unusual to receive ETAs of fifteen and twenty minutes. She eased the cruiser ahead, narrowing the space between them to fifty feet, sending a signal. There would be no doubt now to the driver of the SUV that he was being pursued.

Trying not to make rapid movements, she reached up and unsnapped the buckle of the twelve-gauge pump mounted on the console. For reassurance, she patted her handgun on her belt, rubbed the leather of the holster with her thumb. Then unsnapped it for quick access.

As the two vehicles slowed to round a corner, she looked ahead on the highway as far as she could see for headlights, assuming that her backup would arrive head-on, dispatched from Mammoth itself. The highway was clear.

She was both pleased and surprised when an NPS Crown Vic cruiser appeared suddenly in her rear-view mirror. The backup had arrived much sooner than she anticipated, and she was now ready.

Snapping the toggle for the wig-wag lights on the roof light bar, she said, “Let’s see who you are.”

Behind her, the backup cruiser did the same, flooding the inside of her car with explosions of blue and red.

The black SUV continued on, without speeding up or slowing down. After thirty seconds, she began to worry. Of course, it had happened before. Citizens who were straining to look for wildlife or simply unaware of their surroundings sometimes claimed they hadn’t seen her behind them. But she knew the driver had been watching.

As she reached up to whoop the siren, the brake lights flashed on the SUV and it slowed. She did the same, closing to within twenty yards. Finally, the vehicle swung into a pavement pullout. The driver was courteous enough to park at the far end of the pullout, leaving enough space for both NPS cruisers to park off the road.

“Okay, then,” Demming said to herself. She was trained to emerge slowly, keeping part of her body in the cruiser in case the driver ahead decided to gun his engine and make a run. She paused, as trained, behind her open door while she fitted her hat on. The parking lights lit on the SUV, a good sign. The tailpipe burbled with exhaust, meaning the driver hadn’t killed the motor. Not such a good sign.

At once, the driver and passenger doors opened and a man swung out of each.

“Get back in the vehicle,” she said, surprising herself with the force of her command.

The driver wore glasses and had silver hair and an owlish look on his face. He was tall, probably mid-fifties, dressed in jeans, a white shirt, and a blazer. He didn’t look like a man on vacation. The passenger was shorter, with a smaller build, an eager, boyish face and dark, darting eyes. He looked vaguely familiar and seemed to know it by the way he avoided her.

Then things happened rapidly, but with absolute, terrifying clarity.

The driver turned and reached for his door handle, but the passenger didn’t. Instead, he fixed his gaze on Demming’s backup, behind her and to her left. Demming fought the urge to look over her shoulder, but she did when the passenger seemed to signal something to her backup with an almost imperceptible nod of his head.

They knew each other.

Demming snapped a glance over her left shoulder, saw the ranger she recognized with a gun leveled on her—not his service weapon but a cheap throw-down—heard the sharp pop, and felt as if she’d been hit in the ribs with a sledgehammer. She didn’t feel her legs give out but knew they had when all she could see were the dull black glints of obsidian chips in the pavement inches from her face. A flash of white—her hand—on the cold asphalt, scuttling across her vision like a crab for the weapon she’d dropped when she was hit. Where was it?

“Again,” the passenger said. His voice was clear.

Demming turned her head to see the black hole of the muzzle of the weapon two feet from her face and the coldly determined look on the face of the shooter. She wanted to ask, “Why you?” Closing her eyes tightly, she clearly saw Jake and Erin at home, watching the clock, waiting for dinner.





PART FIVE

National parks are the best idea we ever had. Absolutely American, absolutely democratic, they reflect us at our best rather than our worst.

Wallace Stegner,
1983
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THIRTY-FIVE MINUTES LATER, a caravan of law enforcement vehicles and the EMT van coursed through Mammoth with lights flashing, sirens on, turning the quiet night into a riot of outrage, angry colors, and grating sound. Joe stepped outside his cabin into darkness to see what was going on. The few other visitors in the cabins were doing the same, either parting curtains or opening their doors.

The caravan blasted through the village and down the hill toward Gardiner, leaving a vacuum in its wake. It took five minutes before he could no longer see the lights flashing on the sagebrush hillside of the canyon or hear the scream of sirens.

Given the inordinate number of emergency vehicles, their display of lights and sound and the dearth of visitors remaining in the park, Joe immediately thought something bad had happened to a ranger—maybe his ranger—and a chill shot through him.

He jogged to a payphone near the utility building, called Demming’s home. Erin answered crying.

“My mom’s been shot!” she sobbed. “Somebody called for Dad and said my mom’s been shot.”

“Is she still alive?” Joe asked, his head swimming.

“I don’t know, I don’t know …”

“Erin, stay calm,” he said, not feeling very calm himself. “Let’s not get upset until we know how badly she’s hurt. Don’t assume the worst. People get shot all the time and live through it.”

His words seemed to help, even though he felt like he was lying.

THE TINY CLINIC in Gardiner was popping with activity when Joe arrived. NPS cruisers and SUVs filled the parking lot, and the EMT van that had delivered Demming was parked under the emergency entrance overhang, doors still open.

Ashby, Layborn, and a half-dozen rangers Joe didn’t recognize crowded the small lobby. Layborn was in full dress, Ashby in sweats and running shoes, his hair wild, as if he’d just been called from a run or a workout.

“Is it true?” Joe asked.

“Damn right,” Ashby said. “They found her on the road next to her car. At least two gunshot wounds, maybe more. We don’t know yet.”

“Is she alive?”

Ashby nodded. “Slight pulse, I guess. But her breathing was so shallow the first on the scene thought she was dead.”

“Who was the first on the scene?”

Ashby nodded toward Layborn, who had been watching Ashby and Joe with obvious interest.

“Who did it?” Joe asked Layborn.

The ranger shrugged, said, “Last we know, she called for backup to pull over a black SUV matching the description of the vehicle you saw yesterday. I was on my way but by the time I got there she was already down. I never saw the other vehicle. We found a weapon, though, a thirty-eight tossed on the pavement. We’ve sent it to ballistics and should get some prints.”

Joe shook his head. “If you found it that easily it’s probably a throw-down. My guess is it’ll turn out clean and untraceable.”

Layborn and Ashby exchanged looks. Ashby said, “That’s what I’d guess too.”

“Man oh man,” Joe said, running his fingers through his hair, then angrily rubbing his face. To Ashby, “Have you alerted everyone at the exit gates so the son of a bitch can’t get out?”

Ashby’s face fell. “We don’t man the gates after dark this late in the season. There’s no one there to stop them.”

Joe turned away in frustration.

A few moments later an emergency room doctor wearing jeans, Teva sandals, and a sweatshirt reading WILDERNESS, SCHMILDERNESS opened the door and addressed the rangers.

“She’s in critical condition,” he said, glancing down at his clipboard. “We’re trying to stabilize her but it doesn’t look good. I called off the Life Flight chopper to Billings for now because I’m concerned about moving her at all. If we see some progress, I’ll call them back.”

Layborn asked, “Is she going to make it?”

“Didn’t you just hear what I said?”

“But if you were to guess …”

The doctor shook his head, said, “I’ll keep you posted.”

Joe found Ashby staring at him. “What?”

Ashby stepped close to Joe so he could speak in a whisper. “I just keep thinking that Judy would be okay now if you hadn’t showed up,” he said.

“CAN WE SEE her?” Jake asked Joe. Erin stood behind her brother in the living room of their house, her face drained, her hair stringy.

“I don’t think so,” Joe said. “The doctor wouldn’t allow anyone in.”

Jake said, “I’d like to get one of my dad’s guns and find whoever did this.” He said it with such controlled fury that Joe reached out and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“We’d all like to do that,” Joe said. “But we don’t know who did it yet. All we know is that he was driving a black SUV.”

“Will they find him?” Jake asked, challenge in his voice.

“Yes,” Joe lied.

He made sure they had food in the house and promised to call them the minute he knew something and to come get them if they would be allowed to see their mother.

“Can you get in touch with your dad?” Joe asked. “Does he know what’s going on?”

“We tried to get him on his cellphone,” Erin said. Her eyes were vacant, wounded. “He didn’t answer.”

“Keep trying,” Joe said. “He needs to get back here.”

Joe wrote down Lars’s cell phone number and put the slip in his pocket, thinking he would try later himself. Maybe it would be best if Lars heard the news from him instead of his children, he thought.

As he left, he looked hard at Jake. “Keep the guns in the closet, okay?”

Jake said, “They’re in a gun safe in my dad’s bedroom.”

“That’s good.”

“It would be if I didn’t know the combination,” Jake said.

“But you won’t let him open it, will you, Erin?” Joe said.

“No.”

Jake turned on his heel, punched the air, and strode angrily to his room, where he slammed the door shut.

“You’re in charge,” Joe said to Erin.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “Just help my mom.”

ONE BY ONE, the rangers left the clinic throughout the night. Several to go out on patrol, searching for the black SUV, several to simply go home and get some sleep so they could take over the search in the morning. Ashby left around midnight, after sending a message to the doctor through the receptionist that he was to be called at any hour if there was progress or “any kind of news.” He left with Layborn, who lingered at the door longer than necessary. When Joe looked up, he got Layborn’s coldest cop glare.

“You going back to the hotel soon?” Layborn asked.

“In a few minutes,” Joe said.

Layborn nodded, left. Joe wondered why the ranger cared where he spent the night.

Joe sat on a worn faux-leather couch, trying to read a Field & Stream magazine but finding himself reading the same page over and over without absorbing it. He called Jake and Erin to tell them there was no news.

“Have you gotten ahold of your dad?” he asked.

“Nope,” Jake said. “But we’ve left about a thousand messages.”

Erin took over the phone. “You’re staying at the hospital, right? So you can come get us when we can see Mom?”

Joe immediately dismissed the idea of going back to his cabin. “I’m staying,” he said.

AT 2.45 IN the morning, Joe sat on the couch staring blankly at a washed-out photo on the clinic wall of Old Faithful erupting, copies of Bugle, Fly Fisherman, and Field & Stream at his feet like discarded playing cards. He was miserable with guilt and lack of sleep, and growing angrier by the half-hour as he thought it through. If he’d told Demming his suspicions about McCann’s request for protective custody and a transfer, maybe, just maybe, she would have approached the black SUV differently. Possibly, instead of pulling it over, she would have shown more caution and followed it to wherever it was going—which just may have been the Pagoda. Joe thought of Ashby and Layborn in the lobby of the clinic, Ashby upset and pinning the blame on Joe, Layborn furtive and suspicious, eyes darting around guiltily. He should have told her, he thought. By “protecting” her, he may have put her in greater danger. And was he protecting her, or himself? That was a tough question. She had shown nothing but loyalty to Joe, even though she wore the uniform of a park ranger. Had he shown her that same loyalty when he withheld information but accepted her offer to download video from the entrance gates, thereby jeopardizing her job?

His stomach surged angrily, growled loud enough to hear. He stood and stretched, tried Lars’s cellphone number again and left yet another message, then went outside for some cold air.

He was surprised to see the only NPS cruiser in the parking lot was Demming’s. One of the attending rangers must have driven it down the canyon in the caravan and gone back with someone else. Joe walked up to the car, saw the blood-flecked driver’s door and winced.

It was unlocked. Joe opened the driver’s door and looked inside. Demming’s daypack, jacket, and lunch box were on the front seat and floor. The mike was cradled, the shotgun unbuckled for quick access.

He shut the door and started back to the clinic when it hit him: Where was her laptop?

He turned and searched again, making sure it wasn’t under her seat, in the trunk, or under the jacket. He clearly remembered seeing it that morning on the seat between them. It was possible one of the rangers in the caravan had taken it back for evidence, but very unlikely since on the surface a laptop has nothing to do with a roadside bushwhack. And if they took the computer as part of evidence gathering, why would they leave all her belongings in the unlocked car?

No, Joe thought. Somebody involved in the crime—or one of the crimes, there were so many—had taken the laptop. And whoever had it was likely the inside man in all that had happened, the man McCann feared as well.

JOE ENTERED THE lobby to find the emergency room doctor bent over the counter, scribbling on his clipboard. He looked up as Joe came in.

“I thought everyone was gone,” he said.

“It’s just me.”

“Are you the husband?”

“No,” Joe said, “just a friend. A colleague.” Joe tried to read something, anything, into the stoic expression the doctor showed.

There was an excruciating silence and Joe felt his fear build to a crescendo.

To his surprise, the doctor said, “It isn’t as bad as I’d thought.”

“Really?”

The doctor nodded. “There are two gunshot wounds, one of them serious. The bullet entered here”—he demonstrated by raising his left arm and reaching across his body with his right until his palm rested on the back of his ribs—“and angled up. There’s extensive organ damage and her left lung is collapsed. The slug itself is lodged in her sternum beneath her left breast. She’s lucky as hell it angled to the left instead of to the right, into her heart. But she’s starting to stabilize. Blood pressure is getting better, and her right lung is compensating for the damaged left lung, so she’s breathing almost normally. Based on what I can see, she has a very good chance to pull through.”

Joe almost asked the doctor to repeat himself, to make sure he’d heard right.

“But wasn’t she shot in the head?” Joe asked.

The doctor flashed a grim grin. “That’s what we thought. It sure looked like it when they brought her in, based on the blood in her hair and powder burns on her face. But once we got her cleaned up, we found out that the bullet creased the skull just above her right ear and never broke through the bone. It made a hell of a scratch and it bled a lot because of the location, but all she needed on her scalp were a dozen stitches. It was a fairly small-caliber weapon, thank God. The bullet was diverted by her skull. Up here, most of the gunshot wounds are from heavier weapons, hunting rifles and the like.”

Joe felt a rush of joy, smiled. “Her hard head saved her.”

“I guess you could say that.”

He breathed a long sigh of relief.

“I agree,” the doctor said. “I see no need to send her by chopper to Billings, really. She should go there for observation, of course, since we don’t have the greatest facilities here. We’re more like a MASH unit than a real hospital. I can ask the EMT driver to take her later today. But if I were a betting man, I’d bet on a recovery. Not to say she’ll ever be arresting bad guys again or wrestling bears, whatever park rangers do.”

“I should call her family,” Joe said, but suddenly had second thoughts.

The doctor nodded. “I’ll advise Ranger Ashby.”

Joe said, “I’d suggest you don’t do that.”

The doctor did a double take. “Excuse me?”

“I’d advise you to send her to the hospital in Billings as soon as possible. Call in the Life Flight helicopter so everybody knows she’s gone from here. They’ll assume she’s still in critical condition. That is, unless you want someone to come into this clinic and finish her off, I’d advise getting her out of here as fast as you can.”

The doctor tossed the clipboard aside and sat heavily in a visitor’s chair. “Explain,” he said flatly. “I’m listening, but I’ve only got a minute before I need to go back and check on her.”

Joe told the doctor why he was in Yellowstone, who he worked for, what had happened at Bechler and Biscuit Basin. The doctor nodded, listening, but also stealing quick glances as his wristwatch. “None of what you’ve told me gives me a reason to withhold information.”

“Think about it,” Joe said. “You showed me where she was hit. In the back. Not straight on, where you’d assume the guy she pulled over would have shot her. No, she was shot by someone she assumed was her backup. She was shot by a ranger, and probably someone she knew well enough to keep her back to. And whoever did it used a throw-down gun that can’t be traced. Cops think about things like that, believe me. Your average bad guy would have taken his gun with him and tried to get rid of it far away from the scene, or more likely just kept it with him.”

The doctor arched his eyebrows, as if not wanting to buy into Joe’s theory.

“Demming and I got too close to what’s going on up here,” Joe said. “Even though we’re not exactly sure what it is yet. I think one or more of the men in this room tonight pulled the trigger and followed her here. I don’t want him coming back, do you?”

The doctor shook his head, but in a way that indicated he wasn’t too sure.

“She had a laptop in her car,” Joe said. “There was information on that laptop that might have implicated some people in the Bechler murders and the Cutler death. The laptop is gone. Somebody took it from her car tonight.”

After a few beats, the doctor said, “Do you know who it is?”

“I can’t be sure yet,” Joe said. “But I think I’ve got a pretty good idea.”

“Does he have only one good eye? Like maybe his vision is impaired just enough to miss a headshot by a few inches?”

“Bingo,” Joe said, impressed with the observation.

Their conversation had been so intense he hadn’t noticed the burring of the telephone in the receptionist’s office. She appeared at the counter holding the receiver and gestured with it toward Joe. “He says his name is Lars Demming. He wants to talk to you.”

“I’ve got to take this,” Joe said to the doctor.

“And I guess I need to call the chopper,” the doctor said, rising wearily. “But you better be right about all this. Can you promise me you’re right?”

Joe started to, then shrugged. “Nope. I’m pretty much guessing, as usual. But I’d rather have her in Billings than here, just in case. Wouldn’t you?”

The doctor sighed and shook his head, and went to call for the Life Flight helicopter.

Lars was drunk, shouting and crying. “I leave for one night and my wife gets shot! Shot! I’ll KILL the son of a bitch who did this, I swear to God!” Joe held the phone away from his ear and grimaced. “I’m out with my friends and forget to turn my phone on, and when I get back to the room I have twenty messages! Twenty! My kids crying, you calling. I feel like shit warmed over! Jesus, poor Judy, poor Judy, poor Judy, poor me, poor Erin, poor Jake …”

The receptionist looked at Joe with sympathy. Lars was hysterical, but Joe thought he needed to cut Lars some slack. Finally, he raised his voice, “Lars!”

Lars stopped abruptly.

“Lars, you need to stay calm. And you need to stay where you are because they’ll be flying Judy to Billings in a few hours. She’ll be there where you are and you can go see her. It will all be all right, Lars.”

“Will it?”

“Yes.”

“Promise me?”

Joe thought he was being asked for too many promises, but he said, “Yes.”

“Which hospital?”

Joe asked the receptionist, then relayed the information.

“I’ll be there,” Lars said. “I’ll fucking be there. My life will mean nothing if she’s gone.”

Joe felt sorry for him and knew he meant it. In his peripheral vision, he saw the receptionist staying close enough to overhear most of the conversation.

“Pickett?” Lars said.

“Yes, Lars.”

“I want you to stay away from her,” he said, his voice catching with a sob. “Don’t ever come near her again, or my family. I blame you for all of this.”

“I understand,” Joe said, feeling as though he’d been kneed in the gut.

“None of this would have happened if you didn’t show up.”

“You’re right,” Joe said.

“And if I see you again, I’ll kick your ass.”

“Kick away,” Joe said. “But in the meantime, call your kids and tell them what’s going on.”

“I mean it,” Lars shouted.

“I know you do now,” Joe said, handing the phone to the receptionist.

“Tough,” she said.

Joe agreed.

“Maybe you should go home and get some sleep.”

Joe shook his head. “I’ll go home after the helicopter takes off with her in it. Not before.”

He went outside again to get more air. The stars pounded down on him like hammers. The night sky seemed to press on him as if to drive him into the pavement. He’d never smoked but thought he’d like a cigarette right now.

AT 4 IN the morning, Joe snapped awake, surprised that he’d fallen asleep on the couch in the clinic lobby. He sat up quickly, tried to clear his head, wondered what had startled him.

He realized what it was when the receptionist cradled the telephone and looked over the counter at him. “Another emergency call and the EMTs are on their way,” she said in explanation. “Busy night.”

“What about the helicopter?” Joe asked.

She checked her wristwatch. “It should be here by five. Another hour and you can go home.”

Joe thanked her, asked, “What is the new emergency?”

She shook her head. “An assault victim, apparently. I didn’t get many details. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to alert the doctor so we can prep the room.”

JOE WAITED UNTIL the receptionist and the doctor were in the receiving station before slipping unnoticed into the room where Demming lay waiting. The light was dim but he could see the spider’s web of tubing that dripped fluids into her, smelled the sharp smell of antiseptic and soap and fear. She looked younger and smaller in the bed, which was propped up to raise her head. She was slumped a little to the side. Her eyes were closed and she looked serene, but the china whiteness of her skin jarred him, since it made her look cold. He reached up and gently touched her cheek with the back of his fingers to make sure she was warm. She didn’t react to his touch, but he was reassured by the slight puff of breath on his skin, which reminded him of the sensation produced by the flamers.

He leaned over her. “Judy, can you hear me? It’s Joe.”

Did her eyes flutter? He thought he saw something but couldn’t be sure. Maybe she could hear him but not wake up. Maybe inside she was shouting, but he just couldn’t hear her.

“Who did this to you, Judy? Try and give me a name.”

He thought he saw a slight purse of her lips, but couldn’t tell if it was deliberate or an unconscious tic.

“Give me a name, Judy, and I promise I’ll get him. That’s a promise I will absolutely keep. I’ll get him.”

She didn’t, couldn’t, or wouldn’t respond.

He brushed her hair back, kissed her forehead, and told her Lars would be waiting for her in Billings.

JOE WAS OUTSIDE in the predawn, leaning against the brick building, listening for the sound of the helicopter in the utter stillness. His breath billowed with condensation. He remembered how he and Victor used to strike tough-guy poses against the fence in the backyard and “smoke” lengths of twig, blowing the steam out like he was doing now. The stars in the eastern sky were losing their pinprick hardness due to the mauve wash of the coming sun.

Four-thirty. He’d decided to wait until 6 to call Marybeth and tell her not to come. It was too dangerous. He simply couldn’t let her take the chance now, as much as he wanted to see her and his girls.

In the distance, the EMT van sped down the canyon, headlights strobing, but with none of the fanfare or sirens that accompanied Demming’s arrival. Assault victim, the receptionist had said. The van slowed abruptly, with a screech of brakes, and Joe saw a coyote in the middle of the road, in no hurry, loping down the center stripe. Finally, the coyote ran into the brush and the van could continue down the hill until it turned off the highway and wheeled to a stop beneath the alcove.

The driver and assistant bailed out, the assistant filling in the doctor who had come outside and nodded at Joe. Joe nodded back.

“What do you mean there’s two of them?” the doctor said, annoyed. “The call said one. We prepped inside for one.”

“There’s two, all right,” the assistant said, lighting a cigarette while the driver strode to the back and threw open the door. “One’s in bad shape. The other one might just be passed out.”

Joe froze as they pulled the gurney out and the legs unfolded, snapped into place, and locked. He saw the assault victim’s face clearly, recognized him despite the lumpy, misshapen appearance and all the blood. It was his father. And the second man, the one still slumped in the back of the van, moaning like a steer, was Doomsayer.

The assistant rolled the gurney toward the entrance door, the doctor alongside, reaching under the bloodied sheet to find a pulse.

“Somebody entered with a key or they let him in,” the assistant told the doctor. “The rangers said there was no sign of forced entry. Then whoever it was just beat the shit out of these two old guys with a billy club or a baseball bat. Luckily in this case, both of these birds were too drunk to resist or it might have been worse. It was probably like hitting rag dolls—they just flopped around. But whoever it was just whaled the holy hell out of them …”

STUNNED, JOE IDENTIFIED the victims and confirmed that the assault had taken place in room 231 of the Mammoth Hotel.

By the time he talked to the doctor, Demming had left in the helicopter and the sun had long ago burned off the frost.

His father was in a coma, severe brain damage likely. The chopper was coming back for real this time. Doomsayer had a concussion but would live, and was being left behind for observation.

Joe said, “The beating was meant for me.”

The doctor simply looked at him and shook his head.

IN THE CONFUSION, Joe had forgotten to call Marybeth and by the time he did, no one was home. He tried her cellphone and got the recorded message that she was unavailable, out of range. He thought of trying to send a message to stop his family at the gate, but thought he was likely too late. He thought, What a night.

As they rolled the gurney toward the helicopter, Joe walked alongside. His father was nearly unrecognizable, his lips swollen like overripe fruit, eyes swollen shut, eyebrows bulging like melons. Joe fished under the sheet for his father’s hand, squeezed it. No response.

The hot tears came from nowhere as the chopper lifted off for Billings, and he angrily wiped them away.

JOE WAS BONE-TIRED as he drove Lars’s pickup through Mammoth village to the cabins. He was having trouble thinking clearly and was unable to stop his left eye from blinking furiously with stress.

MARYBETH’S VAN WAS parked in front of his cabin, doors open. Nate was helping her carry suitcases from the van into the cabin. They appeared to be chatting happily. Neither recognized him as he drove up in the pickup, although Nate shot an annoyed glance in his direction because of the burbling noise of the glasspacks. He could see Sheridan and Lucy wearing sweatshirts, their blond hair tied back in twin ponytails, sneaking up on a cow elk and her calf eating grass in a meadow that bordered the cabins.

When he parked and got out, Marybeth saw him, beamed, then switched to a fake angry face. Joe could tell she was about to say: How nice of you to be here to greet us, or Thank goodness Nate was here to show us our cabin … when she saw the expression on his face and became instantly, visibly concerned.

“Dad!” Lucy cried, turning and running toward him with Sheridan just behind her.

“One big happy!” Nate said, oblivious.
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WHEN THE TRUSTY brought his breakfast, McCann said, “I want to talk to the man in charge of the jail.”

“You mean Ranger Layborn?”

“Exactly.”

“I’ll tell him.”

“You do that. And take the food back. I can’t eat that crap. Leave the coffee, though.”

HE WAITED FOR twenty minutes, sitting on his cot drinking weak coffee until the plastic carafe was empty. His stomach hurt and he wondered if he was getting an ulcer. He tried to ignore the video camera aimed at him through the bars outside his cell. It was strange how, at times, he felt people watching him. Like yesterday, when he felt the presence of someone quite strongly, someone new. When it happened he did his best not to move so as not to provide his watchers with anything to see. He wanted to look comfortable, and content, even though he wasn’t. His goal was to show that he could wait them out, drive them crazy. Of course, he knew, as they did, he could walk out anytime. But that was the last thing on earth he wanted to do.

Out of his view, a metal door opened and closed and he heard footsteps coming. He took a deep breath, straightened his back, set his cup aside.

Layborn stopped short of the front of his cell and leaned forward, his face an annoyed mask. “What now?”

“We need to talk.”

“I’m busy.”

“I promise you this will be the most important thing you hear today.”

“You’re an asshole.”

“And you, Ranger Layborn, need to know on which side your bread is buttered. Grab a chair,” McCann said. “Let’s raise the level of discourse. Which means I talk, and you listen with your mouth shut for once.”

Layborn’s good eye bulged, and McCann thought for a second that Layborn was going to come in after him. Something made the ranger think twice about it, and instead he withdrew his head, turned angrily while muttering curses, and marched back toward the door.

“If you leave right now without hearing me out,” McCann called after him, “I swear to God I’ll blow this whole thing wide open and you’ll go down with them.”

Silence. Layborn had stopped. He was thinking about it.

“I’m not bluffing,” McCann said.

“Fuck,” Layborn hissed.

McCann heard the legs of a chair scraping against the concrete. Layborn reappeared reluctantly, raised the chair and slammed it down, sat heavily in it, said, “You’ve got five minutes.” McCann noted Layborn placed the chair far enough from the cell that it couldn’t be seen on the video monitor if anyone looked. He knew there was no sound accompanying the live video feed, so they couldn’t be overheard either.

“That’s all I need. Are you listening? I mean, really listening?”

Layborn’s good eye bored into him. His mouth was set; a vein throbbed angrily in his temple.

“So,” McCann said, “were you the one they were going to send after me? I’d guess so, since you have nothing else to contribute to the deal except your willingness to bash heads. I mean, I wouldn’t guess you’d have much to invest with a park ranger’s salary, right? And they’re not the types who do the dirty work themselves, so they need someone like you, a Neanderthal with a badge. Your trusty told me about the two old men who got beaten last night. He said they were in a room registered to Joe Pickett, but no one knows who they were. That was your handiwork, right?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“So when it comes to me, what were you going to do? Come to my office in West Yellowstone, shoot me in the head? Blame it on the angry locals? Was that the plan? Or were you going to bushwhack me somewhere?”

Layborn glared at him, then raised his watch to signal that McCann’s time was quickly passing.

McCann said, “When they didn’t pay or communicate, I knew they went to Plan B. Problem was, they didn’t have a Plan B so they had to come up with one. They’re schemers, but they’re not from the street like I am. I was ten steps ahead of them, as usual. By the time they figured out they had to get rid of me, here I was under protective custody. Maybe they’re finally realizing they’re just not smart enough to proceed without me. That’s something I knew all along.”

While McCann talked, he watched blood drain from Layborn’s face, even though the ranger tried hard not to react to anything that he said. But the lack of reaction was a reaction in itself, McCann knew. He’d seen it in witnesses on the stand, and in his own clients. Outrageous accusations should be met with outraged denials if the person accused was innocent. Lack of reaction meant guilt. He had him.

McCann paused, said, “I need you to get a message to them, and you need to get it right.”

“Who are you talking about?”

“I think you know. In fact, I know you do.”

“You’re wasting my time. I don’t like talking to lawyers. Lawyers are the problem, not the solution, is the way I think about things.”

“Until you need one.”

“I don’t plan to.”

McCann chanced a smile. “No one ever does.”

“You guys are like wolves. You work the edges of the herd and go after the sick and weak.”

“Wolves are an important part of the ecosystem, Ranger Layborn.”

“I hate wolves.”

“Like the ecosystem, our laws are far too complex for mere mortals to understand. That’s why we need lawyers. It’s not like our laws are moral codes—they’re just a set of rules dreamed up by politicians to keep themselves in power and placate their contributors. I’m a lawyer, and I help powerless mortals cope with the rules and sometimes circumvent them. It’s part of our ecosystem.”

Layborn started to speak, then shook his head, sputtered, “That’s bullshit.”

“No it isn’t, and you know it,” McCann said softly. “If our laws were honest and based on universal truth, I’d be on death row for six murders. Instead, I can walk out of here any damned time I please.”

“I wish you would,” Layborn growled. “See how far you make it.”

“Ah, now we’re getting to the crux of it.”

“Crux of what? I don’t like this word-game shit.”

“Of course you don’t,” McCann said. “You’re a simple man of the law. And when I say that, I mean it in the worst possible way.”

“Are you insulting me?”

McCann snorted, “Me? Never!”

“I’m leaving,” the ranger said, rising to his feet.

McCann leaped up. “Stop!”

Layborn froze.

“Tell them the slate is clean again. Tell them. No one knows except us. I took care of that for them yesterday. No charge.”

Layborn showed no expression.

“Tell them they have one choice, and one choice only. They can pay me what they owe me or I call the FBI tomorrow and work out a deal for immunity. Got that?”

Layborn hesitated. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, come on. Sure you do. Repeat the terms to me so I know they sunk in.”

Layborn stared back with what looked like fear in his eyes. Thank God, McCann thought.

“Repeat it,” he said.

“Pay you what they owe you or you talk,” Layborn muttered.

“Good! And when I say pay, I don’t mean another empty promise about sometime in the future. I want it all, every penny plus the penalty, now. Now! I don’t care what they do to get it. The transfer should be made immediately, in full. Do you understand that?”

“I guess.”

“If my banker doesn’t confirm that the transfer has been made within twenty-four hours, I call in the FBI. Simple as that. If they want to negotiate, it’s the same as saying the deal is off. No more delays, no more Plan B’s. Tell them,” McCann said.

“Tell who?” Layborn asked weakly.

The lawyer rolled his eyes and snorted. “Too late for that. I can tell you know exactly what I’m talking about, and you know exactly who to talk to. Why pretend you don’t? It’s just us pals now, Ranger. Just us buddies. And we’ll all get rich, won’t we? In the meanwhile, I want you to personally start working on transferring me out of here to a federal facility. I’ve spent more than enough time in the Yellowstone jail.”

Layborn shook his head. His face was pale. “All hell has broken loose out there,” he said, mumbling. “You’ve got no idea what’s happened in the last twelve hours. That game warden and the ranger, they’ve done all kinds of damage.”

McCann thought this was interesting. The game warden? What was it with that guy? Suddenly, he knew who had been watching him the day before. The game warden should have gone away by now, it seemed. The park was about to close, and he was just a state employee. His business card wasn’t all that impressive, after all.

“I really don’t care,” McCann said after a moment. “I’ve got more important matters to contend with. So do you, I suspect. And so do your bosses, although I’m sure you’d rather I call them your business partners. I hope they’re smarter now than they’ve been so far, don’t you? They need to forget about some stupid game warden and think about me. Me.”

Layborn looked up. “The whole world doesn’t revolve around Clay McCann, you know.”

McCann arched his eyebrows, said, “Actually, right now it does. You forget, I’m free to go. All I have to do is walk outside and talk to the first reporter I see. I know they’re out there, Ranger. Imagine what a scoop I can provide! It’ll make the story of the Zone of Death and my first incarceration here seem like small potatoes.”

Layborn took a long breath, then blew it out. His shoulders slumped; he looked beaten down.

McCann thought, That was easy.

For the first time in two days, he allowed himself to visualize himself on that beach with a drink in hand, millions in his account, a girl at his side. Not Sheila, though. Too bad, he thought, he was really starting to like her. Killing Sheila was the only thing he really felt bad about.
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LIKE ANY FAMILY on vacation in Yellowstone National Park, the Picketts did the sights. First the Upper, then the Lower Loop; Yellowstone Falls; Hayden Valley; Fishing Bridge; Old Faithful (where they ate cheeseburgers for lunch in the snack bar because Old Faithful Inn was closed); Fountain Paint Pots. Winter was held off for yet another day although it didn’t even attempt to hide its dark intentions anymore, and the weather was cool and clear. Pockets of aspen performed maudlin technicolor death scenes on the mountainsides while brittle dry leaves choked the small streams and skittered across the road with breaths of wind. Sheridan and Lucy were delighted with the park, Marybeth was cautiously relaxed. Oncoming fall brought out the wildlife. Sheridan kept track of The Animal Count in a spiral notebook, noting elk (twenty-four), coyotes (one), bald eagles (two), moose (one), wolves (two), trumpeter swans (seven), Ridiculous-Looking Tourists (five), and buffalo (eighty-nine and counting). Lucy claimed to have seen a bear but it turned out to be a tree stump, thus was docked ten points in Sheridan’s counting system, which she seemed to be making up as they drove along to ensure that she would win.

Marybeth played referee and awarded Lucy five points back for “looking cute,” despite Sheridan’s protests.

Joe tried to join in, tried to relax, but he felt like an impostor. The .40 Glock was clipped to his belt and felt uncomfortable. He felt his heart race every time he felt another vehicle, and his palms broke out in a sweat at the sight of a dark one.

AT NORRIS GEYSER basin, the girls ran in front on the board-walk. Joe and Marybeth dawdled, holding hands, letting them get ahead.

“Your heart’s not in this, is it?” she asked him once the girls were far enough away not to hear the conversation.

“It’s not that,” Joe said. “I really want them to have a good time. I want you to have a good time. This is such a great place.”

“You’re wound tight,” she said. “I feel like if I let go of your hand, you’d unravel. Is it because your father is here somewhere?”

He tried to laugh but it sounded like a cough. “It’s not about my father. Well, maybe a little. He’s a distraction, but that’s all he is.”

“Cold,” she said.

“He’s nothing to me. I don’t want him involved in our girls’ lives, or in ours. I don’t want them to even meet him.”

“It might be unavoidable.”

“Not if I can help it.”

“And that’s not all, is it?”

“Nope.”

“Don’t think I haven’t noticed,” she said softly. “You’ve got your gun with you even though you’re trying to hide it, and you keep checking the rear-view mirror to make sure Nate’s Jeep is still behind us.”

“You saw him back there, huh?”

“I don’t miss much.”

They walked along in silence, until Joe said, “It’s hard to believe so many bad things can happen in such a good place.”

“Stay strong, Joe.”

“I’m trying,” he said. “There’s so much going on, and so little I’m able to change or figure out. I want Judy to recover. I want my father to recover. I want to know what causes a flamer, who killed Mark Cutler, and why Clay McCann assassinated six people. I want to talk to Chuck Ward and make sure the governor is still engaged and that I’m still employed. And I want to talk to you alone, and to Nate. He’s hovering, as you know. He knows something and he’s waiting for the right opportunity to tell us.”

Marybeth nodded toward Sheridan and Lucy, who had paused at the railing to stare into the depths of a hot pool. Lucy shouted for them to hurry up so they could see the bones deep in the water. After seeing Cutler’s body, Joe didn’t think he wanted to see any more bones.

“We’re not here at the best time, are we?” she said.

Joe pulled her close. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Having you and the girls here helps me focus. But after what happened last fall …”

“Enough,” she said, but squeezed his arm in appreciation.

He said, “So I hope you don’t mind that I slipped the desk guy Simon fifty bucks before we left this morning and asked him to move all our stuff to another cabin during the day but not to reflect it on the register. I know that sounds paranoid …”

“Yes, it does, but I appreciate it.” She looked up at him, smiled. “I hope we can find a little time together before I have to get the girls back.”

He laughed. “Me too.”

“But we have these darned girls with us.”

“You’re the cleverest person I know,” Joe said. “You’ll think of something.”

“Where there’s a will,” she said, letting her hand slip from the small of his back into the back pocket of his Wranglers.

“YOU HAVEN’T SAID much about your mother lately,” Joe said. “Are things going okay?”

They drove on the road that connected the upper and lower loop toward the headwaters of the Gibbon River. Joe had noted how pleasant it looked a few days before when he passed, and observed trout rising in the evening. He thought Sheridan and Lucy might like to try fly-fishing there, although both were napping in the car at the moment.

“I’ve deliberately not said anything,” Marybeth whispered, checking to make sure their daughters weren’t listening, “because all the signs are still there for a train wreck coming.”

Joe grimaced.

“She’s had two”—Marybeth made quote marks in the air with her fingers—”arts council meetings in the past week. I asked around and confirmed that Earl Alden just happened to be at both of them. And,” Marybeth said, lowering her voice even further and leaning into Joe’s ear, “they left together both times. The meetings ended at eight. Mom got back to the ranch at midnight.”

“Uh-oh,” Joe said.

“Uh-oh is right.”

“Poor Bud,” Joe said.

“What’s wrong with our parents, anyway?” Marybeth asked rhetorically. “Is it because they’re of that generation?”

“I believe so,” Joe said. “The first of the Baby Boomers. It’s all about them.”

“Poor us,” Marybeth said. “We have to put up with those people for a lot more years.”

JOE BEAMED WITH pride as Sheridan and Lucy assembled their fly rods, tied on tippet, selected their own flies, and marched toward the headwaters of the Gibbon River. He could tell by the set of Sheridan’s jaw that she was determined to out-fish her little sister.

“Stay in sight,” Marybeth called after them. She’d found a flat grassy spot near the pullout to spread a blanket. There was a bottle of wine in the cooler.

“If you catch some fish,” Joe said, “don’t keep more than two each for dinner. Release any more than that like I showed you.”

“That won’t be a problem for Lucy,” Sheridan said over her shoulder, “since she won’t catch anything.”

“But I still get points for looking cute,” Lucy said, throwing a dazzling smile over her shoulder at Joe, “which won’t be something Sheridan has to worry about.”

“She’s right, you know,” Joe said.

“Aaaauuugh!” Sheridan howled.

NATE PARKED HIS Jeep behind the van as Joe pulled the cork out of the bottle of wine.

“I guess we need another glass,” Marybeth said.

“And look,” Joe said, feigning sarcasm, “you just happen to have three. How convenient.”

Marybeth shot a sly glance at him. “I always have an extra.”

“Just in case Nate shows up, I know.”

“It doesn’t have to be Nate.”

“But he’s the only one who shows up,” Joe said, pouring.

“True.”

Joe warmed with the realization that Marybeth now felt comfortable joking about her obvious but now harmless attraction to Nate. They were long past all of that, Joe hoped.

“Good timing on my part!” Nate said, coming down the hill. The fact that he wore his shoulder holster jolted Joe back into the situation he was in. For a moment, while he watched his daughters walk through the grass toward the stream and his wife unfurl the blanket and unpack the wine, he’d forgotten.

MARYBETH LISTENED CAREFULLY as Joe filled Nate in on what had happened since they’d last talked. Nate was particularly interested in the flamers and asked Joe to describe them more than once. As Joe did, Nate nodded, rubbing his chin, looking inscrutable.

“It seems like it’s coming to a head of some kind,” Nate said. “Whoever they are decided to go after you and Demming on the same night. You must have hit a nerve.”

Joe nodded. “It had to be the videotapes.”

“Have you looked at them?”

“I haven’t had a chance,” Joe said. “I’ve got three entrances. I may have something worthwhile there, but as I said, Demming had the other two entrances and her computer is missing.”

“We’ll need to take a look,” Nate said.

“Yup.”

“I’ve got something too.”

Joe and Marybeth looked over the rims of their glasses at him.

“Cutler was holding out on you.”

“Meaning what?”

“Olig was a Geyser Gazer. He and Cutler were best friends and colleagues, and apparently Olig went along on most of Cutler’s forays into the thermal areas. Hoening only went along a couple of times.”

Joe was puzzled. “Why didn’t Cutler tell us that?”

“Two reasons,” Nate said. “One, he and Olig figured something out that could result in murder. Two, Cutler knew where Olig was hiding all along. I think Cutler was about to tell you both things when we went to meet with him but never got the chance. My guess is Olig is still here.”

“Where?” Joe asked.

“Guess.”

“The Old Faithful Inn.”

“Right,” Nate said. “Remember how I told you about all the secret rooms and hallways in that building? The ones that were designed for who knows what? They’ve all been sealed off, but that doesn’t mean someone couldn’t live there if the manager showed him how and gave him permission.”

“But it’s closed,” Joe said.

“Officially, yes,” Nate said, “but I saw a light last night on the top floor, toward the back. As I watched, a figure passed in front of the light, then it went out. It’s in that area called Bat’s Alley. That’s a spooky damned place, but a great place to hide.”

Joe looked over at Marybeth.

“I guess I know where you two will wind up,” she said.

“Not tonight,” Joe said.

“Good, since we have dinner reservations at seven.” She turned to Nate. “Reservations are for five, Nate.”

“How did you know I’d be here?” Nate asked.

“I guessed,” she said.

“Enough,” Joe cautioned.

From a distance, Sheridan whooped “Got one!” Joe saw the trout flash on the end of her line in the setting sun, looking more metallic than alive, confirming once again that there were few things more beautiful in the natural world than a rainbow trout—or his daughter catching one.
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SATURDAY NIGHT, THE Mammoth Dining Room was a quarter filled with the last visitors of the season and a few people passing through. Joe had made a deal with the chef to prepare the three trout Sheridan had caught after he cleaned them and brought them to the kitchen. Sheridan couldn’t stop smiling.

They had returned at dusk to find that their possessions had been moved, as arranged, to a larger cabin a quarter mile from the one they had in the morning. The girls thought it strange.

“It’s like we’re Saddam Hussein,” Sheridan said, “moving to a new house every night. Like we’re a mafia family or something.” She looked to Joe and Marybeth for an explanation.

“This cabin is bigger,” Marybeth said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “We wanted a little more room.”

Lucy nodded her assent, but Sheridan eyed Joe with suspicion. He looked back stoically.

In the dining room, Marybeth said, “This is our big night. Let’s all behave and just enjoy it.” It wasn’t necessary to point out that since Joe had lost his job there had been very few nights where they ate out, and when they did it had been fast food.

“This is elegant,” Lucy said, touching each piece of silverware (three forks!) and glassware at her place setting with the tips of her fingers. “I was born for this.”

She was, Joe agreed, while Marybeth and Sheridan laughed and rolled their eyes.

Nate watched the exchange the way he always did, with a combination of disbelief and sentimentality.

THE MAIN COURSES had just been served—pasta for Marybeth, steaks for Joe and Nate, the fresh-caught trout for Sheridan and Lucy—when Joe saw the young, casually dressed couple making their way through empty tables toward them. The couple carried white foam containers of leftovers. The woman looked vaguely familiar.

“I thought that was Lucy!” the woman said, grinning, stepping up to the table between Joe and Marybeth.

“Mrs. Hanson!” Lucy cried. She was both excited and embarrassed, the way children are when they see their teachers in surroundings other than the classroom. “What are you doing here?”

“Josh and I are on our way to Bozeman to the recycling center,” Mrs. Hanson said. “We thought we’d stop for dinner on the way through. How are you, Lucy?”

“Great! We caught these fish we’re eating.”

Joe saw the shadow of judgment pass over Mrs. Hanson’s face but it didn’t dent her smile. He thought it telling that the teacher didn’t introduce herself to anyone else at the table and talked only to Lucy.

“We like to leave the fish in the stream,” Josh said, cheerily but with admonishment, “where they belong.”

“But it’s okay,” Mrs. Hanson said, “not everyone feels the same way about nature. We know Lucy’s dad is on the other end of that viewpoint.”

Joe started to argue when he felt Marybeth place her hand on his thigh and she shot him a “Calm down” look.

Nate leaned back in his chair, studying the Hansons with a Clint Eastwood-type grimace.

“You’d change your mind if you ate this,” Sheridan said to Lucy’s teacher. “It’s really good. I wish I could have another one. I wish I could catch and eat five more.”

“How are you, Mrs. Hanson?” Marybeth asked pleasantly, trying to move the conversation past Sheridan’s overt challenge.

To Joe’s annoyance, Mrs. Hanson and her husband pulled over chairs from the next table, sat down, and proceeded to tell Lucy how they were.

JOE COULD HAVE kissed Simon when he came to the table and interrupted the conversation with the Hansons. Instead, he followed him from the dining room to the lobby near the bar.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, sir,” Simon said. “But one of those men is back to see you.”

“Believe me,” Joe said, “I don’t mind.”

As they walked out of the building toward the hotel, Simon asked about the new cabin.

“It’s great,” Joe said. “Thank you for doing that.”

DOOMSAYER SAT ON a bench outside the Mammoth Hotel. A wide bandage covered most of his head and glowed white in the moonlight, and his left arm was in a sling. Joe sat down next to him.

“How’s my dad?”

Doomsayer shook his head sadly. “I talked to the doctors in Billings. He may not make it, Joe. And if he does, well, he may not have use of his brain. He’s a goner, Joe.”

Joe looked away.

“It’s not so bad,” Doomsayer said. “The last thing he did was have a hell of a good toot and reconnect with his son. It could be worse.”

“How could it be worse?”

Doomsayer smiled. “He could be like me. Sore as hell and knowing the end could come at any time.”

“Tell me what happened.”

He shrugged. “There’s not that much to tell. The lights were out, and I think we were both sleeping. Passed out, actually. I know I was, anyway. I never heard anyone come in, which leads me to believe they had a key. But to be honest, someone could have knocked and George could have answered the door thinking it was you. I don’t know. All I can remember is hearing some heavy blows in the dark, and your dad sort of grunting as they hit. I sat up and asked him what was going on when I got hit in the head. That’s all I know.”

Joe said, “So you never turned the light on? You never saw who did it?”

“No.”

Joe shook his head. In his mind, he pictured Layborn swinging his club at a form on the bed, connecting with bone and flesh, spattering the white walls with blood. “He assumed it was me,” Joe said. “But he didn’t know it wasn’t until he realized there were two people in the room.”

“I guess.”

“Is that what you told the rangers?” Joe asked.

Doomsayer nodded.

“Who interviewed you?”

The old professor withdrew a business card from his pocket and handed it to Joe. Layborn. No surprise there.

“Can you feel it?” Doomsayer asked softly.

Joe looked over, saw the man looking at his feet. “What?”

“Tremors. They’re very soft, but if you make yourself still and concentrate on the ground, you can feel them.”

Joe felt nothing.

“It takes practice, and patience. But I can feel them. They’ve been getting stronger over the past hour. We’ve got some definite seismic action brewing. If you don’t believe me, you should call the federal seismology centers. They’ll confirm that we’ve got a little dirt dance going on right now.”

Whether it was real or because of Doomsayer’s suggestion, Joe thought he felt a slight vibration through his boots.

“George is lucky,” Doomsayer said. “He’ll not even know what hit him when the caldera blows.”

“Stop it,” Joe said, pointing toward the Mammoth restaurant. “My family is in there eating.”

“I’d advise you to get them home,” Doomsayer said, making his eyes wide, “as long as home is the South Pole. That’s probably the only place they’ll be safe.”

Joe snorted and stood up. He couldn’t take any more of the old man.

“Thanks for the update on my dad,” he said. “I’ll try to get up to see him soon.”

“That’s nice,” Doomsayer said with a hint of sarcasm. “Better hurry.”

Joe strode away upset. Why had he let Keaton get to him this way? Maybe because, he admitted, there was something to it. He stopped on the sidewalk in the dark, thought he felt a slight tremble, as if the ground shuddered. He thought how in the entire day of sightseeing with his family, they’d never left the inside of the Yellowstone caldera—that’s how big it was.

He turned. “Professor, have you eaten dinner tonight?”

“I’m really not hungry, but that’s a very nice offer. I could use a little drink, though.”

“Follow me,” Joe said, suppressing an evil grin. “I’m buying.”

INSIDE, MRS. HANSON was telling Lucy she’d read recently that measurements between rings of the trees within Yellowstone were proving to scientists, beyond doubt, that the ecosystem was dying, being tortured to death by carbon monoxide emissions from snowmobiles and snow coaches. Lucy listened wide-eyed. Marybeth feigned interest. Nate and Sheridan ate dessert and acted as if the Hansons weren’t there. Joe broke in, said, “Wasn’t that study written several years ago by Dr. Miles Keaton?”

Mrs. Hanson and Josh looked up. “Why, yes,” she said, “I’m surprised you know that.”

“I do manage to read when I’m not driving my gas-guzzling four-wheel drive around the ranch,” Joe said, which elicited a sharp glare from Marybeth. “Would you like to meet him?”

“Dr. Keaton? He’s here?” She flushed. “I’d be honored!”

“I just ordered him a drink at the bar,” Joe said. “He’s in there waiting for you.”

Mrs. Hanson excused herself, telling Lucy, “It was great to see you, Lucy, but sometimes the teacher needs even more education, if you can believe that.”

When the Hansons were gone, Marybeth looked suspiciously from Joe to Nate and asked, “What are you two smiling about?”

THE IMAGE THAT would stay with Joe as he glanced into the bar after paying for dinner was Mr. and Mrs. Hanson’s bloodless, horrified expressions as Doomsayer wagged his finger in their faces.

AS THEY WALKED back to their cabin, Nate dropped back from Joe and Marybeth and asked Sheridan and Lucy if they’d like to go hot-potting.

“With swimsuits,” Nate added, for Marybeth’s benefit.

Joe watched his older daughter carefully. Nate and Sheridan had once been master falconer and apprentice, but the relationship had been severed. There had been a time, two years before, when Sheridan announced quite clearly that she didn’t care if she ever saw Nate Romanowski ever again. Nate tried to apologize to her for his transgressions but she’d hear none of it. Nate let it ride, biding his time. Now he was asking her and her sister to join him.

“What’s hot-potting?” Lucy asked.

Nate said, “It’s like sitting in a hot tub outside, only this hot tub is natural.”

“Isn’t it illegal?” Marybeth asked.

“Yes,” Nate said.

Joe nudged his wife, and she got it. Nate was not only mending fences with Sheridan, he was working it so Joe and Marybeth could have some time alone together.

“I’ve got a new pink suit,” Lucy said. “I was hoping I could use it. Sheridan, you brought yours, right?”

Sheridan hesitated. “Yes.”

“Can we go?” Lucy asked.

“As long as you don’t get thrown in the Yellowstone jail,” Joe said.

“So let me get this straight,” Sheridan said. “It’s legal to shoot and kill people in Yellowstone Park, but it’s against the rules to pick up a rock or go hot-potting?”

“You’ve got it,” Nate said. “Thus begins your enlightenment and understanding of our federal government.”

Marybeth laughed nervously, started to object, but again Joe nudged her.

“Don’t be gone long,” Marybeth said.

But long enough, Joe thought.

“Okay,” Sheridan said, sighing, “I’ll go.”

As they left the cabin, Sheridan paused at the door, rolled her eyes at her parents, and sighed again before leaving.

“She knows,” Marybeth said.

“No, she doesn’t,” Joe assured her.

“Yes,” Marybeth said, “she does.”

THEIR LOVEMAKING WAS furious and seemed dangerously illicit, as they kept expecting a knock on the locked cabin door when the hot-potters returned. Both feared either Sheridan or Lucy asking, “What are you two doing in there?”

As usual, Joe overestimated his staying power and was up, dressed, and scanning the entrance gate videotapes when Nate and his daughters returned.
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WHILE SHERIDAN AND Lucy got ready for bed in the cabin, Joe and Nate sat outside under the porch light sipping bourbon and smoking Cuban cigars Nate dispensed from a box beneath the seat of his Jeep labeled “Fuses and Toilet Paper.”

“I’ve never smoked a Cuban cigar before,” Joe said, marveling at its fruit-tinged smoothness. “I think I could get used to ’em.”

“Don’t,” Nate said. “They’re illegal.”

“Quintero Brevas,” Joe said, reading the label of his cigar, “Habana.”

“Yup.”

“I’m not going to ask how you got them,” Joe said. “Just like I’m not going to ask you what you do to make a living.”

“Wiser that way,” Nate said, nodding in agreement, the red cherry of the cigar bobbing in the dark. “That way you’ve got plausible deniability. You need that. You’re a man of the law. At least you used to be. I’m not exactly sure what you are now.”

“I’m beginning to wonder that myself.”

“Governor Rulon’s private detective,” Nate said. “Range Rider Number One.”

*

WHILE NATE READ over the thick printouts Marybeth had brought from her Internet search, Joe fast-forwarded through the entrance gate videotapes on his laptop from the East, Northeast, and South gates, looking for black SUVs.

“Thanks for taking the girls hot-potting,” Joe said.

“My pleasure.”

“You mending fences with Sheridan?”

Nate smiled. “She’s tough. But we’re getting there.”

“Did you two talk about falconry?”

“Let’s put it this way,” Nate said. “As I was handing her a towel when we were done, she asked about the peregrine.”

“That’s not nothing.”

“You’re right. Once those birds get in your bloodstream, they never get out.”

JOE STRUGGLED TO concentrate on his screen and the images. He felt as if he were running on fumes. He was beyond tired from the full day of sightseeing and the night before spent in the hospital, but he was determined to see this through. If he stopped for even a minute, he thought, he would collapse with exhaustion. That wouldn’t do, because he felt he needed to keep the investigation moving forward. He’d learned over the years that often the thing that solved a case, especially one like this, with so many aspects and floating facts, was simple and unrelenting forward motion. By pushing ahead, even if he didn’t know exactly where he was going, he sometimes forced a reaction from the conspirators that might reveal them.

The moon was a perfect thin slice of ice-white in a thick soup of stars that hardened as the temperature dropped near freezing. Although Nate was still warmed to the core from hot-potting and wore a fleece vest over his denim shirt, Joe was bundled in the hooded Carhartt coat he had worn on the Longbrake Ranch in the winter. He could feel exploratory fingers of cold pushing up his pant legs and down his collar. The cold helped him stay awake.

By his estimate, he had looked at more than three hundred vehicles thus far on his screen. Although that was a lot of cars, he knew he was lucky that the three days he was viewing were so late in the season and the number of visitors was at its lowest. Yellowstone received 3.5 million visitors in the summer, and he could only imagine the traffic count in mid-July. Of the three hundred-plus he had looked at, there were thirteen dark SUVs. Of the thirteen, six were black. Five of the six had Wyoming plates. He bookmarked each of them before proceeding, since he had no idea how many target vehicles he’d end up with after looking at the whole tape.

The camera angles from each gate were different, he noticed. The focus from the Northeast and East gates was more on the license plates, so the vehicle and registration could be identified later if the driver failed to pay the entrance fee or had commercial cargo and didn’t declare it. The South Gate camera had a wider field of vision and included not only the plate but also the grille and front window. If the glass wasn’t tinted in the vehicle, he could see the driver and passenger, and sometimes faces peering over the front seat from the back. Joe had no idea what the vantage points at the North and West gates—from Demming’s missing computer—were. He was under the assumption that whoever had bushwhacked her had entered the park from one of those two entrances, which is why they took her computer.

Which meant that he was probably wasting his time.

Nevertheless, he continued until he was through. Then he went back to study the shots he’d marked. All were from the South gate, via Grand Teton Park and Jackson. He remembered a ranger in the Gardiner clinic lobby saying Demming’s call specified that the SUV she pulled over had Wyoming plates and a rental sticker. Maybe, he thought, he had something.

The first of the five black Wyoming SUVs had a single driver and no passengers and the plate WYO 22-8BXX. County 22 was Teton County, or Jackson. The driver was male, mid-fifties, silver hair, serious. That in itself was interesting, since most of the shots Joe saw were of harried tourists with a carload of family members. But a single driver didn’t match the profile. He forwarded.

The second and third matches were families. A pudgy man in an Australian drover hat manned the first, his anxious wife at his side, kids and dogs peering over the front seat. Joe discounted them, as well as the second shot of an enormously fat contingent of five, two of whom were gnawing on what looked like turkey legs.

The fourth black SUV was WYO 22-8BXX again, which got Joe’s attention and he sat forward in his chair. This time, there were two profiles in the vehicle, which he could now identify as a GMC Yukon. Unfortunately, the sun hit the wind-shield and obscured any identification of the driver and passenger. Joe checked the date. Two days before. The day Cutler was killed. He searched for the time stamp and found it: 5:15 A.M.

“Nate,” Joe said, “I may have something.”

Joe did a quick calculation based on spending a week in Yellowstone driving the figure-eight road system. If WYO 22-8BXX entered the park at the South entrance at 5:15 A.M., it could have been at Sunburst Hot Springs by 6.30, a half-hour before they were to meet Cutler. It worked.

“Oh man,” Joe said.

“What?” Nate asked.

“I may have them,” Joe said, puffing furiously on his cigar. “They may have taken the wrong computer. I may have them right here, coming up from the South entrance.”

“Jackson,” Nate said, snorting. “That figures.”

Joe fast-forwarded to the fifth and last bookmark.

There it was, WYO 22-8BXX again. From the day before, the day Judy Demming was shot. They had come back. There were two of them again, and despite the sun on the windshield and the smoked-glass windshield, this time he could see their profiles. The driver matched with the first shot: lean, silver-haired. Whoever it was was back again, three times in three days. The passenger was harder to see because of glare on the glass, but there was something about his silhouette, the tilt of his head, the jut of his jaw, that seemed strangely familiar to Joe. Inside his head, alarm bells went off. He realized he was shaking not only with the cold but also with excitement.

“I know this guy,” Joe said.

“Who is he?”

“I’m not sure. But there’s something about him. I’ve seen him before. I just can’t make him out on the screen.” Joe wondered if he could send the image to the Wyoming DCI in the morning for enhancing. He didn’t know if they worked on Sundays. He doubted it.

The cabin door opened and Marybeth came out.

“It’s cold out here, guys,” she said. “You can come in now. The girls are in bed.”

“Joe thinks he’s figured something out,” Nate said.

“Maybe,” Joe said.

“Aren’t you going to offer me a cigar?” Marybeth asked, looking from Joe to Nate. Joe couldn’t believe it.

Nate opened his “Fuses and Toilet Paper” box, and she took one. Joe watched in amazement as she clipped off the tip, lit it, and blew out the smoke.

“Good,” she said.

“You’re smoking a cigar,” Joe said, dumbfounded. Marybeth raised her eyebrows at him as if to say, Why not?

“This is real interesting,” Nate said, holding up a sheaf of paper. “I might have found something too.”

“Sounds like we’ll be up for a while,” she said.

“I ALMOST MISSED IT,” Nate said once they were inside and had spread the documents out on a table. Sheridan and Lucy were in bed sleeping, lumps amid strewn covers. “I was concentrating on this Swiss company called Genetech. They’re the ones who have the bio-prospecting permit in Yellowstone Cutler told us about. Judy couldn’t remember the name. Remember the ‘million-dollar slime’ they found at Sunburst that’s used for genetic typing? They’ve made millions off of it, according to these documents and what Cutler said.”

Joe took the cover sheet from the Genetech file and read it over. Based in Geneva, the company was partially owned by the Swiss government but had majority private financing. Genetech’s bioengineers were also researching hot springs microbes in New Zealand and Iceland to try to mine more useful microbe thermophiles, but as yet could not find a match for the particular specimen they’d found in Yellowstone.

“Would the microbe be worth killing over?” Joe asked rhetorically.

“Absolutely,” Nate said. “The company’s made a fortune so far exploiting it.”

“So we have a suspect?” Marybeth asked. “A Swiss bio-engineering firm?”

“That’s what I was thinking at first,” Nate said, “but I’ve changed my mind. I don’t think this has anything at all to do with Genetech, other than they were the company that originally found the microbe and obtained the permit to harvest it from Yellowstone.”

Joe explained to Marybeth what Cutler had told him about the permitting process—how sloppy and controversial it seemed to be, how environmental purists like Rick Hoening and others were opposed to it.

“I tend to agree with them,” she said. “If it’s illegal to dig a mine, hunt, or do any logging in a national park, how can you justify taking microbes for commercial purposes? I don’t know enough about it to have an opinion either way, but it’s not consistent with their policy, is it?”

“Nope,” Nate said.

“Then why would the Park Service grant permits to companies to do this kind of prospecting?”

“Bucks,” Nate said. “Parks always need more money.”

Joe was beginning to get what Nate was driving at.

“So we’ve got Genetech, who has a permit extending another five years to exclusively harvest this particular microbe,” Nate said, digging out a copy of the agreement. He showed them where it was signed by the superintendent of the park as well as the chief ranger. “But it seems there’s another company in this pile of papers Marybeth brought with her that desperately wants a permit as well.”

Nate turned to Marybeth. “Where did you get this particular list of companies?”

She nodded to Joe.

“I saw the names on binders in Clay McCann’s office,” Joe said.

“Okay,” Nate said, his voice rising, “that’s the connection—Clay McCann. Now we come to a company called Ener-Dyne.”

This was the file Nate had waved in the air earlier. He summarized it: “EnerDyne was incorporated just last year in the State of Colorado. The incorporation papers are filed with the secretary of state there, and Marybeth was smart to print out the documents when she did her search. EnerDyne has several floors of offices in downtown Denver, a pretty large payroll, but no income as yet according to the records.”

“How can they stay in business?” Joe asked.

“I’m getting to that,” Nate said, excited.

“Please get to it with your voices down,” Marybeth cautioned, gesturing at her sleeping daughters.

ACCORDING TO THE papers filed with the Colorado secretary of state, Nate said, EnerDyne was a research, development, and engineering firm created to implement coal gasification projects throughout North America.

“Coal what?” Marybeth asked.

“Gasification,” Joe said. “Turning hard coal into gas that can be transported in pipelines and distributed. I remember reading about it back when we had the mineral rights dispute around Saddlestring. Energy companies have been trying to figure out how to do it economically for years. The technology is there, but it’s too expensive to do in a cost-effective way, at least so far. They’d have to build big plants to turn the coal into gas, and since coal only costs pennies per ton to mine and ship, it doesn’t make financial sense.”

“That’s right,” Nate said. “Wyoming and other states have billions of tons of coal in the ground. There are seams of coal in the West that are miles thick and stretch across half the state—the largest deposits in the world. If that coal could be made into gas, it could solve all of our energy problems and change the face of the economy. We could be energy independent.”

“My God,” she said.

“If it could be done cheaply,” Nate said, “it would be what everybody wants.”

“But nobody has figured out how to process coal into gas that way,” Joe said.

“Which is why it’s significant how EnerDyne plans to do it,” Nate said. “It says here their plans are proprietary, but they do have to leak a little the general concept of it to the SEC in order to be listed as a public company and to attract investors. And what it says here is ‘EnerDyne is the leading company in the world in a new method to organically gasify coal.’“

“Organically?” Joe said.

“Think about it,” Nate said.

Joe and Marybeth exchanged looks, and it seemed to hit them both at the same time.

“Microbes,” Joe said. “They want to find a microbe that will react naturally with coal to produce gas.”

“They think they can find it in Yellowstone,” Marybeth said.

“And maybe they have,” Nate said.

“Flamers,” Joe said. “Free fire.”

Marybeth looked at him.

“There’s a little seam of coal near Sunburst geyser. It’s next to the flamers Hoening talked about and I went and lit.”

“Oh, man,” Nate said, and whistled.

“Maybe someone figured out that the microbes in Sunburst were reacting with that stream of coal to produce gas just under the surface. And if that particular thermophile was introduced to one of those miles-thick seams of coal Nate was talking about …”

“It would be worth billions,” Nate said.

Marybeth said, “But they’d need a permit to do it. And if they thought there would be a protest by environmentalists to block any new permits, that might definitely be worth killing for.”

It took a few minutes to sink in. As Joe thought about it, many of the previously floating facts started to drop into place, to become links in a chain of a new theory.

“Who are the company officers?” Marybeth asked softly.

Nate found the incorporation papers. “Layton Barron is the CEO. I’ve never heard of him. In fact, I’ve never heard of any of these people except for the last one. We’ll have to do more research, I guess.”

“Nate …” Marybeth prompted, “I’ll do the research as soon as I can get to a computer. But in the meanwhile, what are the names?”

“Oh. Okay. Layton Barron is the CEO. Michael Barson is the CFO. Katherine Langston, VP of development. C. T. Ward the Third, VP of operations. Any of those names ring a bell?”

“Nope,” Joe said.

“This last one will. Guess who’s the attorney of record?”

“Clay McCann,” Joe said.

“Got him,” Nate said.

Marybeth started to say something but stopped abruptly and cocked her head. “I hear someone coming,” she mouthed. Joe sat back and stopped breathing. He heard it too. Gravel crunching. Footfalls outside the cabin, getting closer.

Nate had his .454 out, cocked, and aimed at the door in one liquid movement. Instinctively, Marybeth rose and moved into the shadows between the beds of her sleeping daughters.

The knock on the door was light, barely audible.

Joe stood, Nate behind him and to the side.

“Your weapon,” Nate whispered.

Joe drew the Glock out of the holster, worked the slide as quietly as possible, then kept the gun pointed down in his right hand as he approached the door. He hated being in a situation where his family was right there, behind him, exposed.

“Yes?” Joe asked, keeping his voice calm.

“Mr. Pickett, it’s Simon. I saw the light on … I’m sorry to bother you, but you’ve an urgent message at the hotel from Mr. Lars Demming. He thought you were still in the hotel, and insisted I come get you.”

It sounded like Simon, Joe thought. Nevertheless, he motioned for Marybeth to get down and checked with Nate, who had his pistol raised in two hands, eye level, ready to fire if necessary when Joe cracked open the door.

Joe pulled it open quickly and stepped back, keeping the Glock loose at his side, ready to raise it.

It was Simon, off-duty in jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, and the desk clerk looked into the muzzle of Nate’s .454 with absolute terror.

“Sorry,” Joe said to Simon. “You can put the gun away, Nate.”

“Are you sure?” Nate asked.

“I’m sure.”

JOE APOLOGIZED TO Simon as they crunched through the gravel on the way to the hotel. Several times, Joe had to reach out to steady the desk clerk, who was shaking so badly he had trouble walking.

“That’s a first,” Simon said. “Like something out of a Western movie.”

“You get used to it out here,” Joe said, distracted, his mind racing with what he’d learned about EnerDyne and Clay McCann.

The old-fashioned black telephone sat ominously on the front desk, and as Joe approached it he tried not to think the worst. Maybe Judy had taken a bad turn, maybe she died. Maybe someone had gotten to her in Billings …

“Joe Pickett,” he said as he picked it up.

“Joe!” Lars sounded unexpectedly buoyed. “I’m damned glad they found you.”

“Me too. How’s she doing?”

“Much, much better. The doctor said a full recovery is pretty likely. I’m just so … happy.”

“Thank God,” Joe said, feeling weight he didn’t know was there lift off his shoulders.

The line was silent for a moment, and Joe thought perhaps the connection had been lost. Then Lars spoke softly. “I’ve really got to apologize to you. I said some bad things to you, and I’m sorry. Judy has been filling me in on what happened, how you stayed with her and made sure she got sent here so no more harm could come to her. I didn’t understand before. I’m just real damned sorry I said what I said.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Joe said, knowing how hard it was for a man like Lars to say those words. “Apology accepted. I’m just glad she’s doing all right.”

Lars said, “Better than all right. She’s sitting up, talking, eating even. Except for those damned tubes, she looks pretty good. Beautiful, even. Yes, she looks beautiful.”

Joe smiled. He could hear Judy’s voice in the background saying, “Oh, stop it, Lars.”

“She wants to talk with you,” Lars said. “That’s why I called and woke you up. Well, that and to apologize.”

“I was awake,” Joe said. “No problem.”

“Oh, one more thing. Judy says she gave you my truck to use.”

“Yes,” Joe said, not expecting what would come next.

“Keep it as long as you need it,” Lars said. “I don’t mind. We’ll be here another couple of days. I got one of my road crew guys to pick up Jake and Erin to bring them here.”

“Thank you. I’ll take good care of it.”

“Watch the transmission,” Lars said. “Sometimes it slips. I need to replace that pressure plate in the clutch—”

“Lars,” Judy said in the background.

“Okay, okay,” Lars said to Joe. “Here she is.”

Joe waited.

“Hey there.” Her voice sounded tired but strong.

“Welcome back,” Joe said. “I was worried.”

“I’m tough,” she said, which made Joe smile again. He was surrounded by tough, good women.

“When we were in the clinic,” Demming said, “you came into the room and asked me who the shooter was. I could hear you but I couldn’t talk.”

“Yes.”

“I can now. It was James Langston.”

“The chief ranger?” Joe was stunned, but it made sense now why Langston had been so interested in where Joe was staying while at the same time making a point not to meet with him.

“I saw him clearly. I thought he was there for backup, obviously. The dispatcher didn’t say who was coming, so I assumed …”

“Wow,” Joe said. “And you’ll testify to it?”

“Of course. But I still can’t believe it.”

“Neither can I,” Joe said, “but this thing is big. And it just got bigger.”

“What should we do?”

Joe looked around the empty lobby, trying to sort it out. Should she contact someone else with the information? If so, whom? Should he?

“I’m thinking,” he said. “Sometimes, it takes me a while.”

“I know it does,” she said, chiding him.

“First,” Joe said, “make sure you’re safe there. As long as you’re alive, you’re a threat to him and everyone he’s involved with, even though he thinks you’re dying. We’ve learned a lot in the last hour, Judy. None of it is good. Your life is still in danger, so call the Billings PD. If you have to, make up a story, but make sure they send some men to the hospital to stay outside your door. Make sure no one comes to visit you except your kids.”

“Okay …” she said, almost in a whisper. The giddiness she’d started the conversation with was gone.

“Make a deposition,” Joe continued. “Get your statement down on tape and on paper. If nothing else, it will make it less likely they’ll try to get to you if they know you’ve got a statement with the police.”

“And if they do get to me,” she said, “Langston will still go to jail.”

Joe didn’t want to say it that way, but Demming was sharp. And when he said the name Langston aloud, it triggered a question. “What’s James Langston’s wife’s name?”

“Hmmm … I met her a couple of times. Tall, skinny, cold. Katherine, I think.”

“Katherine. Are you sure?”

“I think so.”

“Katherine Langston is listed as VP of development for

EnerDyne. Either she’s involved or James is protecting himself by using his wife’s name. Probably both.

“Oh,” Joe continued, “I nearly forgot to ask you. Did you recognize the men in the black SUV?”

“I didn’t recognize the driver,” she said.

“Could you pick him out in a photo? Like from the entrance gate video?”

“Absolutely.”

Joe nodded. “Good. I’m pretty sure I’ve got a couple of pictures of him.” Joe described the driver.

Demming said, “That’s him.”

“What about the passenger?”

“He looked familiar.”

“In what way?”

“I’ve been trying to figure that one out,” she said. “I know I’ve seen him before, but I don’t know his name. It seems to me he was up here a year or so ago with your governor.”

Joe felt a chill shoot through his spine.

“He stuck to your governor like glue,” she said. “He seemed like a nice guy but real intense.”

The profile from the video, Joe thought. He knew now why it was familiar to him too.

The name should have struck a nerve when Nate said it. Vice president of operations for EnerDyne, but under his formal name. James Langston wasn’t the only officer at EnerDyne playing name games.

“Joe?”

“I’m here,” he said weakly.

“What’s wrong?”

“His name is Chuck Ward,” Joe said, “aka Charles Ward, aka C. T. Ward the Third. He’s Governor Rulon’s chief of staff. Now I know why he didn’t want the governor to send me up here, and why he had to take some personal leave.”

“He’s the guy you’re working for?” Demming asked, disbelieving.

“He was,” Joe said.

“Does the governor know?”

Joe started to say, I’m sure he doesn’t but his world was turning inside out. Given the implications of free fire, he was sure of nothing.

Instead, he said, “I have no idea what the governor knows.”

“Get out of there,” Demming said. “Get out now.”

Joe mumbled that he understood her, told her to call the Billings PD right away, said he’d come see her as soon as he could.

“Meaning what?” she asked.

“Meaning I’ve got to go.”

JOE DID FOUR long circuits around the outside of Mammoth Hotel in the dark, rubbing his face, running scenarios through his head, stopping once to throw up. He had a headache from lack of sleep and too much thinking and his mouth tasted of stale smoke and regurgitated dinner. As he walked, it got darker and colder. Storm clouds rolled across the black sky, extinguishing the moon and stars, covering Yellowstone Park like a lid on a boiling cauldron.

Winter had arrived.

On his fifth circuit, little pellets of snow strafed the ground, hitting so hard on the pavement they bounced. In the darkness, it looked like the road was awash with waves. He thought he felt tremors through his boot soles, and concluded that he probably did.

He stopped in front of the Pagoda. A single light was on from within a cell on the second floor. Clay McCann was awake.

“McCann!” Joe shouted.

After a few moments with no reaction, he shouted again.

The shadow of a face appeared at the window. Joe recognized the lawyer’s profile. The thick window was frosted so McCann couldn’t see who had called his name outside.

“I’ve got you now,” Joe called, “you son of a bitch!”

BACK IN THE Mammoth Hotel lobby, Joe dug a worn and faded business card out of his wallet that he’d kept with him for three years. On the back, handwritten, was a number. He dialed, let it ring eight times before it was answered.

“What?” Tony Portenson said, groggy.

“It’s Joe Pickett.”

Joe heard a clunk as the receiver was dropped on the floor, then picked up. “It’s fucking three-thirty in the morning,” the FBI agent growled. “How’d you get my home number?”

“You gave it to me,” Joe said. “Remember?”

“I remember nothing. It’s too early. Can’t this wait?”

“No, it can’t.”

“Jesus Christ. What?”

Joe could hear a woman’s voice ask, “Who is it, honey?”

Portenson said, “A fucking lunatic.”

“Quit cursing,” his wife said.

“Yes, quit cursing and listen,” Joe said. “I’ve got a conspiracy for you that’s so big you’ll be famous for blowing it open. It’s so big, you’ll be able to name anywhere in the country you want to be transferred to.”

“Okay,” Portenson said. “I’m awake now.”

“Before I tell you anything more, you’ve got to agree to a deal.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Then hang up and I’ll call someone else,” Joe said. He had no idea who else he would call.

“What?” Portenson said sarcastically. “I can’t agree with anything if I don’t know the terms.”

“Fair enough. Here’s the deal. I can deliver the biggest arrest you’ve ever made in your career by far. We’re talking national, international headlines. It’ll shake the foundation of both federal and state government, but don’t worry; it’s no one you like. It’ll affect national energy policy, and you’ll probably receive a medal from the president. Oh, and it will completely break the Clay McCann case.”

After a few beats, Portenson said, “Jesus. What do you want from me?”

“You’ve got to get a team together and get up here by tonight. It needs to be in complete secrecy. You can’t notify anyone or you’ll blow the collar. And when the arrest is made, you have to look the other way when it comes to one individual involved on our side.”

“One individual?” Portenson said.

“Yes.”

“Oh fuck, you mean Nate Romanowski, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I knew he was there.”

“He helped figure this thing out. He saved our lives in the Zone of Death. Besides,” Joe said, “he’s a friend of the family.”

“He killed two men!” Portenson yelled. “An ex-sheriff and a federal agent!”

“Allegedly,” Joe said.

“Allegedly my ass.”

“Do we have a deal or don’t we?”

Portenson moaned and cursed.

“Well?”

“We have a deal.”

AS JOE WALKED back to his cabin in the snow at 4 in the morning, he thought, Another night without sleep.

In his stupor of sleeplessness and putting together the fledgling plan for the coming night, he didn’t pay any attention to the work crew and pickup parked next to the first cabin in the complex. But he smelled the strong rotten-egg whiff of gas and could hear a powerful hissing sound from inside.

The front door flew open and a man staggered outside, ran a few feet, and crouched with his hands on his knees, breathing deeply. Another man in a hard hat appeared from around the side of the cabin, yelling, “Get me a wrench!”

Joe stopped, trying to figure out what was going on.

The first man finally stood after filling himself with several lungfuls of fresh air.

“Are you okay?” Joe asked.

“I’ll be fine in a minute,” the man said, wiping his eyes with his sleeve. “There’s a gas leak inside there, and I got a big breath of it.”

The second man snatched a toolbox from their pickup and carried it to the back of the cabin.

“I don’t know if I can fix this,” the second man shouted. “It’s like somebody broke the fucking valve off. We’ll need to turn the whole system off before somebody lights a match and blows us all to hell.”

The first man shook his head. “Good thing the park is nearly closed. There was enough gas in there to kill a herd of buffalo.”

Joe listened as the second man cranked on a shut-off valve. The hissing stopped.

It took a moment to realize the cabin they were fixing was the one he had moved his family from earlier in the day. Whoever had broken off the valve didn’t know that.

“EVERYBODY UP!” JOE shouted as he entered the cabin. Marybeth sat up in bed. Nate had curled up in some blankets on the floor.

“What’s going on?” Lucy asked.

“It’s snowing,” Joe said. “You’ve got to get out of the park before the roads close.”

“Snowing?” Marybeth said. “Since when are we scared of a little snow?”

“As of now,” Joe said, knowing he sounded like a maniac.
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CLAY MCCANN COULD not stop pacing, the only time he paused was at the window, and only for a few seconds. There was something different outside. The dawn light through the mottled glass was white and muted, and the sounds of cars on the road outside the jail were more hushed than usual. He could tell it was snowing, although he couldn’t see it.

He had not been able to get back to sleep, ever since that man outside had stood beneath his cell at 4 in the morning and yelled, “I’ve got you now, you son of a bitch!”

Who was he? What was he doing out at that hour? The incident disturbed McCann immensely. He knew the voices of his partners, and it wasn’t any of them. Had they brought in someone else, or was the owner of the voice an independent threat? Or a local crank?

McCann wanted out. This had been going on too long, he thought. Layborn should have delivered the threat the night before, and action should be taking place. Would they be stupid enough, once again, to try to outflank him? Would they convene another of their meetings? What the hell was going on?

And now it was snowing. Great.

*

WHEN HE HEARD the sounds downstairs, McCann’s first assumption was they had come to meet with him. There was a muffled conversation, a long pause, and the sound of the front door being shut. He stopped pacing and stood still, listening. He could feel his heart beat faster, and he clenched and unclenched his hands.

Footfalls on the stairs, the sound of a key in the lock, the door swinging open.

“Good morning, asshole.”

The tall man on the other side of the bars had long blond hair in a ponytail, sharp, cruel blue eyes, and the biggest gun McCann had ever seen. Snowflakes melted on the man’s shoulders.

“You’re coming with me,” the man said, opening the cell door.

“No,” McCann said, his voice weak. “I’m staying right here.”

This caused the man to pause. His mouth twisted into a grin that made McCann’s blood run cold.

“All right, then,” the man said, and shot his hand out, grasping McCann’s left ear and twisting so hard the pain made his legs wobble. Then he pulled the lawyer out of the cell, still twisting on his ear, and guided him down the stairs into the lobby of the building.

Although he was cringing with pain, McCann saw the lobby was empty. “Where’s my guard?”

“He decided to take a walk and get some air.”

“And just leave me here?” McCann said, blinking through tears.

“You’re not exactly Mr. Popular in this neck of the woods. Sit,” the blond man said, shoving McCann into a chair by an empty desk. McCann sat, rubbing his ear. When he pulled his hand away there was a smear of blood on the tips of his fingers.

“That’s right,” the man said, “I’ll rip it right off next time if you don’t do everything I tell you. Believe me, I’ve done that before.”

“You can’t do this,” McCann said.

“I just did.”

“What do you want with me?” McCann tried to place the man and couldn’t. His voice was not the same one that had called to him from under his window.

The blond man raised the gun, the muzzle not more than three inches from McCann’s face, and cocked it. McCann watched the cylinder rotate, saw the huge balls of lead turn.

“You’re going to make a call to James Langston. Tell him you’re going to the FBI, and you’re bringing Bob Olig along with you.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“Bob Olig?”

“They’ll figure it out.”

As McCann punched the numbers on the phone with a trembling hand, the blond man said, “Somehow, I thought you’d look more impressive, considering you gunned down six people. But you’re just a fat little weasel with pink hair, aren’t you?”
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“SO,” JOB ASKED McCann, “who figured out that the microbes at Sunburst react with coal to produce gas?”

“Mmmf.”

“Nate, would you mind taking the duct tape off of Mr. McCann’s mouth?”

“Happy to,” Nate said, reaching over the front seat of Lars’s pickup. McCann tried to turn his head but Nate grabbed a corner of the tape and ripped it off hard. Red whiskers and a few pieces of skin came with it. McCann howled.

They were headed south from Mammoth, climbing the canyon out of the valley, the snow a maelstrom. Joe was driving and McCann was wedged onto the narrow back bench seat, hands and feet bound with tape.

Joe was still angry that he had had to send his family away, that someone had tried to harm them. Seeing his daughters look back at him from the windows of the van as Marybeth pulled away had torn his heart out. It hadn’t helped seeing the grim look on Marybeth’s face as she drove, determined to get her girls out of there while at the same time upset over leaving her husband. Joe blamed McCann because he didn’t know whom else to blame and McCann was in the truck. “You can’t do this,” McCann sputtered, tears in his eyes from the sting. “I’m technically innocent. This is kidnapping and assault.”

“Nate, can you put fresh tape on his face and rip it off again, please?” Joe said.

“Happy to,” Nate said.

“No!”

Nate stripped six inches of silver tape from the roll with a sound like fabric tearing.

“I asked you who figured out the microbes,” Joe said.

Nate started to lean over the seat.

“Genetech people!” McCann said quickly, “but they didn’t realize what they had.”

Nate shot a glance to Joe, who nodded back. Nate lowered the tape but glared at McCann with menace.

“Talk,” Joe said. “It’s the only thing that might save you right now. And don’t start in on kidnapping and assault. You murdered six people. Putting a bullet in your head will not cause any crocodile tears up here, I’d say.”

McCann breathed deeply, worked his mouth since he couldn’t rub it with his hand. “Why should I talk?”

“Because,” Joe said patiently but with an edge, “it’s the only chance you have to stay alive.”

“Why should I trust you?”

“Because you have no choice. We don’t even have to kill you. All we need to do is stop and let you out, which I’m more than happy to do. The bears and wolves will take care of you. That’s the disadvantage of living in a place where there are so many animals that can eat you. And with this snow, your bones won’t be found until spring.”

“I recognize your voice,” McCann said. “You were the one who yelled at me this morning outside the jail.”

Joe watched McCann’s face in the rearview mirror. The lawyer seemed to be calculating his odds on the fly. He saw McCann shoot a quick glance out his window at a coyote nosing into the snow after a gopher. Good timing, Joe thought.

“Genetech has a little branch office in West Yellowstone,” McCann said. “They hired two local guys who do no more than drive to Sunburst every couple of weeks, harvest the pink microbes, and send them in a special incubation container to Geneva. They’re not engineers, just local boys. One of them got into trouble a year ago, DUI. He asked me to represent him, since I’m also local counsel for Genetech.”

“Stop,” Joe said. “What does that mean? What do you do for them?”

“Very little,” McCann said. “I file the annual extensions for their permit with the Park Service and meet a couple of times a year with James Langston to assure him the company is complying with all of the environmental regulations. I’m on a retainer to keep an eye out for my client in case something goes wrong or there is a challenge to their permit.”

“Ah,” Joe said, now knowing how McCann and Langston had met. “Go on.”

“Anyway, this Genetech guy with the DUI was telling me about something that happened when they were at Sunburst getting the microbes. He’s a smoker, and he said he tossed a cigarette aside while they were working and suddenly flame was shooting out of the ground. He said it singed his jeans. At the time, I thought it was just one of those weird Yellowstone things, and I forgot about it.

“Then I was approached by the CEO of a start-up company out of Denver. They knew about my familiarity with Genetech and the permitting process, and they were interested in getting a permit from Langston to harvest thermo-philes.”

“Who is the CEO?”

McCann sighed. “His name is Layton Barron. He’s a con artist, but I didn’t know it at the time.”

“What’s he look like?”

“Mid-sixties, thin, gray hair. An arrogant prick.”

Joe turned to Nate. “Sounds like the driver of the black SUV.”

Nate nodded.

“Anyway,” McCann said, “Barron asked me to meet with Langston to try to secure a permit for them. He said he had investors lined up all over the world who would put up big bucks if EnerDyne got the permit. It had to do with bioengineering or something I don’t really understand. It was later when I realized Barron was a fucking con man. He was fishing, is what he was doing. He was just hoping that if his company could start harvesting microbes that maybe, just maybe, his engineers could figure out a use for them. Since the microbes from the park are unique compared to anywhere else, he might have been right, but who knows?”

“Did you get the permit for them?” Joe asked.

“I’m getting to that.”

Nate stripped off more tape.

“Okay, okay,” McCann said. “I found out that some Zephyr employees were up in arms about the harvesting permits. They were environmental extremists, and they planned to start letter campaigns to newspapers and politicians and some kind of online fund-raising movement to wage war on Genetech and anyone else who was harvesting microbes. Legally harvesting microbes, I might add.”

“That’s where Rick Hoening comes in,” Joe said.

“He was their leader. He made no bones about what he planned to do, and he was getting a buzz going in the park and within the environmental community all over the country and internationally. They wanted a moratorium on any new permits, and an investigation into who they’d been given to in the past and why. Langston was beside himself, to say the least, since he was the guy who signed the permits in the first place. Genetech slipped him a little something on the side, you see. I know that because I delivered the envelopes of cash.”

“Bastard,” Nate said.

“Barron and EnerDyne were even more up in arms when they found out about Hoening’s plans. If he was successful, they’d never get their piece of the pie.”

“That’s where you saw your opportunity,” Joe said.

“Being a lawyer is all about recognizing opportunities.”

“And here I thought it was more than that,” Joe said. “Silly me.”

“I really didn’t care how it came out,” McCann said. “I looked forward to the fees that would come from litigation. But I did contact Hoening on behalf of Genetech. That’s when he told me about the flamers. He thought Genetech’s activities were causing some kind of disturbance, and he was damned mad about it. I remembered what the Genetech employee had said, and I gave this information to Barron. He sent a couple of his engineers up here, and they were the ones who made the connection between the microbes and the seam of coal. Barron was out-of-his-mind happy, and knew he really had something. The information was worth billions.

“See, the problem with coal gasification is the huge expense of building the plant, and the fact that Western coal is soft and might require so much coal to get gas that the dollars just wouldn’t work. But if these Yellowstone microbes could be injected into the ground, into that coal, a big plant wouldn’t be necessary. The coal gasification would occur underground, naturally. All EnerDyne would need to do was tap it and pipe it out. And I was the only person outside of his company who knew it. So we made a deal. They retained me as their counsel. Barron started working the inside, finding players who could help him get exclusivity in exchange for positions and stock within the company.

“But before we could get everything into place, Rick Hoening started causing trouble.”

“So you had to stop him,” Joe said.

“Yes, I had to stop him.”

“But why kill the others? Why didn’t you quit with Hoening that morning?”

McCann shrugged. “Two reasons, Game Warden. If I’d walked away after Hoening went down, the investigation would have centered on him and me, and no doubt someone prior to you would have put the pieces together long before now. Plus, I had no doubt Hoening had recruited his friends to his cause. They would have carried out the campaign against bio-mining and made Hoening into some kind of martyr. Taking them out eliminated the effort entirely, and cast everything in the light of the Zone of Death instead of Hoening.”

“But,” Joe said, “four innocent people …”

“No one is innocent,” McCann said definitively.

Joe just stared at him, hatred building.

“Joe …” Nate cautioned.

Joe took a breath. “What happened next?” he asked McCann.

“Barron recruited Chuck Ward from your governor’s office so Ward would be available to head off any action that might stop EnerDyne at the state level. And he got Langston to buy in, knowing Langston was a few years from retirement and wanted a huge payoff.”

“Those bastards,” Joe said.

McCann shrugged. “It’s amazingly easy to buy public officials. Everybody knows that. Barron was a master of it, and quite a salesman.”

Joe was disgusted. The governor’s chief of staff and the chief ranger for the park had exchanged their positions of trust for big personal payoffs. Worse, they’d gone off the deep end to protect their interest, including the ambush of Judy Demming, the likely murder of Cutler, and targeting Joe and his family. As much as he despised McCann, Langston and Ward were as bad or worse.

The snow was building up on the road and Joe had to slow down. At least four inches had fallen and stuck. Park policy was not to plow the roads in winter, but to let the snow build up until only snowmobiles and snow coaches could use them. That meant if he got stuck, it could be days before someone found them. And, based on what they were learning, there were no guarantees that whoever found them would be friendly.

“Okay, so EnerDyne wants to harvest the microbes,” Joe said. “That I understand. But how did it happen that you turn into Rambo?”

For the first time, McCann smiled. Joe could see him in the mirror, and he thought McCann looked smug.

“That came about by happenstance. One of my clients is an elk poacher. He kills the elk, cuts off their antlers, and sells them to Asian firms who grind them up and sell it as an aphrodisiac.”

“I hate poachers,” Joe said, “nearly as much as bureaucrats who go bad.”

“I’m a lawyer, I don’t make moral judgments.”

“Which is why you’re an asshole,” Nate growled.

“Anyway,” McCann said, gaining in arrogance as he went on, Joe thought, “his hunting ground is near Bechler ranger station, technically in Idaho. He was contacted by the Idaho Fish and Game, who told him they were watching him. He came in to see me to find out whether Idaho could arrest him or not, since he was doing his poaching on federal park land. So as I researched his question, I found the loophole. I couldn’t believe it when I found it. I told Barron about it and said I’d take care of his Hoening problem if he’d make me financially secure for the rest of my life. You see, I’d learned about the annual reunions of the Gopher State Five from Hoening himself. I knew where they’d be, and when they’d be there.”

“You sound proud of yourself,” Joe said.

McCann shrugged. “Why shouldn’t I be? I committed the perfect crime.”

“So why didn’t you just leave with the money after you killed Hoening and the others?” Joe asked. “Why stay around to be caught?”

“First, I’m not caught,” McCann said. “Second, Barron reneged on me. It turned out he’d filed false financials with the SEC, and all that public money he promised was tied up in regulations. He simply didn’t have the cash. He lied to me.”

“Imagine that,” Joe said.

“Worse than that,” McCann said, “they panicked. They really are amateurs. Instead of concentrating on ways to get me the money, they screwed everything up by lying and delaying further. I knew they had decided to get rid of me somehow, so I stayed ahead of them and got myself put in their own jail where I’d be high profile and safe. Meanwhile, they tried to eliminate all of the witnesses, or anyone who might potentially be a witness. I want no part of them anymore, or EnerDyne. I just want my money.”

“But they want you,” Joe said, “so you won’t talk and implicate them.”

“Yes.”

“Why did you kill that woman and the ex-sheriff?”

“They knew too much. If someone got to them, they might have exposed me.”

Joe said, “So you lured them into Idaho to kill them. You’ve admitted to kidnapping.”

McCann said, “Sure, I talked under duress. Under the threat of torture from your friend here. After being kidnapped and assaulted. Sorry, my confession won’t stand since I’ll claim I said whatever I had to, so I could save my life. It would be your word against mine.”

He beamed at Joe.

Joe dug his microcassette recorder out of his pocket and held it up.

“Want to bet?” Joe said. “Anybody who hears this tape will hear how proud you are of what you did. None of it sounds forced out of you.”

McCann went white and his mouth sagged open.

“Shut him up,” Joe said, and Nate eagerly dove over the seat with the tape and stretched it across the lawyer’s mouth.

“You’ll get death,” Nate said, smoothing the tape.

“Assuming he lives long enough to get to trial,” Joe said, turning and looking into Clay McCann’s wide, panicked eyes.

And seeing that less than a hundred yards behind them was a park ranger Ford Explorer with wig-wag lights flashing, gaining on them by the second, snow flying from the tires in twin plumes of white.

“UH-OH,” JOE SAID.

McCann turned, saw the vehicle, and whimpered. He sagged in the seat to hide. The Explorer closed the gap, fishtailing a little in the snow as the driver accelerated.

“Who is it?” Nate asked, squinting. “Can you tell?”

“My guess is Langston and Layborn,” Joe said, reaching behind his back and gripping the Glock, putting it on the seat next to him. “Here we go.”

“I can put a bullet into the grille,” Nate said, “knock them out.” He ran the window down so he could lean outside. The cab of the truck filled with swirling snow.

“Hold it,” Nate said, “there’s only one guy inside.”

Joe concentrated on driving because it was getting harder to see where the road was in a sea of white. He shot a glance in his mirrors. Yes, there was only the driver, and Joe recognized him.

“Don’t shoot,” Joe said. “It’s Ashby.”

“Are you sure?”

“Ashby’s not involved, is he?” Joe called to McCann, who grunted something back.

“What did he say?” Joe asked Nate.

“I think he said no.”

“Let’s pull over and take our chances,” Joe said. “We can really use Ashby’s help if he’ll cooperate. Be ready.”

JOE DIDN’T DARE pull off the road and chance getting stuck in the snow, so he gradually slowed down. The Explorer stayed with him, a few feet behind, until both vehicles were stopped. Because of the way the wind-driven snow moved steadily across the meadow on either side of the road, it seemed to Joe as if they were still moving.

“Cover me,” Joe said, opening his door and jumping down. Snow lashed him in the face.

Ashby was out of the Explorer, his hand perched on his holstered gun.

Joe held up his hands to show he had no weapon.

“Up against the truck and spread ’em!” Ashby yelled. “And tell your buddy to get out and do the same.”

Ashby was wearing sweats beneath his parka, and had apparently jumped out of bed to pursue them.

“Hold it,” Joe said. “I’m on your side.”

Ashby withdrew his gun, held it with both hands in a shooter’s stance, aimed at Joe.

“Del,” Joe said, feeling his belly clutch up, “calm down. We have McCann. We’re using him as bait. Before you try and arrest me or pull that trigger, there’s something you need to listen to. We’ve got new information and you’re not going to like it.”

Ashby wavered, Joe could see it in his eyes.

“Five minutes,” Joe said. “Just listen to McCann’s confession. Then you’ll want to help us out.”

“Confession? Everybody knows what he did.”

“But not why he did it,” Joe said.

“He’ll tell me?”

“He doesn’t need to. I’ve got it on tape.”

Ashby seemed to weigh what Joe said, and while he did he glanced toward the pickup. His face dropped with shock and fear. Joe quickly followed Ashby’s sight line. The muzzle of Nate’s .454 aimed straight at the ranger.

“He’ll blow your head clean off with that,” Joe said.

“Tell him to lower the gun,” Ashby said. “I’ll listen.”

“You can tell him,” Joe said, able to breathe again. “He speaks English, you know.”

WHEN HE PUT Lars’s truck in gear and plowed forward in the untracked snow, Joe had trouble getting the image of Ashby’s face out of his mind from a few minutes before, when the ranger sat in the truck and listened to the tape. It was the stricken face of betrayal, and what he heard caused Ashby to slump against the door as if all the fight had been punched out of him.

“I know how you feel,” Joe said.

“Langston doesn’t surprise me as much as I would have thought,” Ashby said. “But Layborn …”

“Really?” Joe asked, surprised.

“I thought Layborn, despite his faults, was a true believer in the Park Service, in our mission here,” Ashby said. “I thought he was loyal to me.”

“Sorry,” Joe said, meaning it. “Why is it some bureaucrats always think they deserve more?”

Ashby shook his head. “I don’t,” he said.

Nate said, “That’s why you’ll always be poor like Joe. And I say that with compassion.”

Ashby still had the look on his face when he got out and trudged back to his Explorer to follow Joe, Nate, and McCann to the Old Faithful Inn.

“DO YOU THINK this plan is going to work?” Nate asked Joe as they picked up speed again and steered straight into the maw of the storm.

“Maybe not,” Joe said truthfully. “A lot of things could go wrong. And I didn’t count on this weather.”

Nate jerked a thumb at McCann. “Do you think they want him bad enough to follow us?”

Joe said, “I do. He’s their loose cannon, and they can’t afford to let him follow up on his threat to talk. Especially if they think he’s somehow hooked up with Bob Olig, who can corroborate much of his story.”

“That’s a hell of a wild card to play, isn’t it?” Nate said, referring to Olig. “We don’t even know for sure if he exists.”

“I’m trusting your instincts,” Joe said.

“Remind me not to play poker with you, Joe,” Nate said, grinning.

Joe shook his head. “You might want to rethink that. Both Sheridan and Marybeth always clean me out.”





30

JOE WAS THANKFUL for the high clearance of Lars’s pickup by the time they took the turnoff to Old Faithful. It was early afternoon, completely socked in, ten to twelve inches already on the ground, the lodgepole pine hillsides looking smoky and vague in the falling snow. When they cleared the rise they could see the Old Faithful Inn below—a boxy, hulking, isolated smudge on the basin floor.

His growing fear that Portenson didn’t or couldn’t make it due to either bureaucracy or the weather was relieved instantly when Nate pointed out the single Suburban in the parking lot with U.S. Government plates. The agents—Joe counted six—huddled under the portico of the inn near the massive front door. Joe pulled up under the overhang as if he were a bus disgorging tourists. Portenson was there, nervously inhaling a cigarette as if trying to suck it dry. Butts littered the concrete near his feet. His team of five wore camouflage clothing with black Kevlar helmets and vests, and looked competent and alert. Cases and duffel bags of weapons and equipment were stacked against the building. Two of the assault squad were smoking cigarettes and squinting through the smoke at Nate Romanowski, as if sizing up an adversary. Nate nodded at them without blinking as Joe shut off the motor of the truck.

“Glad you made it,” Joe said to Portenson, getting out. “I’m not sure that camo stuff will work all that well in the snow, though. You guys look like a bunch of bushes.”

Portenson was instantly around the truck in front of him, his face red. “Do you realize what will happen to me if this doesn’t work out? I put my career on the line for you and brought these men up here without authorization. This kind of operation requires sign-offs all the way to the director of Homeland Security himself.”

Joe nodded. “We couldn’t risk that. If it went federal up the chain of command, somebody might tip off Langston, since you’re all in the same happy family.”

“We are not,” Portenson said hotly.

“Sure you are,” Joe said.

Ashby had pulled up behind Joe and was watching the exchange closely.

Joe asked Portenson to send one of his men to drive the Suburban up and hide it behind the inn, out of sight. He asked Ashby to do the same with his Explorer.

“They won’t come in if they get any kind of indication that anyone is here besides us and Clay McCann,” Joe said.

“How do we get in?” Portenson asked, nodding toward the massive front door of the inn.

“I have a key,” Ashby said, handing it to Joe.

“Will you leave your Kevlar vests?” Joe asked Ashby.

INSIDE, IT WAS dark except for the tiny red glow of dots from the emergency backup system mounted high on the walls. Normally, Joe found the lobby of the inn impressive, but with the lights out and the snow covering up any sunshine leaks, it was oddly intimidating. As the men entered, with every footstep echoing, Joe felt as if he were desecrating a cathedral. All the windows had been boarded up for the winter, and the temperature was colder inside than outside. There was no power or water. The building was completely winterized.

Nate went about starting a fire, rolling logs the length of small cars into the massive stone fireplace. Within twenty minutes, the fire threw sheets of orange light on the walls and started to warm the place. The FBI assault team unpacked their weapons and equipment using the light from the fire and from headlamps they’d brought. Several of them scrambled when a deep-throated whooshing sound seemed to shake the walls, and Joe said, “It’s just Old Faithful erupting outside.”

Joe noticed how the assault team spoke to one another in whispered voices or via radio mikes strapped to their shoulders, even when they were all in the same room. He got the distinct feeling that despite Portenson’s overall command of the operation, these men were in their own tight universe. The squad commander, a beefy and intense man with a breast patch that read “Mcllvaine,” kept up a low monologue with his men while flashing quick, suspicious looks at Nate, Joe, and Portenson.

After pulling a dust sheet off a table, Joe sat down at it with Portenson, Ashby, and Mcllvaine. McCann, still bound and gagged, was seated across from Portenson. Nate hovered nearby, pretending to tend the fire. He fed it with wood the length and girth of rolled-up Sunday newspapers.

As the fire crackled and the snow fell outside, Joe outlined his plan to Portenson and played back sections of the recording of McCann that implicated Langston, Ward, and Layborn. While he listened, Portenson rubbed his hands together. At first, Joe thought the agent was warming them. Then he realized Portenson was growing more excited the more he heard, apparently confirming that the case was solid after all and soon he would be making headlines, receiving commendations, and requesting a transfer to Hawaii. Mcllvaine, meanwhile, shook his head. The assault commander smiled wolfishly, obviously not surprised by the corruption of his brethren. McCann looked bored as he heard his own words played back.

“So we can arrest them in one fell swoop,” Portenson said, nodding. “That’s the part I like. We’ve got video and audio equipment with us, so we’ll get it all down.”

“I assume they’ll all arrive together,” Joe said, ignoring the camera crew comment.

“If they can get here at all,” Mcllvaine said. “The weather’s gotten worse, not better.”

“What kind of lead do you think we’ve got on them?” Portenson asked Joe.

“I’m guessing a few hours,” he said. “It would take a while for them to get together and talk this all through. They’re big talkers, according to McCann. They like to have meetings to decide what to do. So they’ll know McCann is gone, and they’ll have his call about Olig and going to the FBI. There have been rumors up here all summer that Olig is alive and hiding out around here; no doubt they’ve heard them too. That’s why we mentioned Olig, so they’d draw their own conclusions. We wanted to get them to come here, but we didn’t want it to be too obvious.”

McCann rolled his eyes, said, “Mmff.”

“He wants to say something,” Portenson said.

Joe reached up and pulled the tape away, much more gently than Nate had done it.

“What if I don’t cooperate?” McCann asked. “There’s a big assumption being made here.”

“Why wouldn’t you?” Portenson said. “This is the best chance you’re going to get. If it all works out, you can cut a deal and testify against your buddies. You might even walk … again.”

Joe sat back and said nothing. The idea that McCann would once again go free bothered him nearly as much as his plan falling apart. He vowed that it wouldn’t happen but kept his mouth shut. When he glanced up at Nate, he saw Nate studying him as if reading his mind. Nate nodded slightly, as if to say, “McCann won’t walk.”

There had been no discussion about the arrangement Joe had made with Portenson, and Joe found it odd that after the initial acknowledgment, the agents had conspicuously ignored Nate. Again, Joe got an inkling something was going on beneath the surface with Mcllvaine and his assault team that might or might not involve Portenson.

“I want some assurances,” McCann said to Portenson in his haughtiest manner. “I want a piece of paper that says if I cooperate to make the arrests, the federal prosecutor will give me immunity.”

Portenson simply stared. Even in the poor light, Joe could see that blood had drained from the agent’s face.

Ashby looked from Portenson to Joe, concerned.

“I can’t get a piece of paper here in time,” Portenson said. “You know that. We’re in the middle of fucking nowhere. It’s Sunday night.”

“Then forget it,” McCann said, sitting back. “No paper, no cooperation.”

Portenson, Ashby, and Joe exchanged looks. To Joe, it seemed as if the other two were in the first stages of panic. McCann was playing them the way he’d played his partners, played the Park Service, played a jury, played the system.

“No paper, no cooperation,” McCann said again, firmly.

Out of the corner of his eye, Joe saw Nate suddenly rear back and throw a length of wood, which hit the lawyer in the side of his head, making a hollow pock sound. Before McCann could slump off his chair, Nate was all over him, driving him into the hardwood floor.

McCann gasped, and Nate reached down and twisted his ear off, yanking it back so the tendons broke like too-tight guitar strings.

“No cooperation, no fucking earl” Nate hissed, holding it in front of McCann’s face like a bloody poker chip.

Ashby said, “My God!”

“Fuckin’ A!” Mcllvaine said, approvingly.

Blood spurted across the floor, ran down McCann’s neck onto his shoes. Nate reached down and grabbed McCann’s other ear, growled, “You want to make another threat, law boy?”

“Please, no! I’ll do what you want! Please, somebody get him off me!”

Joe grimaced, stood, said, “Nate.”

McCann shrieked, “I’ll help! I’ll help! I’ll help!”

As Nate pulled McCann to his feet, he flipped the severed ear onto the table like a playing card he no longer needed. Mcllvaine picked it up and inspected it, whistling to himself.

Portenson looked at Joe, raised his eyebrows, shook his head. “We don’t do this kind of crap, Joe.”

Joe winked. “Sure you do.”

ONE OF THE assault team was placed in the woods near the highway interchange with a radio so he could call ahead if anyone was coming. Inside, Joe had watched with interest as Mcllvaine efficiently placed the rest of his men throughout the cavernous lobby: two on the second-floor veranda with automatic weapons and a full field of vision of the lobby and door, one in a room on the side of the front desk with a view of the door, another behind the glass in the darkened gift shop, next to the hallway that was the only means of escape.

While the commander checked in with his team, Ashby bandaged McCann’s head and cleaned up the blood on his face and neck. McCann looked terrified and never took his eyes off Nate, who prowled around the fireplace like a big cat.

“Is this the way you do things in Wyoming?” Ashby asked Joe.

“When Nate’s helping me, it’s the way we do things,” Joe said. “This wasn’t his first ear.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that guy.”

Joe shook his head, said, “Don’t.”

WITH THE INN set up for an ambush, Joe and Nate prepared to go find Bob Olig. They strapped headlamps on their heads and Portenson handed Joe a radio.

“We’ll call you the second we see a vehicle coming,” Portenson said, “although you’ll probably hear it from the chatter. We want you back as soon as you hear because we need you to help set the trap.”

Joe nodded, clipped the radio to his jacket breast pocket, and put the earpiece in.

As they climbed the stairs into the absolute darkness of the inn, Joe could hear the assault team checking in with one another. It was pure business, he noted. He wondered again what they’d been discussing among themselves earlier.

NATE LED JOE up set after set of ancient, twisted knotty pine staircases into the upper reaches of the inn. The only light as they climbed was from Nate’s bobbing headlamp and his own. It got slightly warmer as they rose, but never warm enough that their breath didn’t escape in clouds of condensation. They stepped over or ducked under the chain barriers on each floor to prevent visitors from using the staircases. Joe didn’t like the way the old wooden steps creaked, and he felt a wave of sweat break over him when one of the steps cracked sharply under his boot but didn’t give way.

They paused to rest on the top landing. The ancient weather-stained boards of the ceiling were right above them. Joe looked around by rotating his head so his headlamp would throw light. At the end of the landing to their left was one of the bizarre Old Faithful crow’s nests that extended perilously over the expanse of the lobby. It looked rickety and diabolical, something designed in a fever dream. He took a step toward the crow’s nest, felt the planks of the walkway sag, and stepped back. Below them, what seemed like a mile down, was the muted orange light from the fireplace. The combination of fear, darkness, and height made Joe swoon and lose his balance, and he bumped into Nate.

“Careful,” Nate cautioned.

Joe grunted. He didn’t realize he had a fear of heights and had never experienced this feeling before.

To their right was a heavily varnished door with a painted sign on it reading NO ENTRANCE.

Nate said, “Look.” The orb of his headlamp illuminated the rusted steel doorknob and lock. The lock looked rusted shut and wouldn’t give when Nate gently rattled it.

“I wonder where we can get a key,” Joe said. “Do you want me to call down to see if Ashby has one?”

Nate shook his head, examining the lock more closely. He ran his finger down the lock plate.

“See these gouges?” Nate whispered. “They’re new.”

Joe leaned over and could see them, a series of horizontal scratches that revealed bare metal. “Try this,” Joe said, handing Nate his pocketknife.

Nate thrust the three-inch blade between the edge of the door and the jamb, levered it down, and pulled back sharply. There was a click and the door opened an inch.

“Somebody’s oiled it recently,” Nate said, handing the knife back to Joe.

Before they opened the door and continued, Joe turned the volume down on his radio and unsnapped his holster. Nate already had his .454 out, loose at his side. The last thing Nate said before opening the door was, “Don’t shoot me.”

The hallway was narrow, twisted, completely dark. Joe’s shoulders almost touched both walls in places. The ceiling was low and the floor uneven. This was Bat’s Alley, the mysterious passageway built for no apparent reason by the architect of the inn at the turn of the last century. Nate dimmed his headlamp and Joe did the same.

Joe followed Nate twenty yards until the hallway took a forty-five-degree turn to the left and the floor rose slightly. There were several closed doors on either side now, the openings misshapen and heights uneven. A single small porthole allowed a blue-tinged shaft to fill the hallway with just enough light to create dark shadows. As they passed the porthole, Joe stopped to stick his head into the opening and look out through an oval of thick, mottled glass.

The scene outside was dark and haunting. The snow on the ground far below was tinted blue, the timber black and melded with the inky sky. There wasn’t a single light outside, only the falling snow. In the distance, in the geyser basin, rolls of steam punched their way into the night like fists.

Another turn of the hallway, and then a distinct smell of food cooking. Another turn, and they could see a band of yellow light from beneath a door at the end of Bat’s Alley.

Nate turned in the darkness, whispered, “We’ve got him.”

Joe nodded, his shoulders tense, heart thumping. He slipped his Glock out and, as silently as he could, worked the slide. From behind the door, he could hear hissing and something boiling or bubbling. And someone humming. Joe recognized the tune as “Mambo No. 5.” Joe hated that song.

At the door at the end of the hallway, Nate paused, mouthed, “Do we knock?”

Joe nodded yes, and Nate rapped on the door. Although he did it gently, the sounds seemed startling and rude. The humming stopped.

Nate knocked again.

Joe heard shuffling and saw the knob turn and the door swing open.

A man stood there wild-eyed, his mouth agape. He looked like a well-fed yearling bear—short, stout, heavy, with long hair sticking out at all angles from a perfectly round bowling ball of a head. He wore a walrus mustache that had taken over most of his cheeks. There was a gun in his hand but it was pointed down.

“Bob Olig, I presume?” Joe said.

Olig worked his mouth but no sound came out. His eyes were fixed on the gaping muzzle of Nate’s .454, which was six inches from his eyebrow.

“Drop the weapon,” Nate hissed.

Olig dropped the gun with a clunk, and Nate kicked it across the room.

“You don’t get a lot of visitors, I’d guess,” Joe said.

“I get no visitors,” Olig said, his voice throaty, as if he hadn’t used it for a while. “Who are you?”

“My name’s Joe Pickett. I’m a Wyoming game warden. This is Nate Romanowski.”

Olig shifted his eyes from Nate’s gun to Joe. “I’ve heard of you. Cutler told me.”

Joe nodded. The connection was made.

“I’m making some moose stew,” he said. “Would you like some?”

“No, thank you,” Joe said, thinking that any other time he would have accepted because he liked moose.

They went inside, but there was barely enough room for the three of them. The room was narrow, with an extremely high ceiling. Two Coleman lamps hung from metal hooks, hissing. A camping stove burned in the middle of the floor, heating a dented aluminum pot filled with the bubbling dark moose stew. A cot and sleeping bag took up a wall on the inside, and there was a college dorm-like bookcase built with planks and bricks. Tacked to the walls were a map of Yellowstone, a laminated cover sheet of the Kyoto Accords with a red circle drawn over it and a slash through it, and several ripped and puckered magazine pages featuring the actress Scarlett Johansson.

“I get lonely,” Olig said, flushing. Then, “I don’t get it. What are you guys doing here?”

Joe said, “We came for you.”

“You need to come with us,” Nate said.

Something passed over Olig’s face, and he stepped back as far as he could in the small room. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said.

“Sure you are,” Nate said, growling.

“We’ve got Clay McCann,” Joe said.

Olig’s eyes flashed. “He’s here?”

“Downstairs,” Joe said.

“I want to kill that prick.”

Joe nodded. “I assumed that. Otherwise, I’d guess you would have been long gone by now.”

“Damned right.”

Nate shot a puzzled look at Joe.

“You were friends with Mark Cutler, weren’t you?” Joe asked. “He gave you the room up here while you two tried to figure out why McCann shot your friends from Minnesota, right?”

Olig nodded.

“And you two figured out that there were people in the Park Service in on the crime, right?”

He nodded again.

“So you stayed here until the two of you could get enough evidence on who was on which side and you could turn them in. But they got to Cutler, and you figured you were next.”

“I thought you might be them,” Olig said, gesturing to his gun on the floor.

“Nope,” Joe said. “We want to get them too. And we’ve set up a trap here tonight using McCann and you as bait. We want them to come in and incriminate themselves so we can throw the whole lot of them into prison.”

“This is a dream come true,” Olig said, rubbing his bear-cub hands. “But you need to leave me alone in a room with Clay McCann. Five minutes. That’s all I need. I’ve been dreaming of this for months.”

“You’ll need to stand in line for that,” Joe said.

“I should be first. He killed my friends.”

Joe shrugged, conceding the point.

Nate turned from Olig to Joe. “We can’t stand here talking all night.”

“I know,” Joe said. “I want to make sure Mr. Olig is with us.”

Olig said, “You bet your ass I am.”

AS THE THREE of them went down the hallway, Joe asked, “Besides revenge, why did you stay?”

Olig sighed. “Guilt. Then fear. I should have been at Bechler with my friends that day, but I was pissed at Rick. I didn’t like his idea about going national with the bio-mining protest. Since I’ve been up here I’ve found myself thinking of things differently. The black and white I used to see when it comes to environmental issues had turned gray. I figured, shit, we might find a cure for cancer with those microbes, or something. We shouldn’t automatically oppose everything. I mean, what makes us so fucking smart? We’re the beneficiaries of people before us figuring out shit that makes our lives better or helps us live longer. Why stop now, just because we think we know it all? The last thing I thought about, though, was that those microbes could be used for energy development.”

“So you figured that out, huh?”

“Not me,” Olig said. “Cutler had his suspicions. We all knew about the flamers, but Cutler was a geologist and thought about why they burned. He also told me he was going to show you. That was the night before he was killed.”

“So you saw the message to us?” Joe asked.

“Yeah,” Olig said. “I prowl around at night when everyone’s sleeping. Otherwise, I’d go crazy in that little room. I scared some guests a few times though,” he said, chuckling at the recollection.

“Do you know how far the conspiracy goes within the Park Service?” Joe asked.

“No. But Cutler was starting to think it went pretty high. At least to the chief ranger.”

“Bingo,” Joe said.

“And of course Layborn is involved, that prick. He spent way too much time asking about me around here after my friends got killed. He has informants, but luckily none of them knew to give me away. But I’ll tell you, I spent a lot of sleepless nights in that room back there.”

“Was this before or after your dates with Scarlett Johansson?” Nate asked.

“Hey,” Olig said, “that’s cruel.”

“I’m a cruel guy,” Nate said.

“So here’s what we need you to do,” Joe said, interrupting.

THEY WERE NEARLY to the lobby when Joe heard the radio crackle on his jacket. He plucked it off and turned up the volume slightly.

“I see someone coming,” the FBI ranger stationed on the road said. “They’re driving one of those snow coach things they use in the winter up here. ETA is ten to fifteen minutes.”

“Joe, did you hear that?” Portenson asked from somewhere.

“Got it.”

“We need you down here now.” His voice sounded shaky.

“On our way,” Joe said. “And we’ve got Bob Olig with us. He’s agreed to help.”

“Jesus Christ,” Portenson said.
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IN THE DARKNESS of the gift shop adjacent to the lobby, Joe crouched down behind shelves of stuffed bears and snow globes and watched through the window as the snow coach descended the hill from the highway interchange toward the Old Faithful Inn. The boxy vehicle ran on steel tracks and was lit up with red running lights. Its headlights illuminated the swirling snow in front of it. Soon, he could hear the motor and clanking of the tracks. He got a close glimpse of it as the snow coach maneuvered under the overhang, but he couldn’t tell how many people were inside. While he doubted there was enough snow accumulation outside to make the snow coach essential, he guessed they had erred on the side of caution when they chose to bring it.

Portenson, Nate, Ashby, Olig, and McCann also huddled in the gift shop. One of Mcllvaine’s assault team crouched behind the front counter, watching the black-and-white video monitor, switching smoothly between cameras one, two, and three. Joe couldn’t see the snipers behind the railing on the second level, but he knew they were there. Mcllvaine checked in with each of them, and they either whispered or clicked a response on their radios.

Joe thought, The bad guys don’t have a chance in hell to get out of this one.

He looked over to see Olig glaring at McCann with naked hatred. McCann seemed oblivious to it. He looked bulky and nonthreatening in his parka. They’d both been briefed; both had agreed to perform their roles.

As if finally feeling the intensity of Olig’s death stare, McCann turned to him, asked, “You must be Bob Olig.”

“The only one you didn’t kill that day,” Olig said.

McCann shrugged. “It wasn’t anything personal.”

Olig started to reach for McCann but was stopped by Ashby. “Later,” Ashby said.

Portenson said to McCann, “Don’t fuck this up or I’ll do more than rip your ear off.”

Again, McCann shrugged. Joe watched him carefully. If anything, McCann looked calm, which unnerved Joe. Was the lawyer planning something, trying once again to stay ahead of everyone around him?

Mcllvaine’s voice came over the radio: “Everybody ready? My guy in the woods says they’re getting out of the vehicle. He counts four men.”

McCann smiled at Olig. “Showtime,” he said.

With that, the lawyer sauntered across the lobby toward the blazing fireplace. Olig walked stiff-legged behind him. Joe guessed Olig was scared out of his mind, as Joe would be in the same circumstances.

The lawyer turned one of the big rocking chairs around and sat down, his back to the fire, framed by it. Olig stood nervously off to the side where, if necessary, he could duck and hide behind a stone column.

Joe felt his heart race and tried to keep his breathing steady. He flicked his eyes from the monitor to the lobby outside the window, as if trying to decide whether to watch what was about to happen for real or on TV.

The heavy front door squeaked as it opened a few inches. A curl of snow blew in.

“Come on in,” McCann called. “It’s warmer in here.”

The brain trust of EnerDyne Corporation entered the Old Faithful Inn.

Layborn was first, slipping through the door rapidly and flattening himself against the wall near the door, weapon drawn and aimed at McCann with two hands. The ranger flicked his eyes around the room, trying to see if anyone else was there. As planned, he could see no one else in the dark.

“Clear,” Layborn barked. James Langston, Layton Barron, and Chuck Ward followed. All wore heavy winter suits. All glanced around suspiciously. When Langston recognized Bob Olig standing near the fireplace, he cursed.

“Yeah,” Olig said, “I’m still here.”

“So,” McCann said, “did you finally bring my money?”

Barron said yes at the exact same time Ward said no. Joe cringed at their lack of coordination.

“What was that?” McCann said.

“We brought it,” Barron lied, as Ward deferred. “Does this mean you haven’t contacted the FBI?”

“Oh, I contacted them,” McCann said. “They’re on their way. I was hoping we could come to terms before they get here.”

The FBI microphones were good, Joe thought. These guys were good at this kind of technical stuff. He could even hear Langston mumble to Ward out of McCann’s earshot, “Not in this storm they aren’t.”

“It can all still work, gentlemen,” McCann said cheerfully. “It’s not too late to come to terms.”

“What do you mean?” Ward asked. Ward looked anxious, scared, looking for a way out, something he could grasp. Joe stared at him with morbid fascination. It seemed so odd to see him in this light.

“You pay me what you owe me and let me run the operation from here on out,” McCann said. “You guys have really screwed everything up with your endless plotting and meetings. You’re like the worst kind of mid-level managers trying to launch some crappy brand of soap. You overthink everything and make poor decisions, like isolating me. I’m your best asset, and always have been. That you couldn’t see that shows you’re a bunch of amateurs, that you’re out of your league in a game played for keeps. None of you has ever faced a jury or a judge when it’s just you, naked, standing there. None of you knows how to think on your feet.”

The four of them were momentarily entranced by him. Joe was too. McCann had decided to take this in another direction.

“That bastard,” Portenson whispered. “He’s out of control.”

In the lobby, whorls of fire roiling behind him, McCann said, “If we’re going to get all of this behind us and make a lot of money, which is all I’ve ever cared about and the only reason I associated with dolts like you, I need you idiots to shut up, quit having meetings, and listen to me. We’re going to do things differently, which means smarter. For once.”

He paused to let his words sink in. Joe tried to read the four men both through the glass and on the monitor. Langston looked angry, defensive, struggling with his first impulse to pull rank and ream someone out. Barron tried mightily to distance himself from Langston without physically moving, and appeared ready to concede. Ward stared at the floor, confused and resigned to the bad choice he’d made. Layborn sneered at McCann’s words.

“He’s fucking us,” Portenson moaned.

“Hold on,” Joe said, “I think he knows where he’s going.”

Clay McCann said, “No more accidents like Mark Cutler.”

“We had no choice,” Langston said. “He was about to—”

“No more ambushes of park rangers like Judy Demming.”

“That wasn’t planned,” Langston said, stammering. “It just happened.”

“Okay,” Portenson whispered inside, clearly relieved. “We’re back on track. He just got the bastards to incriminate themselves.”

McCann changed the subject. “When we agreed that I would take care of Hoening and the Gopher State Five, you agreed to pay me for it. I did my part. You didn’t do yours.”

Barron said, “The SEC—”

“Fuck the SEC,” McCann said. “My deal was with you.”

“We can still pay,” Barron said. “If we can get things back on track like you say. If we can make an announcement to attract investors—”

McCann exploded: “That’s what you should have done months ago!”

Layborn said to Barron, “Why are you letting this asshole dictate to us? Can’t you see what he’s doing?”

Ward looked terrified, Joe thought. He almost felt sorry for him.

“So,” McCann said, “I’ll ask you one more time. Did you bring me my money?”

Silence. Ward looked as if he was about to break down. Joe saw Langston make eye contact with Layborn, giving him a prearranged signal.

“Even better,” Layborn said, unleashed, narrowing the distance between him and McCann. “I brought you this,” and before Joe could react, he raised his weapon and fired twice, pop-pop, the gunfire splitting the silence. The impact of the bullets sent McCann toppling straight over backward in his rocking chair.

“Jesus!” Ashby shouted, scrambling.

Suddenly, Layborn swung his pistol toward Bob Olig, saying, “And you—”

Through the radio, Mcllvaine barked, “Pull!”

And Layborn’s head exploded from automatic gunfire. His headless body stayed erect for a second before crumpling to the floor.

“Freeze!” Mcllvaine shouted from the dark. “All three of you, down on the ground, hands behind your heads, now!”

Ashby threw open the gift-shop door. Joe, Nate, and Portenson ran out behind him. Joe felt adrenaline shoot through him like electric currents as he scrambled, the afterimage of Layborn’s death seared into his vision.

Everything was happening at once: agents were thundering down the stairs in their heavy boots; Olig was screaming and cursing from where he was now hiding behind the fireplace; Langston, Ward, and Barron were dropping to their knees and flopping onto their bellies as ordered.

Within half a minute all three were cuffed and searched. Only Langston had a weapon. Barron was pleading, saying he had no part in anything, was an innocent businessman. Langston hissed at him to shut up, but Barron was already offering to testify in exchange for a lighter sentence.

Ward was in apparent shock, staring at a river of Layborn’s blood as it snaked across the floor toward him.

As Joe walked toward the still-living triumvirate of Ener-Dyne, he saw something white and blood-flecked rolling slowly across the hardwood floor and reached down and snagged it as if spearing a lazy grounder at shortstop. Layborn’s glass eye looked at him accusingly from his palm. He remembered what Demming had said and rotated the eye. Yup. The National Park Service logo was on the other side.

JOE’S HEART WAS still beating hard when the agent from the gift shop came out beaming, said to Portenson, “We got it all on tape. It’s perfect.”

“Then shut the system down,” Mcllvaine said, with a menacing smile.

By then, McCann had been helped to his feet and was standing there gasping for air. Despite the Kevlar vest under his parka, the impact of the bullets had punched the breath out of him, and he wheezed raggedly. Olig had stripped off his vest and thrown it across the room as if wearing it another second insulted him somehow. He was furious, he said, about how close he’d come to death, how long the agents had waited.

Joe squatted next to Chuck Ward. Ward still had the distant, almost animal look of shock on his face. Joe had seen many game animals in the back of pickups with the same look.

“How could you do this?” Joe asked. “How could you betray the governor like this? Worse, how could you betray Wyoming?”

Ward studied the hardwood floor inches away, tears forming in his eyes.

Joe repeated his question, and this time it got through. He absentmindedly worked Layborn’s glass eye in his hand like a big prayer bead.

“He knows everything, Joe,” Ward said.

“Who?”

“The governor. Our boss. Nothing gets by him when it comes to revenue.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Then don’t. You’re so naive.”

“You’re lying.”

Ward turned away with a bitter smile. He was lying, Joe thought as he stood up. Of course he was lying. Of course he was lying.

PORTENSON SKIPPED OVER and gave Joe a bear hug, almost lifting him off the ground. “It was perfect,” Portenson said. “Your plan, it was perfect! Even better, it’s federal prosecutor—proof! This is the biggest arrest we’ve ever made in our office, and I was in charge! I’m going to get the hell out of this fucking state after all.”

He kissed Joe sloppily on the cheek, and Joe looked away.

“I’m next,” Mcllvaine said, stepping up after Portenson let go. He wrapped his arms around Joe and clamped hard, nearly squeezing Joe’s breath out.

“Okay, okay,” Joe grunted.

But Mcllvaine didn’t let go. Instead, he squeezed harder. Suddenly, what was about to come next hit Joe like a hammer. The realization was worse than Mcllvaine’s grip.

“Get his weapon,” Mcllvaine ordered one of his men, who plucked the Glock out of Joe’s holster.

Across the room, before Joe could shout out a warning, two agents clubbed Nate to the ground with their rifle butts. They took his .454 and cuffed him behind his back, shouting at him to “stay the fuck down.”

Joe tried to get loose, arching his back in a wild jerk, attempting to take Mcllvaine to the ground with him, but the FBI commander was too strong. After Nate was bound with an agent on top of him and a gun jammed into his temple, Mcllvaine pressed his mouth to Joe’s ear.

“I’ll let you go now, but don’t try to save your friend. There are way too many of us, and you saw what happened to Layborn.”

When Mcllvaine released him, Joe staggered away, sucking in racking breaths. He saw Portenson staring at him, shaking his head sadly.

“We had a deal,” Joe said, gasping.

“Yes we did,” Portenson said, “and I honored it. But you didn’t have a deal with him.” He gestured toward Mcllvaine.

“He’s been on our list for quite a while,” Mcllvaine said, confirming without saying what the whispering campaign on the radios had been about.

Joe threw himself at Portenson and his fist caught the FBI agent square in the nose, hard, smashing it flat against his face in a concussion of dark red blood. Portenson dropped to the floor, unconscious. Joe tumbled on top of him, cocked his arm back for another blow, when Mcllvaine and two other agents tore him away.

Before cuffing Joe around a knotty pine stanchion to keep him out of the way, Mcllvaine leaned into his ear again and said: “Don’t you know by now? Never trust a Fed.”

THROUGH A FOG of rage and betrayal, Joe watched as the assault team read Miranda rights to James Langston, chief ranger of Yellowstone Park; Layton Barron, CEO of EnerDyne; Chuck Ward, chief of staff for the governor of Wyoming; and Nate Romanowski, ex-special forces officer and outlaw falconer. Layborn’s body had been rolled up in dustcovers taken from tables in the restaurant. Portenson moaned from where he lay on the couch near the fire, holding a handkerchief to his head.

Mcllvaine had ordered up another snow coach from the South entrance to take everyone away. It would be three hours before the tracked vehicle could get to Old Faithful, he reported to his men.

Across the room, Joe and Nate locked eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Joe said.

“Don’t worry about it,” Nate mouthed, “it’s not your fault.”

“It is,” Joe said. “I’ll get you out. I promise.”

“You promise?” Nate said, arching his eyebrows, the words visibly relaxing him, making him smile.

With every fiber in my soul, Joe thought but didn’t say, because Mcllvaine stepped between them to block the exchange. The commander winked at Joe, then wheeled and kicked Nate in the ribs so hard Nate curled up into a ball, his face purple from pain.

“Stop it!” Joe screamed, but at the same time he felt incredibly indebted to Nate, wondering if he could possibly come through with his promise and thinking, I have to.

THAT’S WHEN DEL Ashby shouted, “Hey! where’d McCann go? And where is Olig?”

The room froze with silence. Even Joe turned from Nate and looked around.

The front door burst open, and the FBI agent who had been stationed in the woods entered, shook the snow off his coveralls, and said, “Who just took the snow coach?”
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THE FLAMERS WERE being lit one by one, the whole line of them, columns of angry fire reaching as high as six feet into the snowy night sky, melting the falling snow with sharp sizzles that sounded like zzzt, warming the air around Sunburst Hot Springs so much that Bob Olig felt comfortable taking off his parka and tossing it aside.

Clay McCann leaned back against the trunk of a lodgepole pine, noting how the flames played on Olig, made him look bigger and meaner than he really was, making him look like some kind of biblical avenger. The handcuffs bit into the flesh of McCann’s wrists.

“Just take them off for a minute,” McCann said. “Please? I need to scratch my ear where that maniac tore it off. It really hurts and I need to scratch it.”

“Gee,” Olig said, roaming around looking for more flamers to light, “I really feel for you.”

The stolen snow coach was parked in the trees at the edge of the firelight. McCann could see a reflection of flame in one of the side windows. The pain in his chest had steeled into a steady throb and he was just now able to speak. He recalled how he’d tried to shout as Olig attacked him earlier and hustled him out the front door of the Old Faithful Inn, but the impact of the bullets had kicked not only the breath out of him but also his ability to talk.

Finally, Olig walked over to where McCann was sitting.

“I’ve been thinking of you for a long time.”

McCann sighed. “Why weren’t you there that day?”

“Rick and I had a disagreement. I decided to pass on the reunion this year. I wish I was there.”

McCann smiled malevolently. “I wish you were there too.”

Olig said, “I wondered for months what it could possibly feel like to kill someone. It’s beyond my understanding how someone like you could be so cruel. Someone supposedly with education, like you.”

McCann thought about it for a moment. “It isn’t as hard as you think. It was a means to an end. Nothing personal, like I said earlier.”

Olig seemed to be studying him, his mouth curling with revulsion.

“That makes it worse,” he said.

“Maybe it does,” McCann conceded.

“Get up.”

McCann felt a trill of pain in his groin, and he squirmed. “I’m sure we can work something out if you’ll let me try.”

“Nope,” Olig said. “No deals. Especially with a lawyer who killed my friends.”

“But you’ll be a murderer,” McCann said. “You’ll be as bad as me.”

Olig smiled. “I’ll never be as bad as you.”

“I’m not moving.”

Olig reached out and grabbed McCann’s good ear, asking, “Do we have to go through this again?”

McCann felt the flames on his face as he was pulled toward the hot springs. He thought about running, thought about fighting, thought about trying to negotiate.

The surface of the water smoked with roils of steam, looked oddly inviting. He thought of Sheila, hoped he’d see her again wherever he was going, hoped she wasn’t too angry with him.

He felt a massive, two-handed shove on his back and he was flying forward. The water was so hot it seemed cold.

It was quick.
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JOE DROVE LARS’S pickup back toward Mammoth with Ashby in the passenger seat. It was 2.30 in the morning, the snow had stopped, and the FBI agents had left an hour before with their prisoners en route to Jackson Hole. The snow was deep and soft, but the oversized tires bit well and Joe had no doubt that if he held the vehicle steady and kept it moving forward, he wouldn’t get stuck.

As quickly as they’d come, the storm clouds dissipated, leaving a creamy wash of stars and an ice-blue slice of moon that lit the snow blue-white. Joe didn’t even need his headlights.

He and Ashby hadn’t talked about what happened. Ashby seemed lost in his own thoughts and loyalties, and Joe certainly was. Joe replayed his brief conversation with Ward. Of course Ward was lying about the governor. If Rulon knew about the microbes and the motive for the murders, why would he have sent Joe to investigate?

Unless, Joe thought darkly, Ward and Rulon expected him to fail. Unless they figured Joe Pickett, shamed ex-game warden, was too bumbling and incompetent to crack the case, thus giving them the political cover of claiming it had been investigated but nothing was found. And, eventually, Ward would be rich personally and the State of Wyoming would have yet another source of revenue.

Could Rulon possibly be that manipulative? Yes, Joe thought, he could. But was he? Joe wasn’t sure.

The only thing he was sure about, as he drove, was that he’d use the relationship he’d established with the governor to press for Nate Romanowski’s release. The governor owed him that, Joe figured.

Joe was so deep into rehashing his situation and what had happened that he didn’t notice that Ashby was gesturing frantically, pointing at something through the window, sputtering as he tried to put words together. “My God, Joe, look! It’s Steamboat!”

Steamboat Geyser, which Cutler had said was by far the biggest and most unpredictable geyser in the world, was shooting up in a massive white column of water and steam, the eruption far above the tops of the trees to their left. Joe didn’t understand at first how big it was until he stopped the truck and realized that the geyser was miles away, that the eruption they could see pulsing white into the night sky was so huge it would drench—and possibly kill—anyone or anything around it.

“All my years up here,” Ashby said, “and I’ve never seen Steamboat go off. Hardly anyone has. My God, just look at it.”

Joe ran his window down. The geyser speared into the sky, blocking out a vertical slice of stars. Its roar rolled across the landscape, a furious, powerful, guttural sound as if the earth itself was clearing its throat.

And that wasn’t all, as the truck began to vibrate. A pair of Lars’s sunglasses on a lanyard started to swing back and forth from where they hung on the rearview mirror. Old cigarette butts danced out of the tray. Joe could feel the springs in the truck seat tremble, and ahead of them in the dark trees, snow came tumbling down from branches as the ground shook.

“Earthquake,” Ashby said, his voice thin.

“Big one,” Joe said, watching the snow crash from the trees to the ground like smoke pouring in the wrong direction.

“Jesus,” Ashby said, reaching out to steady himself on the dashboard. “This is huge.”

Out on the sequined meadow, a herd of elk emerged from the trees and ran across the virgin snow, hoofbeats thumping, sets of antlers cracking against one another as the bulls scrambled to separate themselves. The herd, more than eighty of them, thundered across the road in front of the truck, leaving a wake of snow, snatches of hair, and a dusky smell.

“Maybe this is it,” Ashby said.

Joe didn’t want to think that.

“Something really upset the balance,” the ranger said, pointing toward a sputtering spray of superheated water that was shooting through the snow in the meadow the elk had just vacated. “It’s affecting the whole park. That geyser wasn’t there even two minutes ago. Now look at it.”

Joe had an impulse to call Marybeth, wake her up, tell her that he loved her. Tell her goodbye.

But the trembling stopped.

As did Steamboat Geyser. The new little geyser in the meadow spat out a few more gouts of water, then simply smoked, as if exhausted.

Joe realized he’d been holding his breath, and he slowly let it out. His grip on the steering wheel was so tight his knuckles where white. “I think it’s over,” he said. “I think we’re okay.”

“I hope so,” Ashby said.

Joe inched the truck forward, crossed the trail the elk had made, eased out into the meadow.

“I was just thinking I should start going back to church,” Ashby said. “Or put in my papers for a transfer to Mount Rushmore or someplace like that. The Washington Monument. Maybe Everglades.”

It took until they could see the lights of Mammoth Village for Joe to fully relax. He wanted to know what had caused the eruptions and the earthquake, what had upset the underground plumbing system.

“We’ll probably never know what caused it,” Joe said.

“That’s the thing about this place,” Ashby said. “It’s so much bigger than us. We’re nothing here.”

EARLY THE NEXT morning, as the sun came up, Joe walked through the still and silent Gardiner cemetery. The snow was untracked until he got there. It took twenty minutes to find the gravestone for Victor Pickett. He couldn’t think of anything to say.

BEFORE DRIVING TO Billings to see Judy and his father and return Lars’s pickup and meet Marybeth, who would take him home, Joe called the governor’s office. Rulon took the call and listened without comment as Joe outlined what had happened. Rulon’s only reaction was to curse when Joe told him about Chuck Ward.

“That sneaky son of a bitch,” Rulon said.

“So you had no idea what he was up to?” Joe asked, trying to sound casual.

“Of course not. What are you implying?”

“Nothing, except the last thing he told me,” Joe said, trying to swallow except his mouth was dry, “was that you knew everything.”

There was a long pause. Then the governor said, “Of course he’d say that. And he’ll probably say more and try to implicate me in order to cut a deal with the Feds. But he can’t prove anything, not a damn thing. Why would I send you up there after the fact to investigate if I had a role in anything?”

“Maybe because you thought I would fail,” Joe said.

“Well, I did think there was a pretty good chance you’d screw things up,” the governor said breezily. “That’s what you do. But no, I didn’t know about the microbes, although I’m fascinated by the possibilities. We’ve got to own them. They belong to us …”

Joe could hear the excitement in Rulon’s voice. He listened as the governor speculated about the possibilities of gasification, of transforming the world of energy production.

“Do you realize what you’ve found?” the governor finally asked.

“I think so,” Joe said.

“Can we get those microbes?”

“I have no idea,” Joe said. “The secret will soon be out.”

“Then we have to move fast,” Rulon said, and Joe could picture the governor gesturing to his underlings to come into his office. “I’ve got to go,” he said.

“I understand,” Joe said, “but there’s something else.”

“What?” Rulon said impatiently.

“My friend Nate Romanowski. The Feds took him.”

“I told you I didn’t want to know about him,” Rulon said. “In fact, I think our connection is going bad.”

“Governor—”

“I’m losing you! Damn! You’re fading away! Goodbye, Joe. And damned good work. Let’s keep in touch!”

“Governor …”

*

INSTEAD OF GOING North into Montana, Joe drove south into the park. It was hard to believe that the night before was the first major snowstorm of the season. By mid-morning, the roads had melted and were merely wet, and the sun blasted off the snow in a white-hot reflection.

He could see the tracks of the snow coach Olig had stolen going in and out of the Sunburst Hot Springs turnout, but Olig was gone. So was Clay McCann, Joe thought, so was Clay McCann.

Sunburst was dry, likely a result of the earthquake the night before. The pink microbes in the runoff stream were flat and turning gray as they died. Joe ran his bare hand over the flamer holes that once expelled natural gas. Nothing. He lit a match and waved it over the holes until it burned down to his fingertips.

YELLOWSTONE, JOE THOUGHT, as he drove out of it, was the most beautiful place on earth. It was the beginning and the end of everything he knew. He couldn’t wait to get home.





AFTERWORD

SINCE FREE FIRE was written, three things have happened:

Scientists and geological engineers have begun serious research into whether microbes introduced to coal seams can produce natural gas or liquified fuel;

The National Park Services in Yellowstone has begun public hearings regarding the exclusive contracts to research firms for the bio-mining of unique thermafiles;

U.S. Senator Mike Enzi of Wyoming has contacted fellow lawmakers with the purpose of future federal legislation to close the Yellowstone “Zone of Death” loophole.
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Sleep! There is hunting in heaven –
Sleep safe till tomorrow.

– William Carlos Williams

It’s strange how often human beings
die without any kind of style.

– Guy Sajer, The Forgotten Soldier


1

I AM A hunter, a bestower of dignity.

I am on the hunt.

As the sun raises its eyebrows over the eastern mountains I can see the track through the still grass meadow. It happens in an instant, the daily rebirth of the sun, a stunning miracle every twenty-four hours so rarely experienced these days by anyone except those who still live by the natural rhythm of the real world, where death is omnipresent and survival an unfair gift. This sudden blast of illumination won’t last long, but it reveals the direction and strategy of my prey as obviously as a flashing neon open sign. That is, if one knows where and how to see. Most people don’t.

Let me tell you what I see:

The first shaft of buttery morning light pours through the timber and electrifies the light frost and dew on the grass. The track made less than an hour before announces itself not by prints or bent foliage but by the absence of dew. For less than twenty seconds, when the force and angle of the morning light is perfect, I can see how my prey hesitated for a few moments at the edge of the meadow to look and listen before proceeding. The track boldly enters the clearing before stopping and veering back to the right toward the guarded shadows of the dark wall of pine, then continues along the edge of the meadow until it exits between two lodgepole pines, heading south-east.

I am a hunter.

As a hunter I’m an important tool of nature. I complete the circle of life while never forgetting I’m a participant as well. Without me, there is needless suffering, and death is slow, brutal, and without glory. The glory of death depends on whether one is the hunter or the prey. It can be either, depending on the circumstances.

I KNOW FROM scouting the area that for the past three mornings two dozen elk have been grazing on a sunlit hillside a mile from where I stand, and I know which way my prey is headed and therefore which way I will be going. The herd includes cows and calves mostly, and three young male spikes. I also saw a handsome five-by-five, a six-by-five, and a magnificent seven-point royal bull who lorded over the herd with cautious and stoic superiority. I followed the track through the meadow and the still-dark and dripping timber until it opened up on the rocky crest of a ridge that overlooks the grassy hillside.

I walk along the edge of the meadow, keeping the track of my prey to my right so I can read it with a simple downward glance like a driver checking a road map. But in this case, the route I am following—filled with rushes, pauses, and contemplation—takes me across the high wooded terrain of the eastern slope of the Bighorn Mountains of Wyoming. Like my prey, I stop often to listen, to look, to draw the pine and dust-scented air deep into my lungs and to taste it, savor it, let it enter me. I become a part of the whole, not a visitor.

In the timber I do my best to control my breathing to keep it soft and rhythmic. I don’t hike and climb too fast or too clumsily so I get out of breath. In the dawn October chill, my breath is ephemeral, condensating into a cloud from my nose and mouth and whipping away into nothingness. If my prey suspects I am onto it—if it hears my labored breathing—it might stop in the thick forest to wait and observe. If I blunder into it I might never get the shot, or get a poor shot that results in a wound. I don’t want that to happen.

I almost lose the track when the rising terrain turns rocky and becomes plates of granite. The sun has not yet entered this part of the forest, so the light is dull and fused. Morning mist hangs as if sleeping in the trees, making the rise of the terrain ahead of me seem as if I observe it through a smudged window. Although I know the general direction we are headed, I stop and observe, letting my breath return to a whisper, letting my senses drink in the scene and tell me things I can’t just see.

Slowly, slowly, as I stand there and make myself not look at the hillside or the trees or anything in particular, make the scene in front of me all peripheral, the story is revealed as if the ground itself provides the narration.

My prey paused where I pause, when it was even darker. It looked for a better route to the top of the rise so as not to have to scramble up the surface of solid granite, not only because of the slickness of the rock but because the ground is covered with dry pockets of pine needles and untethered stones, each of which, if stepped on directly or dislodged, would signal the presence of an intruder.

But it couldn’t see a better way, so it stepped up onto the ledge and continued on a few feet. I now see the disturbance caused by a tentative step in a pile of pine needles, where a quarter-sized spot of moisture has been revealed. The disturbed needles themselves, no more than a dozen of them, are scattered on the bare rock like a child’s pickup sticks. Ten feet to the right of the pocket of pine needles, a small egg-shaped stone lies upturned with clean white granite exposed to the sky. I know the stone has been dislodged, turned upside down by an errant step or stumble, because the exposed side is too clean to have been there long.

Which means my prey realized scrambling up the rock face was too loud, so it doubled back and returned to where it started. I guess he would skirt the exposed granite to find a better, softer place to climb. I locate where my prey stopped to urinate, leaving a dark stain in the soil. I locate it by the smell, which is salty and pungent. Pulling off a glove, I touch the moist ground with the tips of my fingers and it is a few degrees warmer than the dirt or air. It is close. And I can see a clear track where it turned back again toward the south-east, toward the ridge.

On the other side of the ridge will be the elk. I will likely smell them before I see them. Elk have a particular odor—earthy, like potting soil laced with musk, especially in the morning when the sun warms and dries out their damp hides.

Quietly, deliberately, I put my glove back on and work the bolt on my rifle. I catch a glimpse of the bright, clean brass of the cartridge as it seats in the chamber. I ease the safety on, so when I am ready it will take no more than a thumb flick to be prepared to fire.

As I climb the hill the morning lightens. The trees disperse and more dawn light filters through them to the pine-needle forest floor. I keep the rifle muzzle out in front of me but pointed slightly down. I can see where my prey stepped, and follow the track. My heart beats faster, and my breath is shallow. I feel a thin sheen of sweat prick through the pores of my skin and slick my entire body like a light coating of machine oil. My senses peak, pushed forward and asserting themselves, as if ready to reach out to get a hold on whatever they can grasp and report back.

I slow as I approach the top of the ridge. A slight morning breeze—icy, bracing, clean as snow—flows over the top and mists my eyes for a moment. I find my sunglasses and put them on. I can’t risk pulling up over the top of the hill and having tears in my eyes so I can’t see clearly through the scope.

I drop to my knees and elbows and baby-crawl the rest of the way. Elk have a special ability to note movement of any kind on the horizon, and if they see me pop over the crest it will likely spook them. I make sure to have the crown of a pine from the slope I just climbed up behind me, so my silhouette is not framed against the blue-white sky. As I crawl, I smell the damp soil and the slight rotten odor of decomposing leaves and pine needles.

There are three park-like meadows below me on the saddle slope and the elk are there. The closest bunch, three cows, two calves, and a spike, are no more than 150 yards away. The sun lights their red-brown hides and tan rumps. They are close enough that I can see the highlights of their black eyes as they graze and hear the click of their hooves against stones as they move. To their right, in another park, is a group of eight including the five-by-five. He looks up and his antlers catch the sun and for a moment I hold my breath for fear I’ve been detected. But the big bull lowers his head and continues to chew, stalks of grass bouncing up and down out of the sides of his mouth like cigarettes.

I let my breath out.

The big seven-point is at the edge of the third park, at least three hundred yards away. He is half in the sun and half in shadow from the pine trees that border the meadow. His rack of antlers is so big and wide I wonder, as I always do, how it is possible for him even to raise his head, much less run through tight, dark timber. The big bull seems aware of the rest of the herd without actually looking at them. When a calf moves too close to him he woofs without even stopping his meal and the little one wheels and runs back as if stung by a bee.

The breeze is in my face, so I doubt the elk can smell me. The stalk has been perfect. I revel in the hunt itself, knowing this feeling of silent and pagan celebration is as ancient as man himself but simply not known to anyone who doesn’t hunt. Is there any kind of feeling similar in the world of cities and streets? In movies or the Internet or video games? I don’t think so, because this is real.

Before pulling the stock of the rifle to my cheek and fitting my eye to the scope, I inch forward and look down the slope just below me that has been previously out of my field of vision. The sensation is like that of sliding the cover off a steaming pot to see what is inside. I can feel my insides clench and my heart beat faster.

There he is. I see the broad back of his coat clearly, as well as his blaze-orange hat. He is sighting the elk through his rifle scope. He is hidden behind a stand of thick red buck brush so the elk can’t see him. He’s been tracking the big bull since an hour before dawn through the meadow, up the slope, over the ridge. Those were his tracks I’ve been following. He is crouched behind the brush, a dark green nylon daypack near his feet. He is fifty yards away.

I settle to the ground, wriggling my legs and groin so I am in full contact. The coldness of the ground seeps through my clothes and I can feel it steady me, comfort me, cool me down. I thumb the safety off my rifle and pull the hard varnished stock against my cheek and lean into the scope with both eyes open.

The side of his face fills the scope, the crosshairs on his graying temple. He still has the remains of what were once mutton-chop sideburns. His face and hands are older than I recall, wrinkled some, mottled with age spots. The wedding band he once wore is no longer there, but I see where it has created a permanent trough in the skin around his finger. He is still big, tall, and wide. If he laughs I would see, once again, the oversized teeth with the glint of gold crowns in the back of his mouth and the way his eyes narrow into slits, as if he couldn’t look and laugh at the same time.

I keep the crosshairs on his temple. He seems to sense that something is wrong. His face twitches, and for a moment he sits back and looks to his right and left to see if he can see what, or who, is watching him. This has happened before with the others. They seem to know but at the same time they won’t concede. When he sits back I lower the crosshairs to his heart. He never looks directly at me, so I don’t have to fire.

I wait until he apparently concludes that it was just a strange feeling, and leans forward into his scope again, waiting for the seven-point bull to turn just right so he offers a clean, full-body shot. My aim moves with him.

I raise the crosshairs from his heart to his neck just below his jawbone and squeeze the trigger.

There is a moment when a shot is fired by a high-powered hunting rifle when the view through the scope is nothing more than a flash of deep orange and the barrel kicks up. For that moment, you don’t know if you hit what you were aiming at or what you will see when you look back down the rifle at your target. The gunpowder smell is sharp and pungent and the boom of the shot itself rockets through the timber and finally rolls back in echo form like a clap of thunder. There is the woofing and startled grunts of a herd of elk as they panic as one and run toward the trees. The seven-by-seven is simply gone. From the blanket of pine, birds fly out like shooting sparks.

Here’s what I know:

I am a hunter, a bestower of dignity.


2

JOE PICKETT WAS stranded on the roof of his new home. It was the first Saturday in October, and he was up there to fix dozens of T-Lock shingles that had blown loose during a seventy-five-mile-per-hour windstorm that had also knocked down most of his back fence and sandblasted the paint off his shutters. The windstorm had come rocketing down the eastern slope of the mountains during the middle of the night and hit town like an airborne tsunami, snapping off the branches of hoary cottonwoods onto power lines and rolling cattle semi-trucks off the highway and across the sagebrush flats like empty beer cans. For the past month since the night of the windstorm, the edges of loosened shingles flapped on the top of his house with a sound like a deck of playing cards being shuffled. Or that’s how his wife, Marybeth, described it since Joe had rarely been home to hear it and hadn’t had a day off to repair the damage since it happened. Until today.

He had awakened his sixteen-year-old daughter, Sheridan, a sophomore at Saddlestring High, and asked her to hold the rickety wooden ladder steady while he ascended to the roof. It had bent and shivered as he climbed, and he feared his trip down. Since it was just nine in the morning, Sheridan hadn’t been fully awake and his last glimpse of her when he looked down was of her yawning with tangles of blond hair in her eyes. She stayed below while he went up and he couldn’t see her. He assumed she’d gone back inside.

There had been a time when Sheridan was his constant companion, his assistant, his tool-pusher, when it came to chores and repairs. She was his little buddy, and she knew the difference between a socket and a crescent wrench. She kept up a constant patter of questions and observations while he worked, even though she sometimes distracted him. It was silent now. He’d foolishly thought she’d be eager to help him since he’d been gone so much, forgetting she was a teenager with her own interests and a priority list where “helping Dad” had dropped very low. That she’d come outside to hold the ladder was a conscious acknowledgment of those old days, and that she’d gone back into the house was a statement of how it was now. It made him feel sad, made him miss how it once had been.

It was a crisp, cool, windless fall day. A dusting of snow above the treeline on Bighorns in the distance made the mountains and the sky seem even bluer, and even as he tacked the galvanized nails through the battered shingles into the plywood sheeting he kept stealing glances at the horizon as if sneaking looks at a lifeguard in her bikini at the municipal pool. He couldn’t help himself—he wished he were up there.

Joe Pickett had once been the game warden of the Saddlestring District and the mountains and foothills had been his responsibility. That was before he was fired by the director of the state agency, a Machiavellian bureaucrat named Randy Pope.

From where he stood on the roof, he could look out and see most of the town of Saddlestring, Wyoming. It was quiet, he supposed, but not the kind of quiet he was used to. Through the leafless cottonwoods he could see the reflective wink of cars as they coursed down the streets, and he could hear shouts and commands from the coaches on the high-school football field as the Twelve Sleep High Wranglers held a scrimmage. Somewhere up on the hill a chainsaw coughed, started and roared to cut firewood. Like a pocket of aspen in the fold of a mountain range, the town of Saddlestring seemed packed into this deep U-shaped bend of the Twelve Sleep River, and was laid out along the contours of the body of water until the buildings finally played out on the sagebrush flats, but the river went on. He could see other roofs, and the anemic downtown where the tallest structure was the wrought-iron and neon bucking horse on the top of the Stockman’s Bar.

In the back pocket of his worn Wranglers was a long list of to-do’s that had accumulated over the past month. Marybeth had made most of the entries, but he had listed a few himself. The first five entries were:


Fix roof

Clean gutters

Bring hoses in

Fix back fence

Winterize lawn



The list went on from there for the entire page and half of the back. Joe knew if he worked the entire day and into the night he wouldn’t complete the list, even if Sheridan was helping him, which she wasn’t. Plus, experience told him there would be a snag of some kind that would derail him and frustrate his progress, something simple but unanticipated. The gutter would detach from the house while he was scraping the leaves out of it, or the lumber store wouldn’t have the right fence slats and they’d need to order them. Something. Like when the tree branches started to shiver and shake as a gust of wind from the north rolled through them with just enough muscle to catch the ladder and send it clattering straight backward from the house to the lawn as if it had been shot. And there he was, stranded on the roof of a house he really didn’t even want to live in, much less own.

The wind went away just as suddenly as it had appeared.

“Sheridan?”

No response. She was very likely back in bed.

“Sheridan? Lucy? Marybeth?” He paused. “Anybody?”

He thought of stomping on the roof with his boots or dangling a HELP! message over the eave so Marybeth might see it out the kitchen window. Jumping from the roof to the cottonwood tree in the front yard was a possibility, but the distance was daunting and he visualized missing the branch, thumping into the trunk and tumbling to the ground. Or, he thought sourly, he could just sit up there until the winter snows came and his body was eaten by ravens.

Instead, he went to work. He had a hammer and a pocketful of nails in the front of his hooded sweatshirt. And a spatula.

As he secured the loose shingles he could see his next-door neighbor, Ed Nedny, come out of his front door and stand on his porch looking pensive. Nedny was a retired town administrator who now spent his time working on his immaculate lawn, tending his large and productive garden, keeping up his perfectly well-appointed home, and washing, waxing, and servicing his three vehicles—a vintage Chevy pickup, a Jeep Cherokee, and the black Lincoln Town Car that rarely ventured out of the garage. Joe had seen Nedny when he came home the night before applying Armor All to the whitewall tires of the Town Car under a trouble light. Although his neighbor didn’t stare outright at Joe, he was there to observe. To comment. To offer neighborly advice. Nedny wore a watch cap and a heavy sweater, and drew serenely on his pipe, letting a fragrant cloud of smoke waft upward toward Joe on the roof as if he sent it there.

Joe tapped a nail into a shingle to set it, then drove it home with two hard blows.

“Hey, Joe,” Ed called.

“Ed.”

“Fixing your roof?”

Joe paused a beat, discarded a sarcastic answer, and said, “Yup.”

Which gave Ed pause as well, and made him look down at his feet for a few long, contemplative moments. Ed, Joe had discerned, liked to be observed while contemplating. Joe didn’t comply.

“You know,” Ed said finally, “a fellow can’t actually fix T-Lock shingles. It’s like trying to fix a car radio without taking it out of the dash. It just can’t be done properly.”

Joe took in a deep breath and waited. He dug another nail out of the pocket of his hooded sweatshirt.

“Now, I’m not saying you shouldn’t try or that you’re wasting your time. I’m not saying that at all,” Ed said, chuckling in the way a master chuckles at a hapless apprentice, Joe thought. The way his mentor-gone-bad Vern Dunnegan used to chuckle at him years ago.

“Then what are you saying?” Joe asked.

“It’s just that you can’t really fix shingles in a little patch and expect them to hold,” Ed said. “The shingles overlap like this.” He held his hands out and placed one on top of the other. “You can’t fix a shingle properly without taking the top one off first. And because they overlap, you need to take the one off that. What I’m saying, Joe, is that with T-Lock shingles you’ve got to lay a whole new set of shingles on top or strip the whole roof and start over so they seat properly. You can’t just fix a section. You’ve got to fix it all. If I was you, I’d call your insurance man and have him come out and look at it. That way, you can get a whole new roof.”

“What if I don’t want a whole new roof?” Joe asked.

Ed shrugged affably. “That’s your call, of course. It’s your roof. I’m not trying to make you do anything. But if you look at the other roofs on the block—at my roof—you’ll see we have a certain standard. None of us have patches where you can see a bunch of nail heads. Plus, it might leak. Then you’ve got ceiling damage. You don’t want that, do you?”

“No,” Joe said defensively.

“Nobody wants that,” Ed said, nodding, puffing. Then, looking up at Joe and squinting through a cloud of smoke, “Are you aware your ladder fell down?”

“Yup,” Joe answered quickly.

“Do you want me to prop it back up so you can come down?”

“That’s not necessary,” Joe said, “I need to clean the gutters first.”

“I was wondering when you were going to get to that,” Ed said.

Joe grunted.

“Are you going to get started on your fence then too?”

“Ed…”

“Just trying to help,” Ed said, waving his pipe, “just being neighborly.”

Joe said nothing.

“It isn’t like where you used to live,” Ed continued, “up the Bighorn Road or out there on your mother-in-law’s ranch. In town, we all look out for each other and help each other out.”

“Got it,” Joe said, feeling his neck flush hot, wishing Ed Nedny would turn his attention to someone else on the street or go wax his car or go to breakfast with his old retired buddies at the Burg-O-Pardner downtown.

Joe kept his head down and started scraping several inches of dead leaves from his gutter with the spatula he’d borrowed from the kitchen drawer.

“I’ve got a tool for that,” Ed offered.

“That’s okay, Ed,” Joe said through clenched teeth, “I’m doing just fine.”

“Mind if I come over?” Nedny asked while crossing his lawn onto Joe’s. It was easy to see the property line, Joe noted, since Ed’s lawn was green and raked clean of leaves and Joe’s was neither. Nedny grumbled about the shape of Joe’s old ladder while raising it and propping it up against the eave. “Is this ladder going to collapse on me?” Ed asked while he climbed it.

“We’ll see,” Joe said, as Nedny’s big fleshy face and pipe appeared just above the rim of the gutter. Ed rose another rung so he could fold his arms on the roof and watch Joe more comfortably. He was close enough that Joe could have reached out and patted the top of Nedny’s watch cap with the spatula.

“Ah, the joys of being a homeowner, eh?” Ed said.

Joe nodded.

“Is it true this is the first house you’ve owned?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve got a lovely family. Two daughters, right? Sheridan and Lucy?”

“Yes.”

“I met your wife, Marybeth, a couple of weeks ago. She owns that business management company—MBP? I’ve heard good things about them.”

“Good.”

“She’s quite a lovely woman as well. I’ve met her mother, Missy. The apple didn’t fall far from that tree.”

“Yes, it did,” Joe said, wishing the ladder would collapse.

“I heard you used to live out on the ranch with her and Bud Longbrake. Why did you decide to move to town? That’s a pretty nice place out there.”

“Nosy neighbors,” Joe said.

Nedny forged on. “What are you? Forty?”

“Yup.”

“So you’ve always lived in state-owned houses, huh? Paid for by the state?”

Joe sighed and looked up. “I’m a game warden, Ed. The game and fish department provided housing.”

“I remember you used to live out on the Bighorn Road,” Nedny said. “Nice little place, if I remember. Phil Kiner lives there now. Since he’s the new game warden for the county, what do you do?”

Joe wondered how long Nedny had been waiting to ask these questions since they’d bought the home and moved in. Probably from the first day. But until now, Nedny hadn’t had the opportunity to corner Joe and ask.

“I still work for the department,” Joe said. “I fill in wherever they need me.”

“I heard,” Nedny said, raising his eyebrows man-to-man, “that you work directly for the governor now. Like you’re some kind of special agent or something.”

“At times,” Joe said.

“Interesting. Our governor is a fascinating man. What’s he like in person? Is he really crazy like some people say?”

Joe was immensely grateful when he heard the front door of his house slam shut and saw Marybeth come out into the front yard and look up. She was wearing her weekend sweats and her blond hair was tied back in a ponytail. She took in the scene: Ed Nedny up on the ladder next to Joe.

“Joe, you’ve got a call from dispatch,” she said. “They said it’s an emergency.”

“Tell them it’s your day off,” Nedny counseled. “Tell ’em you’ve got gutters to clean out and a fence to fix.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Ed?”

“We all would,” Nedny answered. “The whole block.”

“You’ll have to climb down so I can take that call,” Joe said. “I don’t think that ladder will hold both of us.”

Nedny sighed with frustration and started down. Joe followed.

“My spatula, Joe?” she asked, shaking her head at him.

“I told him I had a tool for that,” Ed called over his shoulder as he trudged toward his house.

“I’M NOT USED to people so close that they can watch and comment on everything we do,” Joe said to Marybeth as he entered the house.

“Did you forget about my mother on the ranch?” she asked, smiling bitterly.

“Of course not,” Joe said, taking the phone from her, “but what’s that saying about keeping your friends close and your enemies closer?”

The house was larger than the state-owned home they’d lived in for six years, and nicer but with less character than the log home they’d temporarily occupied on the Longbrake Ranch for a year. Big kitchen, nice backyard, three bedrooms, partially finished basement with a home office, a two-car garage filled with Joe’s drift boat and snowmobile, and still-unpacked boxes stacked up to the rafters. It had been three months since they bought the house but they still weren’t fully moved in.

Twelve-year-old Lucy was sprawled in a blanket on the living room floor watching Saturday morning cartoons. She had quickly mastered the intricacies of the remote control and the satellite television setup and reveled in living, for the first time, as she put it, “in civilization.” Sheridan was, Joe guessed, back in bed.

Marybeth looked on with concern as he said into the telephone, “Joe Pickett.”

The dispatcher in Cheyenne said, “Please hold for the governor’s office.”

Joe felt a shiver race down his back at the words.

There was a click and a pop and he could hear Governor Spencer Rulon talking to someone in his office over the speakerphone, caught in mid sentence: “… we’ve got to get ahead of this one and frame and define it before those bastards in the eastern press define it for us—”

“I’ve got Mr. Pickett on the line, sir,” the dispatcher said.

“Joe!” the governor said. “How in the hell are you?”

“Fine, sir.”

“And how is the lovely Mrs. Pickett?”

Joe looked up at his wife, who was pouring two cups of coffee.

“Still lovely,” Joe said.

“Did you hear the news?”

“What news?”

“Another hunter got shot this morning,” Rulon said.

“Oh, no.”

“This one is in your neck of the woods. I just got the report ten minutes ago. The victim’s hunting buddies found him and called it in. It sounds bad, Joe. It really sounds bad.”

If the governor was correct, this was the third accidental shooting of a big-game hunter in Wyoming thus far this fall, Joe knew.

“I don’t know all the details yet,” Rulon said, “but I want you all over it for obvious reasons. You need to mount up and get up there and find out what happened. Call when you’ve got the full story.”

“Who’s in charge?” Joe asked, looking up as his day of homeowner chores went away in front of his eyes.

“Your sheriff there,” Rulon said, “McLanahan.”

“Oh,” Joe said.

“I know, I know,” the governor said, “he’s a doofus. But he’s your sheriff, not mine. Go with him and make sure he doesn’t foul up the scene. I’ve ordered DCI and Randy Pope to get up there in the state plane by noon.”

“Why Pope?” Joe asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Rulon said. “If this is another accidental death we’ve got a full-blown news event on our hands. Not to mention another Klamath Moore press conference.”

Klamath Moore was the leader and spokesman for a national anti-hunting organization who appeared regularly on cable news and was the first to be interviewed whenever a story about hunting and wildlife arose. He had recently turned his attention to the state of Wyoming, and particularly Governor Spencer Rulon, whom he called “Governor Bambi Killer.” Rulon had responded by saying if Moore came to Wyoming he’d challenge him to a duel with pistols and knives. The statement was seized upon by commentators making “red state/blue state” arguments during the election year, even though Rulon was a Democrat. In Wyoming the controversy increased Rulon’s popularity among certain sectors while fueling talk in others that the governor was becoming more unhinged.

“Why me?” Joe asked.

The governor snorted. Whoever was in the room with him—it sounded like a woman—laughed. Something about her laugh was familiar to Joe, and not in a good way. He shot a glance toward Marybeth, who looked back warily.

“Why you?” Rulon said. “What in the hell else do you have to do today?”

Joe reached back and patted the list in his pocket. “Chores,” he said.

“I want fresh eyes on the crime scene,” Rulon said. “You’ve got experience in this kind of thing. Maybe you can see something McLanahan or DCI can’t see. These are your people, these hunter types. Right?”

Before Joe could answer, he heard the woman in the governor’s office say, “Right.”

Joe thought he recognized the voice, which sent a chill through him. “Stella?”

“Hi, Joe,” she said.

At the name Stella, Marybeth locked on Joe’s face in a death stare.

“I was going to introduce you to my new chief of staff,” the governor said, “but I guess you two know each other.”

“We do,” Stella Ennis purred.

“Joe, are you there?” Rulon asked.

“Barely,” Joe said.

WHILE JOE CHANGED into his red uniform shirt with the pronghorn antelope game and fish department patch on the shoulder and clipped on his J. PICKETT, GAME WARDEN badge above the breast pocket, Marybeth entered the bedroom and said, “Stella Ennis?”

The name brought back a flood of memories. He’d met her in Jackson Hole on temporary assignment three years before. She was the wife of a prominent and homicidal developer. She’d “befriended” the previous Jackson game warden and complicated his life. She tried to do the same with Joe, and he’d been attracted to her. It was a time in his marriage when they seemed on the verge of separation. They persevered. Now they owned their first home.

“The governor introduced her as his new chief of staff,” Joe said.

“How is that possible?” she asked. “Wasn’t her husband convicted of trying to kill her?”

Joe shook his head. “He was never charged because Stella turned up alive and well. Marcus Hand was his lawyer. The Teton County DA plea-bargained the rest of the charges and Don Ennis paid some fines and moved to Florida.”

“How did she wind up in the governor’s office?”

“I have no idea,” Joe said. “She’s resourceful.”

“This state is too small sometimes,” she said.

“Yes it is.”

Marybeth approached Joe and pulled him to her with her hands behind his neck, so their faces were inches apart. “Stay away from her, Joe. You know what happened last time.”

“Nothing,” Joe said, flushing.

“Yes, but,” she said.

“Honey …”

“She’s a very good-looking woman. I’ve seen pictures of her. She’s beautiful, and very dangerous. But so am I.”

He smiled. “You have nothing to worry about.”

“I believe you.”

“Besides, it sounds like I’ll be too busy dealing with Sheriff McLanahan and Randy Pope. I’m not looking forward to that.”

“I don’t trust her,” Marybeth said. “But I do trust you.”

“You should.”

“Plus, Sheridan and Lucy would kill you if you ever did anything untoward.”

“That I’m sure of,” Joe said.

“So what’s going on? Another hunter?”

“Apparently,” Joe said. “I don’t know much yet, but the governor’s worried.”

“Any idea how long you’ll be gone this time?”

“I should be back tonight.”

“No,” she said. “I mean on this case.”

He buckled on his holster with the .40 Glock, pepper spray, handcuffs and reached for his Stetson that was crown down on the dresser.

“I don’t know,” he said. “We don’t know if it’s another accident or foul play. Everyone’s jumpy because of those other hunters who got shot. No one wants to imagine that someone is hunting hunters, but everyone is thinking that.”

She nodded. She didn’t need to tell him there were parent-teacher conferences later in the week at Lucy’s junior high and Sheridan’s high school. Or about the party they’d been invited to with members of their church. Or about the fact that she wanted him home while she battled with her mother and needed his support.

“I’ll be home as soon as I can,” he said.

She walked him to the door. Lucy was still watching television and didn’t look at him. She simply said, “Gone again?”

Joe stopped, hurt. Marybeth pushed him gently out the door into the front yard.

“We’ll be here when you get home,” she said. Then: “It looks like there’s someone who would like to go with you.”

He turned, hoping Sheridan was on the porch pulling on her jacket. But it was Maxine, his old Labrador who had turned white four years before and was now half-blind, half-deaf, and fully flatulent.

“Come on, girl,” Joe said.

Maxine clattered stiff-legged down the sidewalk, her tail snapping side to side like her old self. Joe had to lift her back end into the cab.

“I am curious how she ended up on the governor’s staff,” Marybeth said. “I’ll have to do a little snooping.”

Joe kissed her. “You’ve made your point,” he said. “There’s nothing to worry about here. I need to go.”

“I understand,” she said, “but Ed Nedny is going to be real upset with you.”
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PHIL KINER, THE new game warden of the Saddlestring District, was waiting for Joe in his green Ford four-wheel-drive pickup with the Wyoming Game and Fish logo on the door in front of Joe’s old home on Bighorn Road. Joe drove an identical pickup. Joe tried not to let it get to him that Phil now lived in his former state-owned home with the view of Wolf Mountain, tried not to allow the nostalgia he’d let in that morning eat further into him, but when he saw the house he couldn’t help it. The picket fence needed painting and the corral needed repair. When he shot a glance at the windows of the house he saw the images and ghosts of his younger family looking out as they had once posed—Marybeth, Sheridan, Lucy—and his foster daughter, April. He shook his head hard to rid himself of the memory and stanched his longing for the innocence and naïvete of that time.

Kiner unrolled his window as Joe pulled up beside him nose to tail, the quintessential cop maneuver so neither would need to get out of his vehicle. “Have you been listening on your radio?”

“Not really,” Joe said, a little ashamed he’d been so preoccupied on the eight-mile drive out.

“McLanahan’s up ahead, waiting for us,” Kiner said. “He knows the general area but doesn’t know where this elk camp is at. He needs for us to get there and show him.”

“Whose camp?”

“Frank Urman from Cheyenne. He’s the victim. You know him?”

“The name’s familiar,” Joe said. “I think I know the camp.”

“Good, because I don’t.”

Kiner said it without bitterness, which Joe welcomed. Throughout the first year Kiner took over, he hadn’t contacted Joe for advice or background on the district Joe had overseen for nine years. Marybeth speculated that it was either misplaced pride or Kiner’s fear of displeasing Randy Pope by creating the impression he was close to Joe. Either way, it hurt. Joe tried to put himself in Kiner’s shoes, and when he did he understood the dilemma but still thought Kiner should have reached out. They had reconciled only after Sheridan slugged Kiner’s son Jason in the lunchroom at school and both sets of parents were called in for a conference with the vice principal.

“How many are up there?” Joe asked.

“Three,” Kiner said. “Related to the victim, from what I can tell so far. They sound really pissed off, so we need to get up there before they go after whoever shot the fourth guy.”

“Is it possible it was an accident?” Joe asked.

“It sure as hell doesn’t sound like one, but we won’t know for sure until we get there,” Kiner said, raising his eyebrows. “But from what I’ve heard, it sounds fucking horrible. In fact, I can’t even believe what they’re telling the dispatcher they found.”

“What?”

“Turn on your radio,” Kiner said while putting the pickup in gear and roaring off.

Joe sat for a moment, took a deep breath, and followed. He kept far enough back of Kiner’s dust cloud to look up at the looming dark mountains as they framed the valley. Fingers of fall color probed down the slopes and folds. The sky had turned from brilliant blue to a light steel gray as a film of cloud cover moved from the north, bringing, no doubt, a drop in temperature and possibly snow flurries. He turned on his radio beneath the dash and clicked it to the mutual aid channel. It was crackling with voices.

The dispatcher said, “Mr. Urman, I understand. But please remain where you are and don’t pursue anyone on your own. We’ve got units on the way.”

“That’s easy for you to say, lady,” the man Joe assumed was Urman said with barely controlled fury, “you haven’t seen what happened to my uncle this morning. And whoever did it is still out there.”

“Mr. Urman—”

“Somebody shot him with a high-powered rifle,” Urman said, “like a goddamned elk!”

Joe swallowed hard.

“Like a goddamned elk,” Urman repeated in a near whisper, an auditory hitch in his voice.

AS HE FOLLOWED Kiner, Joe did a quick inventory of his pickup. He’d been practically living in it for the past month and it showed. The carpeting on the floorboards showed mud from the clay draws and arroyos near Lusk, the Little Snake River bottomland of Baggs, the desert of Rawlins, the Wind River foothills out of Pinedale. There was a gritty covering of dust on his dashboard and over his instruments. The console was packed with maps, notes, citation books. The skinny space behind his seat was crammed with jackets and coats for every weather possibility, as well as his personal shotgun, his Remington Wingmaster twelve-gauge, his third since he’d become a full-time game warden. An M-14 carbine with a peep sight was under the seat, a Winchester .270 rifle was secured in brackets behind his head. The large padlocked metal box in the bed of the vehicle held evidence kits, survival gear, necropsy kits, heavy winter clothing, tools, spare radios, a tent and sleeping bag. Single-cab pickups for game wardens with all this gear was proof that whoever it was in the department who purchased the vehicles had never been out in the field.

Since he’d lost his district and been assigned to work “without portfolio” for the governor, Joe filled in across the state whenever and wherever he was needed. As there were only fifty-four game wardens covering the ninety-eight thousand square miles of the state, he was constantly in demand. If a warden was sick, injured, or had extended duty in court or on assignment, Joe was asked to substitute. Because he was moving around so much, agency biologists had asked him to gather samples from big-game animals across the state so they could monitor the spread of chronic wasting disease. CWD was a transmissible neurological disease that attacked the brains of deer and elk and was similar to mad cow disease. From a few isolated cases in the southwest of the state, the disease seemed to be moving north and was turning into a significant threat to the wild game population. Joe was concerned, as were many others. Too many animals were showing positive results for CWD, although not yet in crisis proportions.

He never knew what his schedule would be from week to week. The requests came via third party or from the wardens themselves. They never came straight from Director Pope, who had chosen not to communicate directly with Joe in any way. Joe liked it better that way as well, but he never forgot for a moment that Pope had fired him and would do so again in an instant if he could find justification. Joe’s relationship with the governor was vague, and after a case in Yellowstone Joe wasn’t sure he could trust him. But Rulon had not given Joe any reasons to doubt his sincerity since then, other than his generally erratic behavior, a sign of which was hiring Stella Ennis as his new chief of staff.

The two trucks raced up the state highway, wig-wag lights flashing. A herd of pronghorn antelope raced them for a while before turning south in a flowing arc toward the breaklands. Cows looked up but didn’t stop grazing.

They passed the entrance to Nate Romanowski’s place. Nate was an outlaw falconer with a mysterious background who’d made a pledge to protect Joe and his family after Joe proved his innocence in a murder investigation. Currently, Nate was in federal custody involving the disappearance of two men—one being the former sheriff—three years before. He’d asked Joe to continue to feed his falcons, which Joe did every day he could. Sheridan filled in when Joe was out of town, getting a ride to Nate’s old stone house from Marybeth. Nate’s trial had been postponed twice already. Joe missed him.

Farther up the road, Joe saw Sheriff McLanahan’s GMC Blazer and two additional county vehicles waiting for them. The sheriff and his men let them pass before joining in. Joe caught a glimpse of McLanahan as they rocketed by. McLanahan had completed his physical and mental transformation from a hotheaded deputy to a western character who spoke in semi-literate cornball folkisms. The huge handlebar mustache he’d grown completed the metamorphosis.

“It looks like the posse is now complete,” McLanahan said over the radio. “Carry on, buckaroos.”

Joe rolled his eyes.

THE CARAVAN OF law-enforcement vehicles was forced to ratchet down its collective speed as it entered the Big Horn National Forest. Kiner eased to the shoulder to let Joe overtake him and lead the way. The gravel road gave way to a rougher two-track that led through an empty campground and up the mountain in a series of switchbacks. Frank Urman’s camp was located over the top of the mountain through a long meadow.

The dispatcher called out his number and asked for a location.

“This is GF-54,” Joe said. “I’m with GF-36 and local law enforcement. We’re headed up the mountain now to the subject’s camp.”

“Hold for Director Pope.”

Joe grimaced.

“Joe?” It was Pope. Joe could hear the whine of the state airplane in the background.

“Yes, sir.”

“Joe, we’re about thirty minutes out. When we land we’ve got to get vehicles and get up there to the scene. About how long will it take for us to get there?”

“At least an hour, sir.”

“Damn it.”

After a beat, Pope said, “Do you know what happened yet? Is it as bad as we hear it might be?”

“We don’t know,” Joe said, “we’re not yet on the scene.”

“Who is the RP?”

“The reporting party is named Chris Urman,” the dispatcher broke in. “He’s the victim’s nephew.”

“How many people are involved?” Pope asked.

“Involved?” Joe asked. “As far as we know there is one victim.”

“No, I mean how many people know about this? How many have heard what happened to him?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Joe said.

“I’m issuing a direct order,” Pope said. “This is to you and Kiner. Don’t give any statements to anybody until I get there. Don’t talk with anyone or tell anybody what happened. Got that?”

As had happened many times before when Pope was on the radio, Joe held the mike away from him and looked at it for answers that never presented themselves.

“Affirmative,” Kiner finally said, “no public statements until you’re on the scene.”

“You got that, Joe?” Pope asked.

“I got it,” Joe said, “but we’ve got the sheriff behind us, and anybody listening to the scanner will know we’ve got a situation here.”

“Look,” Pope said, his voice rising, “I can only control my own people. I can’t control anything else. All I ask is that you follow my direct goddamned order, Joe. Can you do that?”

“Of course, sir,” Joe said, feeling his ears get hot.

“Good. I’ll call when we land. In the meantime, you two keep off the radio. And I’ll politely ask Sheriff McLanahan to do the same.”

McLanahan broke in. “Shit, I heard you. Everybody did.”

“Everybody?”

“We’re on SALECS—the State Assisted Law Enforcement Communications System,” McLanahan said. “If you want to go private you need to switch to another channel.”

Pope didn’t respond and Joe pictured him stammering and angrily hanging up. Joe waited awhile before cradling the mike. When he looked in his rearview mirror he could see Kiner signaling him with two fingers, meaning he wanted Joe to switch to the car-to-car band so no one could hear them. The frequency worked as long as the vehicles were in sight of each other, and not much farther than that.

“Joe,” Kiner said, “do you have any idea what’s going on with Pope? I’ve never heard him like this.”

“I have,” Joe said.

“So what’s up? Why in the hell is the director flying up from Cheyenne for this? Since when does he get personally involved in a case? And especially since you two avoid each other like the plague?”

“I was wondering that myself,” Joe said.

“There’s something going on here we don’t know about, that’s for damned sure.”

Joe nodded. “I agree.”

“Me too,” McLanahan said.

“What are you doing on our channel?” Kiner asked McLanahan. Joe held his tongue.

“Just remindin’ you boys who’s in charge of this investigation,” McLanahan drawled.

JOE WAS STRUCK immediately by the three hunters waiting for them at the camp. They looked young, hard, fit, and intense, and they started walking up the rough two-track to meet the convoy of law-enforcement vehicles as soon as Joe cleared the rim and saw them. Many of the hunters Joe encountered were older and softer. These three reminded him of an elite commando unit on patrol. All three had their rifles with them and carried them naturally. Joe and Kiner pulled over so Sheriff McLanahan could take the lead.

The sheriff stopped and got out of his Blazer to meet the hunters. They introduced themselves as Chris Urman, Craig Hysell, and Jake Dempster. Urman appeared to be in charge, and Joe stood with Kiner and listened as the hunters described what had happened.

“Uncle Frank wanted to scout elk on his own this morning,” Urman told McLanahan. He was tall, with a long face and steady eyes. While he spoke he slung his rifle from one shoulder to the other with a fluid, well-practiced movement and without pausing. Joe thought, Military. “He said he’d be back by breakfast unless he got his bull. I made him take a radio so he could call in either way. He was supposed to be back here by oh-eight-hundred hours at the latest, and when he didn’t show up by oh-eight-thirty we tried to call him. Craig here said he heard a shot around oh-seven-thirty,” Urman said, gesturing to one of the other hunters, who stepped forward.

The hunter held out his hand, said, “Craig Hysell. I heard just one shot. I waited to hear a second but it never came. I thought it was from the east, where Frank went, but I couldn’t be sure because of the way sound echoes around up here.”

Joe noted the times in his spiral.

The third hunter, Jake Dempster, was dark, with a stern expression. “I didn’t hear it,” he said.

“So when he didn’t come in for breakfast you went looking for him,” McLanahan said.

“Yes, sir,” Urman said. “And we found him.”

“You didn’t see nobody else?”

“No, sir, we didn’t see anyone and we didn’t hear any vehicles. There’s only one road into this camp and nobody came down it until you just now. But there sure as hell was somebody out there. And for all we know, he still is.”

“Can we drive to the scene?” McLanahan asked.

“We’ve gotta walk. There’s no road.”

“Well,” McLanahan said, “lead the way.”

Urman turned crisply and started up a trail, then his companions fell in behind him. Joe, Kiner, and McLanahan and his two deputies followed.

“WE JUST GOT back from Iraq,” Jake Dempster told Joe over his shoulder. “Wyoming National Guard. Chris’s uncle Frank invited us all to come here elk hunting when we got back. He was a good old guy. This is his camp. We’ve been looking forward to this trip for seven months. It’s the only thing that got me through some days when it was a hundred and forty degrees and I was sick as hell of dealing with those Iraqi knuckleheads.”

“Thanks for your service,” Joe said.

Dempster nodded. “We all saw some pretty bad stuff over there where we were stationed, near Tikrit. You know the stories.”

“Yup.”

“But in two years over there in the world’s armpit, I never seen anything like this,” he said. “Shooting Uncle Frank was bad enough but what was done to his body afterwards is something else. If we catch who did it, you’re gonna see Chris go medieval on his ass. And me and Craig are going to help him. So I hope you guys catch whoever did it fast, because you’ll be doing them a favor.”

Dempster’s eyes were hard and clear. Joe said, “I believe you.”

“I gotta tell you something else,” Dempster said as they walked. “I realize it can’t be used as evidence or anything, but my buddies and I were talking last night how we felt like someone was up here watching us. I thought it was just me, so I kind of hesitated saying anything. But when Urman brought it up, both me and Craig said we’d felt the same thing yesterday while we were hunting.”

Joe knew the feeling. He’d had it. Sometimes it was a game animal watching him, sometimes a hunter in a blind. And sometimes he never learned what caused it.

“I got that same buzz once over in Iraq,” Dempster said. “We were on patrol and parked at an intersection one night. It was pure black because the lights were out. I could feel it on my neck when I looked outside the Humvee. Then one of our guys who had night-vision goggles opened up on an insurgent sniper up on a roof and took him out. The sniper had been sighting in on us on the street. That’s what it felt like yesterday, that someone was looking at me through a scope but I couldn’t see him.”

JOE ADMIRED HUNTERS who hunted seriously and with respect not only for the animals they pursued but for the resource itself. Most of the hunters in Wyoming were like that, and they had passed their respect along to the next generation. While the numbers of hunters had declined over the years, it was still a vibrant local tradition. Good hunters considered hunting a solemn privilege and a means to reconnect with the natural world, to place themselves back on earth, into a place without supermarkets, processed foods, and commercial meat manufacturing industries. Hunting was basic, primal, and humbling. He had less respect for trophy hunters and thought poachers who took the antlers and left the meat deserved a special place in hell and he was happy to arrest them and send them there.

He valued those who shot well and took care of their game properly. This involved field dressing the downed animal quickly and cleanly, and cooling the meat by placing lengths of wood inside the body cavity to open it up to the crisp fall air. Back limbs were spread out and the game was then hung by the legs from a tree branch or game pole. The game carcass was then skinned to accelerate cooling, and washed down to clean it of hair and dirt. The head was often removed as well as the legs past their joints. It was respectful of the animal and the tradition of hunting to take care of the kill this way.

Over the years, Joe had seen hanging in trees hundreds of carcasses of deer, moose, elk, and pronghorn antelope that had been field-dressed, skinned, and beheaded.

This was the first time he’d ever seen a man hung in the same condition.
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I WATCH THEM come over the ridge through my rifle scope. They come down the trail single file, like wild turkeys. I’m much too far away to hear their conversation but I find I don’t need to since their actions and gestures tell me what they’re thinking and saying to one another. I’m surprised there are so many of them so quickly, and I thank God I was finished and away from there before they showed up. I’m also grateful the soldiers decided to call law enforcement rather than to pursue me on their own. It could have gone either way, I know, when the three of them stood near the hanging body an hour ago and argued over what to do. Their leader, the tall one, wanted to come after me right then and there after discovering the body. It was obvious by the way he unslung his rifle and held it like the weapon it was, light in his hands and deadly. His friends calmed him down eventually and argued persuasively to call the authorities once they got back to their camp. I have nothing against the soldiers, and I fear their abilities and their young aggression. No doubt they’ve been well trained in tactics and strategy. Although it is my aim to elude them, there is always the chance that through sheer will and physical ability they will run me down and force a confrontation.

Behind the soldiers are two men wearing cowboy hats with red shirts and patches on their shoulders. Game wardens. One is lean and wary and the other big and already out of breath. Behind the game wardens are members of the sheriff’s office.

They stop about fifteen yards from where the body is hanging. I can tell by their physical reactions to the body how the sight affects each of them. The soldiers/hunters gesture to confirm what they’ve described, where they were standing when they found the corpse. One of the deputies turns away and looks up at the tops of the trees, gazing at anything other than what is in front of him. The other stares morbidly at the body, as does the sheriff, who looks perplexed. The big game warden has lost all his color and seems frozen and ineffectual, as if the life has gone out of him, his face fixed into a white mask. The lean game warden steps aside into the trees, bends over with his hands on his knees and is violently sick. The sheriff points at him and nudges his deputy, and the two of them exchange glances and smirk.

I watch the game warden who threw up. When he’s done, he rises and wipes his mouth with his sleeve. He’s angry, but not at the sheriff for making fun of him. By the way he glares in my direction and at the forest and meadows he can see, I think he’s angry with me. For the briefest moment, I can see his eyes lock with mine although he doesn’t register the fact because he’s not sure I’m here. The crosshairs of the scope linger on his red shirt over his heart. I could squeeze the trigger and make the shot—it’s a long way but there is no wind and my angle is decent—but I won’t because it would give my position away. There’s something about the set of his jaw and his squint that tells me he is taking this personally.

Of all of them, I decide he’s the one to worry about.

WHEN HE FINALLY rejoins the others, I rise to my knees and use the trunk of a tree to get to my feet. My legs are tired from walking most of the night and they shake from the dissipating adrenaline that still burns through my thigh and calf muscles. I feel for a moment like sleeping, but I know I can’t.

I move slowly in the shadows of the timber. A quick movement could startle a lurking animal or a nesting bird and give me away. Although it is cold, I stay away from anywhere the sun is filtering through the trees to avoid a sun-caught glint from my rifle barrel or scope. I cap my scope and sling my rifle over my shoulder. The spent cartridge is still in the chamber because I’ve learned not to eject it after firing and risk the possibility of it being found. I look around on the bed of pine needles where I lay to make sure I haven’t dropped anything. Then I nose my boot through the shape that’s still defined in the needles, erasing the impression of my body.

I pick up the daypack, which now sags with weight.

My bare hands, my clothes, even my face are sticky with blood. My concern isn’t the blood that is on me. The clothes will be burned and the blood will be washed off my skin and scraped out from beneath my fingernails. What worries me, always, is leaving a track, leaving a trace of myself.

I know Edmond Locard’s Principle, the central theory of modern forensic crime-scene investigation: something is always left behind.

And this time, like the other times, I have left something for them intentionally. What I don’t want to leave is something unintentional, something that can lead them to me.

Before I leave the area for my long hike back, I use my binoculars to take a last look at the investigators. As I do, I see the lean game warden studying the ground beneath the hanging body and squatting to retrieve what I placed in the grass.

AS A HUNTER I am looked down upon in Western society. I am portrayed as a brute. I am denigrated and spat upon, and thought of as a slow-witted anachronism, the dregs of a discredited culture. This happened quickly when one looks at human history. The skills I possess—the ability to track, hunt, kill, and dress out my prey so it can be served at a table to feed others—were prized for tens of thousands of years. Hunters fed those in the tribe and family who could not hunt well or did not hunt because they weren’t physically able to. The success of the hunter produced not only healthy food and clothing, tools, medicine, and amenities, but a direct hot-blooded connection with God and the natural world. The hunter was the provider, and exalted as such.

I often think that in the world we live in today, where we are threatened by forces as violent and primitive as anything we have ever faced, that it would be wise to look back a little ourselves and embrace our heritage. We were once a nation of hunters. And not the effete, European-style hunters who did it for sport. We hunted for our food, our independence. It’s what made us who we are. But, like so many other virtues that made us unique, we have, as a society, forgotten where we came from and how we got here. What was once both noble and essential has become perverted and indefensible.

Here’s what I know:

Those who disparage me are ignorant.

Those who damage me will pay.

And:

A human head is pretty heavy.
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THE TELECONFERENCE WITH Governor Spencer Rulon was scheduled for 7 P.M. in the conference room in the county building in Saddlestring. Joe sat waiting for it to begin at a long table with his back to the wall. In front of him on the table were three manila files brought by Randy Pope, a spread of topo maps, and, in a plastic evidence bag, the single red poker chip he had found in the grass near the body. The poker chip had been dusted for prints. None were found. Sheriff McLanahan had ordered food in from the Burg-O-Pardner—burgers, fries, coffee, cookies—and the room smelled of hot grease and dry-erase markers. Joe’s cheeseburger sat untouched on a white foam plate.

“You gonna eat that?” Kiner asked.

Joe shook his head.

“You mind?”

“Not at all.”

“I can’t believe I’m hungry,” Kiner mumbled as he unwrapped Joe’s cheeseburger.

Joe shrugged. He had had no appetite since that morning and could not get the image of Frank Urman’s hanging body out of his mind. The photo spread of the crime scene tacked on a bulletin board didn’t help.

McLanahan and his deputies occupied the other end of the table, digging into the box of food like hyenas over a fresh kill. On the wall opposite Joe were three television monitors and two stationary cameras. The county technician fiddled with a control board out of view of the cameras and whispered to his counterpart in the governor’s office in Cheyenne.

Robey Hersig, the county attorney and Joe’s friend, read over the crime-scene report prepared by the sheriff. At one point he gulped, looked up, said, “Man oh man,” before reading on. It was good to see Robey again, but Joe wished the circumstances were different, wished they were on Joe or Robey’s drift boat fly-fishing for trout on the Twelve Sleep River.

“Five minutes before airtime, gentlemen,” the technician said.

Director Randy Pope paced the room, head down, hands clasped behind his back. Pope was tall and thin with light blue eyes and sandy hair and a pallor that came from working indoors in an office. He had a slight brown mustache and a weak chin and his lips were pinched together so tightly they looked like twin bands of white cord.

“Pope is making me nervous,” Kiner whispered between bites. “I’ve never seen him like this before.”

“Me either,” Joe said.

“He’s not just passing through either,” Kiner said. “He got a room at the Holiday Inn. He’ll be here awhile.”

“Terrific,” Joe said sourly.

“I wish he’d sit down,” Kiner said. “He’s making me jumpy.”

“Two minutes,” the technician called out.

Pope stopped pacing, stood and closed his eyes tightly and took a deep breath. All eyes in the room were on him, but he seemed too preoccupied with his own thoughts to know or care, Joe thought. Joe found it difficult to work up the anger he once felt toward Pope now that his nemesis was in the room instead of barking orders or making innuendos over the phone. Since his arrival, Pope had surprised Joe with his lack of animosity at the crime scene, and Joe was equally pleased, puzzled, and suspicious.

The director took his seat next to Kiner and gathered the files in front of him, then stacked them one on top of the other. Joe read the tabs on the files. The bottom one read J. GARRETT, the middle one W. TUCKER, the top one F. URMAN. He looked to Pope for some kind of explanation of the files but the director avoided meeting Joe’s eyes.

“What’s with the three files?” Joe asked.

“Not now, Joe,” Pope said out of the side of his mouth.

“Why are you and the governor so directly involved in this case?”

Pope shot Joe a look of admonition tinged with panic, and repeated, “Not now, Joe.”

The middle monitor flickered, revealing the top of a desk and the State of Wyoming seal on the wall behind it. The technician brought the audio up as Wyoming Governor Spencer Rulon filled the screen and sat down. Rulon was a big man with a wide, expressive face, a big gut, a shock of silver-flecked brown hair, a quick sloppy smile, and eyes that rarely stayed on anything or anyone very long. Joe thought the governor had gained some weight since he’d seen him last, and his upper cheeks seemed rounder and ruddier. He wondered if Stella was there in the room, if she would appear on the screen.

“Are we live?” Rulon asked. His voice was gravelly.

“Yes, sir,” Pope answered.

“Sheriff, we’d like to thank you for the use of your facilities.”

McLanahan nodded, still chewing. “You paid for ’em,” he said.

“There are benefits to being flush with cash,” Rulon said with a slight smile, referring to the hundreds of millions of dollars of energy severance taxes flowing into the state. “This is one of ’em.”

Rulon’s eyes left the camera and shifted to his monitor. “I see we’ve got everyone here. Director Pope, Sheriff McLanahan, Robey, Joe Pickett. How you doing, Joe?”

“Fine, Governor,” Joe said, shifting uneasily in his chair for being singled out. “Considering.”

“Game Warden Phil Kiner is present as well,” Pope said quickly.

“Okay,” Rulon said without enthusiasm. Joe could feel Kiner deflate next to him at the governor’s cool reaction to the mention of his name. Then: “What have we got here, gentlemen?”

Pope cleared his throat, indicating to everyone in the room that he planned to take the lead. Joe wasn’t surprised.

“Mr. Frank Urman’s body was found this morning about three miles from his elk camp. Urman was sixty-two. He owned a hotel and gas station in Sheridan. What we heard over the radio turned out to be true. He was killed and mutilated in a manner that suggests he was left to resemble a game animal.”

Rulon winced, and Joe’s eyes wandered to the photos on the bulletin board.

“The crime scene has been taped off and contained,” Pope said. “State and local forensics spent the afternoon there and they’re still up there working under lights. The body is being airlifted to our lab in Laramie for an autopsy. The scene itself was pretty trampled by the time we got there, I’m afraid. Mr. Urman’s nephew and his friends were all over the scene.”

“Is it possible they had something to do with it?” Rulon asked. Before becoming governor, Rulon had been the federal district prosecutor for Wyoming, and Joe thought he easily slipped back into the role.

“We haven’t ruled it out,” Pope said at the same time McLanahan said, “They didn’t do it.” The two exchanged glances.

“Which is it?” Rulon asked.

“They’ve been separated and questioned,” Pope said. “We’re comparing their stories and we will re-interview them later tonight to see if their recollection has changed any. But I’ve got to say we’d be real surprised if any of them had anything to do with the shooting. They’re all cooperating. They’re vets just back from Iraq, and they seem too angry with what happened to have had anything at all to do with the crime.”

Rulon seemed to mull this over. “So you’ve got nothing?”

Pope sighed and nodded. “Correct.”

McLanahan said, “No footprints, no DNA, no fibers, no casing, no weapon, no motivation. Squat is what we’ve got. Squat. Not a goddamned thing.”

“Do we know if the murder victim was targeted or random?” Rulon asked.

“I’d say random,” Pope said quickly. “I think he was murdered because he was a hunter. The way his body was mutilated suggests the killer was sending us a pretty strong message.”

“You’ve got a good grasp on the obvious, Director Pope,” Rulon said, letting an edge of impatience into his tone. “What else can you tell me? What steps are being taken to find the shooter?”

Joe watched the blood drain from Pope’s face as the director seemed to shrink in size.

“Governor,” Pope said, “you’ve got to believe me that we’re doing everything we can. The scene is being analyzed and we’ll start a grid search of the entire mountain tomorrow. We’ve got every single law-enforcement body in the county questioning everybody they locate in a fifty-mile radius from the scene up there to see if anybody saw anything like a lone hunter or a vehicle leaving the area. I’m bringing all of our agency crime-scene investigators up here to comb the Bighorns. APBs are out. We’ll find something, I’m sure. A footprint, a spent cartridge, something.”

Rulon sat back, looking away from the camera at something or somebody in the room. Joe thought, Stella?

“What about this?” Joe asked Pope, holding up the small evidence bag with the poker chip he’d found in the grass near the body. Joe had been examining it through the plastic. The chip was old, red, and had a faded stamp of a flower of some kind on one side. It was blank on the other. A residue of dark powder clung to the chip and the inside of the bag, but no print was found on it besides Joe’s.

“Urman probably dropped it,” Pope said dismissively. “Poker games and elk camps go together like shoes and socks.”

McLanahan snorted.

The governor asked the sheriff, “Do you have something to say about this, Mr. McLanahan?”

The sheriff sat back in his chair and slowly stroked his new mustache. “Well, you know Joe,” McLanahan said. “I don’t mean to beat the devil around the stump or nothin’, but ole Joe kinda likes to play to the gallery in situations like this. A poker chip is just a damned poker chip, is what I think.”

The governor paused a few beats, as did Pope.

“Get out,” Rulon said, waving his hand at the camera as if shooing away a fly. “Get out of the room, Sheriff McLanahan. And take your minions with you. I don’t have the time or patience to learn a foreign language.”

McLanahan was taken aback, stammered, “This is my building. This is my case!”

“This is my state,” Rulon countered. “If you expect any more favors from me, you’ll gather up and leave the room. I need to have a talk with my men.”

McLanahan unwisely looked to Joe for help, then Pope.

“This ain’t wise,” the sheriff grumbled, pulling himself to his feet. His deputies followed suit, with Deputy Mike Reed struggling to keep from laughing. “This ain’t wise at all.”

Robey asked Rulon, “Do you mind if I stay?”

“Joe, what do you think?” Rulon asked. Joe could feel Pope’s eyes on him. The director was miffed he hadn’t been asked that question.

“Robey’s integral to this case,” Joe said.

“He stays then,” Rulon commanded.

“And I ain’t?” McLanahan said.

“I’ll stay and report back,” Robey said under his breath to Deputy Reed, who winked.

The governor sat back and waited until he heard the door slam shut.

“Are they gone?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Pope said.

“What the hell is wrong with him? What’s this ‘beat the devil around the stump’ crap?”

Joe said, “He thinks he’s a western character.”

“I have no patience with those types,” Rulon said, “none at all. There’s room for only one character in this state, and that’s me.”

Joe grinned, despite himself. And he thought he heard Stella giggle off-camera. Okay, then, he thought.

“Since they’re gone, let’s get to it,” Rulon said into the camera. “We received word about an hour ago that Klamath Moore is in the state. He plans to come up to Saddlestring with his entourage in tow. Apparently, he already knows about our victim and how he died.”

Randy Pope went white.

Joe had seen footage of Klamath Moore being arrested at anti-hunting and animal-rights rallies and being interviewed on cable-television news programs for several years. He was a bear of a man, Joe thought, who came across as passionate and charismatic as he thundered against barbarians and savages who slaughtered animals for fun. There was a documentary film on his exploits that had won prizes in England.

Randy Pope said, “That guy is a nutcase. He’s my worst nightmare. How’d he find out about Frank Urman so fast?”

“We’d all like to know that,” the governor said. “My guess is one of his followers has a police scanner and heard the whole thing today and tipped off the big man. But we can’t spend much time and energy finding out who tipped him off, because in the end it doesn’t matter. What does matter is how fast we can find the shooter and put him away so Klamath has to go home. The longer that guy stays here, the more trouble he’ll cause.”

“Hold it,” Robey said, realization forming. “Klamath Moore is the guy who—”

“He’s the guy who thinks hunters should be treated the same way he thinks animals are treated by hunters,” Rulon said. “He’s the main force behind most of the protests you hear about where hunters get harassed in the field or game animals get herded away from lawful hunting types. He sends his people into the hills in Pennsylvania on the opening day of deer season tooting kazoos and playing boom boxes. The media loves him because he’s so fucking colorful and politically correct, I guess.”

“Why is he coming here?” Robey asked.

Rulon said, “Think about it for a second. The only reason he’d come to Wyoming is to give aid and comfort to whoever shot Frank Urman and the two other hunters we know about.”

With that, Joe sat up. Now he knew what was in the two other files Pope had brought with him.

Pope sighed.

“Two we know about,” Rulon said. “There may be more for all we know. I’ve got DCI going over every ‘hunting accident’ that’s occurred in the last ten years. One to four people a year are killed during hunting season, and sometimes none at all.”

That was true, Joe knew. Most of the fatalities were the result of carelessness within a group of hunters, and often involved family members—hunters who mistook other hunters for game, hunters who didn’t unload their guns, or, the biggest killer of all, hunters climbing fences or crawling through timber when their gun went off and killed a companion or themselves. Rarely were there hunting accidents where the shooter wasn’t quickly identified, and most of the time the assailant confessed in tears.

“How long have you suspected this?” Joe asked Pope.

Pope shrugged. “We couldn’t be sure. We still aren’t, but today …”

“Whoever did that to Frank Urman wants us to know it,” Rulon said. “In fact, he wants the whole country to know it.”

Kiner said, “Jesus,” and sat back in his chair. Robey moaned and put his head in his hands.

“And it’s not only that,” Pope said. “This could kill us as an agency. It could just kill us. Hunting and fishing brings in over four hundred million dollars to the state. Licenses pay our salaries, gentlemen. If word gets out that hunters are being hunted in the state of Wyoming, we’ll all be looking for work. We’ll be ruined.

“Think about it,” Pope continued, as Joe and Robey exchanged looks of disgust. “Using our economic multiplier, we know that every elk is worth six thousand dollars to us. Every bear, five thousand. Bighorn sheep are twenty-five thousand, every deer is worth four thousand, and every antelope is three thousand. The list goes on. If hunters aren’t hunting, our cash flow dries up.”

“Try not to use that argument with any reporters, Randy,” Rulon said with undisguised contempt.

“So that’s what this is about,” Joe said. “That’s why you’re up here personally.”

“Of course,” Pope said. “Why else?”

“Well, an innocent man got killed and butchered, to start,” Joe said.

“Save me your sanctimony,” Pope spat, “unless …” Pope stopped himself. Joe had been braced and ready for Pope to light into him, to accuse him of insubordination, destruction of government property, playing cowboy—all the reasons he’d used to fire him in the first place two years ago. Joe wouldn’t have been surprised if Pope brought up the disappearance of J.W. Keeley, the Mississippi ex-con and hunting guide who’d come to Twelve Sleep County to get revenge and had never been heard from again—the darkest period of Joe’s life. But for reasons Joe couldn’t fathom given their acrimonious history, Pope bit his tongue.

“Unless what?” Joe asked.

“Nothing,” Pope said, his face red, his nose flared from internalizing his emotions. “This case is too serious to expose those old wounds. We need to work together on this. We need to put our past aside and find the shooter.”

Robey, who had been ready for an explosion and had placed his hands on the edge of the table so he could push away quickly and restrain Joe, looked as perplexed to Joe as Joe felt.

Pope took a deep breath and extended his hand. “I need you on this one. I don’t know what it is, but you seem to have a knack for getting in the middle of trouble like this. Plus, you know the area and the people because this is your old district. We need you here on the ground.”

Joe shook Pope’s hand, which was clammy and stiff, his long, thin fingers like a package of refrigerated wieners.

The governor said, “That’s what I love to see. A little love and cooperation among my employees.”

“HOW TRAMPLED IS the crime scene?” Rulon asked.

“Trampled,” Pope said. “We’ve all been all over it, not to mention Urman’s nephew and his friends.”

“What about the immediate area? Did you determine where the shot was fired?”

“Not yet,” Pope said. “We ordered the forensics team to stay at the immediate crime scene. I was thinking we’d go up there tomorrow when it’s light and see what we can find.”

Rulon made a face. “Do you think it’s possible the shooter is still up there somewhere?”

“Possible,” Pope said, “but unlikely. Why would he hang around?”

“Maybe he’s waiting for you to all go home,” Rulon said. “Look, I have an idea. Before I was governor, I prosecuted a case on the reservation where this poor old woman was raped and murdered in her mountain cabin. There was no known motive and no obvious suspects, but my assistant hired this guy named Buck Lothar to go to the crime scene. You ever heard of him? Buck Lothar is a master tracker; it says it right on his card. He’s some kind of mercenary who contracts with law enforcement and the military all over the world to hunt people down. He can look at the ground and tell you how many people walked across it, what they look like, and how big they are. Scary guy, but damned good. Anyway, we hired Lothar to go to the res, and within three days he’d tracked down the loser who did the crime and got away on foot. Lothar produced enough evidence—plaster footprints, fiber from the bad guy’s clothes he found caught in a thorn bush, a cigarette butt tossed aside we could pull DNA from. We put the bad guy away. I’m thinking we should hire Buck Lothar. I think he lives somewhere in Utah when he’s not in Bosnia or the jungles of the Philippines or the Iraqi desert tracking down insurgents. If he’s home, I’ll send him up there as soon as we can. I’ll fly him up on the state plane.”

Pope nodded his head the whole time the governor was speaking, warming to the idea.

“Form a ready-response team,” Rulon said. “I want you all on it except for Kiner. Work with Lothar, give him whatever he needs and wants. Maybe he can find our shooter.”

“That’s a great idea,” Pope said. “We can use some help.”

“And if he can’t find anything,” Rulon said, “we’ll keep him on retainer and you keep your team together until the next hunter goes down.”

“The next hunter?” Robey said.

“I’m sure there will be another,” Rulon said sourly, “that is, if there are any hunters left in Wyoming after Klamath Moore’s press conference tomorrow.”

This time, Pope moaned.

“Lothar’s expensive,” Rulon said, “but you can afford his fee.”

“This is coming out of my budget?” Pope said, his voice rising.

“Yes, it is. The legislature is auditing my discretionary fund and I don’t want this on it. Think of it as an investment in the future health and welfare of your agency.”

“But—”

“No buts. Now, I’ve got to be going, gentlemen. My chief of staff is signaling me. We’ve got some Chinese delegation in the next room wanting to buy wheat or oil or something. I’ve got to go. So get this done and send Klamath Moore back home as soon as you can.”

Rulon started to push away from his desk.

“Governor?” Joe said.

“Yes, Joe.”

“Sir, I have no doubt that what you say about Buck Lothar is true. I’ve heard about him. But there’s someone else who is as good or better, and who knows this country.”

Rulon quickly said, “Joe, we can’t go there.”

“Nate Romanowski is in federal custody,” Joe said. “You could work a deal to get him out. We could use him.”

Pope blanched, and Robey said, “Joe …”

“Not an option,” Rulon said. “Forget it.”

“We might need him,” Joe said.

“If Lothar can’t get it done,” Rulon said, “we’ll talk. But for now the other option is off the table. Goodnight, gentlemen.”

With that, the screen went black. Before it did, Joe saw Stella’s hand with dark-red-painted nails gesture to the governor to follow her. Follow her where? Joe thought.

IN THE HALLWAY, Joe asked Pope if he could take the files home with him to read that night.

“I’d like a copy too,” Robey said.

Reluctantly, Pope handed them over. “I’ll wait here while you make copies,” he said. “But I don’t need to tell you how important it is we don’t say anything about the fact that we may have a serial killer going after hunters. We aren’t sure yet it’s the case, and that kind of speculation would kill us as an agency.”

“Got it,” Joe said, “although with Klamath Moore’s press conference tomorrow, it won’t be a secret anymore.”

Pope winced as if he had a painful tooth.

JOE LEANED AGAINST the wall while Robey ran the pages through the machine and the light from the copier strobed the walls.

Kiner had left the meeting with his head down and refused to acknowledge Joe’s goodbye.

“What did Kiner do to piss off the governor?” Robey asked.

“He supported the governor’s opponent in the last election,” Joe said.

“Rulon holds a grudge,” Robey said, nodding. “Did you come out for Rulon at the time?”

“No. But I didn’t make a point of it, like Phil did.”

“Interesting,” Robey said. “And what in the hell is going on with Pope? He’s had a complete change of heart when it comes to you. I know for a fact for the last two years he’s had it in for you, even calling my office to see if he could get any dirt on you.”

Joe shrugged.

“Maybe he really does need you this time.”

“Maybe.”

“But you’re not sure.”

“There’s always something going on with that guy. He’s the best and meanest bureaucrat I’ve ever been around. He should give seminars.”

Robey smiled.

Joe fingered the poker chip in the plastic bag. “I don’t remember anyone saying they were playing poker. Besides, Frank Urman’s clothes were up on the hill in a pile. They were cut off him before he was hung and skinned. I don’t see how the poker chip could have just been there, do you?”

Robey shrugged. “Pope shut you down pretty fast.”

“I wonder why,” Joe said.

“Are you thinking the killer left it as a calling card?”

“Maybe,” Joe said.

Robey handed Joe his set of files. “Call me when you’ve read these and let’s see if we can figure anything out.”

“I might be up late,” Joe said. “I’m having trouble getting the image of Frank Urman’s body out of my head.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be up,” Robey said.

OUT OF HABIT, Joe started home in the direction of Bighorn Road before turning around, remembering he now lived in town.
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SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD SHERIDAN PICKETT was at her desk in her upstairs room under the pretense of doing homework, which she’d actually completed an hour before. The door was shut, meaning she didn’t want to be disturbed. Which, of course, meant nothing to her younger sister, Lucy, who opened it and stuck her head in. “I need to use the computer.”

Sheridan quickly hid what she was doing. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

Unfortunately, Lucy could see the computer screen from the doorway and the three IM conversations Sheridan had going.

“I’ve got homework too,” Lucy said. “You’ve been in here for two hours and I need the computer. Do you want me to tell Mom you won’t let me use it? What are you doing, anyway?”

“I said I was busy. Do I need to start locking my door?”

“You do that and Mom and Dad will move the computer to the living room.”

Sheridan mumbled a curse under her breath because her sister was right.

“Give me ten minutes,” Sheridan said.

“Five.”

“Ten!”

“I’ll be back.”

Sheridan sighed and uncovered her project. She was writing a letter. A letter! Until recently, she’d never written one and rarely received them. With text messaging, IM, and e-mail, letters, she thought, actual letters that were folded and placed in envelopes with a stamp on them were a thing of the past, like phones with dials. She didn’t even know where to buy stamps until a few months ago. The little booklet of stamps she purchased was hidden in her purse, and the envelopes and stationery were folded into her dictionary, a gift from Grandmother Missy that she never used because she had spellcheck. But she’d found out the only way to communicate with her mentor was by sending a letter.

THE LAST FEW months had been tumultuous. In addition to starting her sophomore year at Saddlestring High, her family had moved from her grandmother’s ranch into town. Since Sheridan had grown up isolated from neighbors and traffic, she found the new situation both liberating—her friends were a bike ride away and after all these years she no longer needed to ride the bus to and from school—and stifling. Everyone was so close to everybody else. She no longer saw the mule deer as they floated in the half-dark to the river to drink, or the elk that fed in the shorn hay meadows. It took a month to get used to the sounds outside the house at night—cars racing up the street, dogs barking, sirens. She wasn’t sure she liked it.

Her mother’s company, MBP Management, continued to do well, even though her mom rarely talked about it like she used to. Since her mom had decided to trim back her hours and turn over more of the workload to her employees, she was able to be home more. Which was good, since her dad was gone so much on special assignments around the state. He called every night, though, except when he was in remote areas without telephones or cell service. Several of her mom’s new client businesses were start-ups on the reservation that bordered Twelve Sleep County and was occupied by Northern Arapaho and Eastern Shoshone. The proximity of the new businesses made it easier for her mom to stay close to home. In fact, Sheridan thought, after so many years out on Bighorn Road or on the ranch, their lives were achingly, numbingly dull. When she mentioned this to her mother, Marybeth smiled and said, “Dull is good, sweetie. Dull is good.”

Dull was certainly better than the last few months on the ranch, with her parents and her grandmother battling. Grandmother Missy, who didn’t look or act like a grandmother at all, wanted them to stay so she could keep some control over them. She was into control. She was also into what she had heard her mother refer to as “trading up.” Grandmother Missy, who was still beautiful and petite and looked like a porcelain doll, was on her fourth marriage, this time to rancher and good guy Bud Longbrake. Sheridan liked Bud, who was jovial, hardworking, and kind to her and Lucy. But Missy wanted more, and the rumors of her spending time with a multimillionaire named Earl Alden who had bought a ranch in the area turned out to be true. Everybody in Saddlestring knew about the affair except Bud Longbrake, it seemed. Not that Sheridan was involved in any discussions between her parents on the subject—they weren’t like that. Her mother was THE MOM, not a gossipy friend like some of her friends’ moms. Sheridan’s mom kept a parental distance that used to infuriate her before she realized, slowly, that it was an indication of trust, love, and maturity and not proof of unreasonable shrewishness after all. For Sheridan, this was a revelation, and she was beginning to respect her mother for being a parent and not her best girlfriend. It was the same with her father, although he was easier to manipulate because her moods and tears turned him into the male equivalent of a Labrador.

What she knew she had learned by overhearing, or what she could intuit from looks or gestures her parents gave each other, or the way they behaved after interacting with Missy on the ranch. Sheridan had overheard her parents agonizing over whether or not to tell Bud and finally deciding it was best to leave, to buy their first-ever house and move out, which they did during the summer. Bud helped them by loaning them a ranch truck and an empty stock trailer. Missy spent the moving days in her bedroom with the shades drawn and didn’t say goodbye.

Grandmother Missy had not been to their new house, and Sheridan’s only contact with her was a birthday card on her sixteenth birthday. Sheridan put it in a drawer. The situation was different with Lucy, though, who received not only a card but a dozen presents—including an iPod Nano and designer clothing. Sheridan considered her sister her grandmother’s in-house spy, her way of infiltrating the new Pickett household. Lucy denied the charge, saying she didn’t know why she’d been showered with gifts but at the same time saying she had no intention of sending them back.

“Why should I?” Lucy had said. “A girl needs clothes.” To prove her loyalty, she offered to give Sheridan the iPod. Instead, they decided to share it.

“WHAT WERE YOU doing in here?” Lucy asked again when she came back ten minutes later, her eyes darting from the computer to the desk to the drawer Sheridan had just hidden her half-written letter in.

“Working,” Sheridan said. “None of your business.”

“Dad’s home,” Lucy said. “Maybe you can ask him about a car now.”

Since Sheridan had turned sixteen, she was legal to drive and she’d already passed the driving test and had a permit, but the idea of driving herself around was intimidating. She liked to be taken places. So did Lucy, who was unabashed in her desire for Sheridan to get a car so she could get rides with her sister. Lucy loved living in town.

“How’s the mood?” Sheridan asked.

“Intense.”

“What’s going on?”

Lucy said conspiratorially, “Some hunter got shot. But it’s much worse than that.”

“What?”

“That’s what Dad said,” Lucy said, then paused for effect before whispering, “And whoever did it cut off his head and took it.”

“Oh my God.”

Sheridan scrambled out of her chair and both girls huddled near the partially open door to listen. Sheridan heard her dad say, “The governor formed a team to go after whoever did it. He’s also bringing in an expert in tracking.”

Mom asked a question they couldn’t hear, but they heard Dad say, “You’ve heard of Klamath Moore? He’s giving some kind of press conference tomorrow. This thing might turn out to be real big.” Sheridan noted the name.

“Honey,” Dad said, “it was probably the worst thing I’ve ever seen.”

“I can’t imagine,” Mom said. “Actually, I can. It makes me sick.”

Lucy whispered to Sheridan, “He said the man was gutted out and hung from a tree.”

Sheridan felt a wave of nausea wash over her.

They listened for a few more minutes until they could hear dishes clanking and their parents sitting down for a very late dinner.

“That’s horrible,” Sheridan said.

“It is,” Lucy said. “You probably shouldn’t ask about a car tonight.”

“WHAT’S THIS, A letter?” Lucy asked, sitting down at the desk and opening the drawer.

Sheridan quickly snatched it from her sister and put it behind her back.

“Who are you writing to? Who writes letters?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Does Mom know?”

Sheridan hesitated. “I don’t think so.”

“Does Dad?”

“Maybe.”

“Oooooh,” Lucy said, smiling wickedly. “Let me guess.”

“Lucy …”

“I think I know.”

“Just do whatever you have to on the computer and leave me alone.”

Lucy turned with a smirk.

“Before you get going, do one thing for me,” Sheridan said. “Google the name Klamath Moore. I’ll spell it.”

The search produced dozens of entries. Lucy clicked on the top one, which turned out to be Moore’s organizational website. There was a photo of him—he was tall, fat, with a flowing head of hair like a rock star—surrounded by Hollywood celebrities on a stage. Behind the stars was a big banner reading STOP THE CRUELTY—LIVE AND LOVE LIFE ITSELF.

“Bookmark it,” Sheridan said. “I’ll read it later.”

SHERIDAN PUT HER pajamas on and got ready for bed while Lucy did her homework, a paper on global warming assigned by her fifth-grade science teacher. As she printed it out, Lucy asked her sister, “So, does Nate Romanowski write back?”

Sheridan considered lying, but Lucy could read her face. “Yes, he does.” She knew her face was burning red.

“What does he say?”

“He’s schooling me in falconry. He’s the master falconer and I’m his apprentice.”

“Hmmm,” Lucy said smugly, tapping the edges of her report on the desk to align the pages. “That’s interesting.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing, it’s just interesting.”

“Knock it off.”

“And knowing this probably means a lot of rides when you get your car.”

“I’d rather have a falcon than a car, if I had to choose,” Sheridan said. “I think I’d like to start with a prairie falcon, maybe a Cooper’s hawk.”

That set Lucy back. “God, you’re weird.”

Sheridan shrugged.

“Sherry, you’re in high school. The boys like you—you’re a hottie on everyone’s list. If you start walking around with a stupid bird on your arm …” Lucy was pleading now, her hands out in front of her, palms up. “People will think you’re some kind of nature girl. A geek. A freak. And they’ll think of me as Bird Girl’s little sister.”

“Could be worse,” Sheridan said.

“How?”

“I could, like, I don’t know, like goats or something. Or emus. You don’t understand. Falconry is a beautiful art. It is known as the sport of kings. Think of that: the sport of kings. It’s ancient and mysterious. And it’s not like the birds are your pets. You don’t just walk around with them on your arm like a pirate with a parrot on his shoulder. God, you can be so juvenile sometimes.”

Lucy took a deep breath to reload when there was a knock on the door. “You girls all right in there?” said their dad.

“Sure,” Sheridan said, “come in.”

He stuck his head in but didn’t enter, his eyes moving from Lucy to Sheridan and back, knowing he’d interrupted something. Sheridan noted the sparkle of gray in his sideburns she’d recently noticed for the first time. He was excited about something, motivated. There was a glint in his eye and a half-smile he couldn’t contain, the look he got when he had a purpose or a cause. “Better get going,” he told Lucy, who was notorious for extending her bedtime, “no stalling tonight.”

After he’d left, Lucy picked up her report in her most haughty manner. “There may not be any more falcons left if the earth keeps heating up,” she said, “so you might as well get that car.”

“Do you realize that what you just said makes no sense at all?”

Lucy rolled her eyes.

“Goodnight, Lucy.”

“Goodnight, Sheridan.” And over her shoulder as she skipped out of the room, “Nature Geek. Bird Girl.”
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THE PROBLEM WITH my route back at night through the forest is an elk camp that has sprung up on the trail. Three canvas wall tents, four cursed four-wheel ATVs, the detritus of hunters in a campsite: chairs, clotheslines, a firepit ringed with pots and pans. I am grateful they don’t have horses who could whinny or spook at my presence and give me away. Because of the canyon walls on both sides, the only way to proceed is through the sleeping camp. Inside the tents are at least four armed hunters, maybe as many as eight or nine. I can hear snoring and the occasional deep cough.

I think: what’s wrong with these people? Don’t they know hunters are being hunted? Why do they not stay home? What makes them come out here while their fellow mouth-breathing Bubbas are being killed and gutted? Of course, these men have nothing to fear from me, but they don’t know that.

I lower the daypack to my feet and my shoulders relax from the strain of the last few hours. The moon is almost full and the stars are crisp and white, pulsing, throwing off enough light that there are shadows. For the past week. I’ve been preparing for this midnight trek. I’ve been loading up on foods high in vitamin A, which enhances night vision. Beef liver, chicken liver, milk, cheese, carrots and carrot juice, spinach. I can tell that eating these foods has helped greatly since I’ve only had to use my flashlight (fitted with a red lens) twice. Another tactic for walking in complete darkness outdoors is called “off-center vision,” and I’m good at it. The trick is not to look directly at objects—in my case, landmarks like dead trees or odd-shaped boulders I noted on my trek in—or they’ll seem to disappear. Looking at objects full-on directly utilizes the cone area of the retina, which is not active during times of darkness. Instead, I look to the left, right, above, or below the object I’m observing in order to use the area of the retina containing the rod cells, which are sensitive in darkness. If I keep moving my eyes around the object of interest, I can “see” what I’m looking at better than if I shine my headlamp on it. Plus, I’m not blinded afterward by the light. I’ve done my best to stay near the trail in but not to literally retrace my steps. As on the way in, I avoid soft ground where I may leave footprints as well as brush where I may break twigs in passing through. I stay as much as I can to hard-packed game trails or rock, disturbing as little as possible.

Earlier in the night, after I left my place of hiding from where I had observed the forensics team do their work, I methodically discarded evidence that could implicate me. I used the geology of the area to my advantage, especially the huge granite boulders piled up on top of each other and the scree on the denuded faces of two mountains I passed. The cache of clean clothing I’d left behind was easy to find in the dark and I changed from top to bottom, from boots to hat. I cleaned the barrel and chamber of my rifle with a field cleaning kit so thoroughly it would be difficult to tell it has been fired recently. I scrubbed exposed skin—the bands of skin between my gloves and coat cuffs, my face and neck—clean of gunpowder residue with wet wipes I brought in a ziplock bag. My old bloody clothing I wadded up tight and slipped into a crack in the boulder field where it dropped away deep. So deep, I barely heard when it landed. The depth beneath these boulder fields always astonishes me, and I wonder what lives in the dark within them. I imagine that whatever is down there scuttling in the absolute blackness will feast on the blood-drenched clothing and eventually reduce it to scat. The single spent cartridge and rifle cleaning patches I dropped in separate slits in the boulder scree. I washed my skinning knife in a spring-fed creek with biodegradable soap, and buried the washcloth under a log so heavy it strained me to turn it over.

I am now probably the cleanest hunter in the Rocky Mountains, and the thought makes me smile. It may be silly to take such precautions, I know that. After all, a hunter who has discharged a weapon is not an unusual circumstance. But if caught, I’d rather err on the side of caution. I’d rather be ruled out immediately by the fact that I haven’t fired a shot all day. Nevertheless, my hunting license, habitat stamp, and maps of the area are in my backpack and they are proof of my legitimacy. If stopped and questioned, it’s the reason I’m out here. The only thing that can possibly link me to the crime if I were stopped is the human head, which is triple wrapped in plastic inside the daypack. As I walk along, I practice hurling it away from me until I become quite good at it. I think I can do it unobtrusively by swinging it behind my back and throwing it off to the side. The trick, I think, is not to turn and watch where it lands, which might draw attention to it. And hope it lands on soft pine needles and doesn’t thump against a hollow tree trunk or crash through branches. Luck so far has been on my side. Still, though, I don’t want to take any risks.

And I fear that one of the elk hunters will awaken and step outside his tent and see me as I pass through. I don’t want to have to use my knife again.

I WAIT OUTSIDE the elk camp for most of an hour. My hearing is acute. I’ve identified five breathers in total. Two in two tents, one in one. The two in the tent on the left, farthest from the fire pit, are sleeping the hardest. They make lots of noise, and occasionally one of them snorts and coughs. I guess they had the most to drink, or they’re heavy smokers, or they’re the oldest. Maybe all three. The two in the right-side tent sleep in almost whispers, and they concern me. Men who lie awake at night often breathe rhythmically, as if they are sleeping. Since this is their first night in the camp and the first night elk hunting, one or both could be awake, nervously anticipating the dawn. Or just not comfortable in cots and sleeping bags. But the single breather in the single tent worries me the most. Since he is by himself, I guess he is either the leader if they are friends or more likely a hired hunting guide. Some guides are maternal, and look out for their clients’ every comfort. Some are jerks, the kind of men who want to show off their ability and manhood to clients in the hope they’ll be talked about and admired. Either way, if the single is a guide and feeling proprietary about the camp and responsible for the other hunters, he could present problems for me.

Experienced tent campers know that animals pass through their camps all night long, especially if they’ve camped near water or on a trail, which is the case here. The sound of footfalls will not likely produce an automatic confrontation. I’m more worried about someone coming outside to urinate or simply because he can’t sleep and seeing me. I work my skinning knife out from beneath my jacket so the handle is within easy reach. And I know, if necessary, I can arm my weapon and fire within two seconds.

From what I can see, they’re experienced campers. Their food is hung high in mesh bags far from the campsite so as not to attract bears. There are pots and skillets on rocks around the firepit but they look clean and are placed upside down. Nevertheless, it would be easy to accidentally kick one and make a racket. Another hazard are the thin tent lines attached to stakes in the ground. They’re easy to trip over or walk into because they blend so well with the night.

The layout of the campsite is now burned into my consciousness after studying it for so long. When I close my eyes I can see it, and I prefer this picture to the real one, which is confused by shafts of starlight. Eyes closed, I walk through the camp like a shadow, every sense tingling, reaching out, reporting back. I sense a tent line and veer left to avoid it. When my boot tip touches the head of an ax left in deep grass, my foot slides smoothly around it like a fish in a stream confronted with a river rock.

In seconds I’m through the camp. I go a little farther down the trail until I’m once again back in the shadows of the trees before I open my eyes and look back. The camp is still, the hunters sleeping. I think how what I’ve just done could be dramatized and told around a campfire:

With a human head in a pack, the hunter of hunters walked right through the sleeping elk camp without making a sound …
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THE MORNING FLIGHT from Denver with master tracker Buck Lothar on board was late arriving at Saddlestring Regional Airport, and Joe spent the time reviewing the files Robey had copied the night before, noting the ever-growing crowd assembling in the lobby, and wondering when exactly it had happened that white-clad federal TSA employees had come to outnumber passengers and airline personnel in the little airport. Or at least it seemed that way.

The airport was humble, with two counters for regional commuter airlines, a single luggage carousel, a fast-food restaurant that was always closed, and several rows of orange plastic chairs bolted to the floor facing the tarmac through plate-glass windows. The painted cinder-block wall across from the airline counters was covered with crooked and yellowing black-and-white photos of passengers in the fifties and sixties boarding subsidized jets that used to serve the area. In the photos, the men were in suits and the women in hats. Local economic development types had created a display case to showcase local products, which consisted of … a package of jerky. Outside, a resident herd of six pronghorn antelope grazed between runways, the morning sun on their backs. When Joe was district game warden, he received calls from the county airport authorities every few weeks to come and try to scare the antelope away because the herd tended to spook and scatter when airplanes landed, and at least one private aircraft had hit one. Despite the use of cracker shells and rubber bullets fired into their haunches that dispersed the animals for a few days, they always returned.

Robey sat a few seats down from Joe, reading his copies of the same files. He was dressed in full-regalia Cabela’s and Eddie Bauer outdoor clothing for his first day on the crime team, and Joe had stifled a smile when he picked him up that morning. Robey’s boots were so new they squeaked when he got up to get another cup of coffee so weak the only taste was of aluminum from the pot itself. Randy Pope paced through the airport, working his cellphone. From snippets Joe could hear whenever Pope neared, his boss was dealing with personnel and legislative issues back in Cheyenne. Pope was a bureaucratic marvel, firing orders, interrupting calls he was on to take more important ones, keeping several people on hold at once, and jockeying between them as he paced.

As the arrival time came and went and an announcement was made by a spike-haired blonde with a tongue stud that the United Express flight from Denver would be at least twenty minutes late, Joe tried to discern the makeup of the people in and around the airport waiting for the aircraft to arrive. It was difficult to count them because they didn’t gather in one place so much as flow through the airport and back to their cars—many of which were campers and vans—in the parking lot. He didn’t recognize any of them, which was unusual in itself. They didn’t fit the profile of those usually found in the Saddlestring Regional Aiport: ranchers waiting for a new employee, usually one who spoke Spanish; a coal bed methane company executive greeting a contractor; or various local families picking up loved ones who had ventured out. Instead, the people waiting had an earthy, outdoor look. There was a wide-eyed, anxious, purposeful attitude about them Joe—at first—couldn’t quite put his finger on. A very attractive olive-skinned, black-haired woman struck him in particular. She seemed to be removed from the throng but with them at the same time, caring for her baby in a stroller and thanking those who approached her and complimented her on the child. Joe noted her dark eyes, high cheekbones, and pegged her for Shoshone. She had a dazzling smile and seemed to exist in a kind of bubble of serenity that he found mesmerizing.

“I wonder who she is?” Joe asked aloud.

Robey shook his head, distracted. “We heard from the sheriff of Sheridan County this morning,” he said to Joe, sitting back down with his coffee, “following up on Frank Urman. They’re trying to determine if he had any known enemies, business problems, wife problems, threats, the usual.”

Joe tore his eyes away from the woman and child and looked at Robey.

“They’ve found nothing to go on so far. Urman was fairly active in city and county government, belonged to a couple of groups—Elks and the American Legion—but kept a pretty low profile. He was well liked and respected, from what they say. He spent a lot of his time hunting and fishing, but that describes just about everybody in Wyoming.”

Joe nodded, and tapped the files on his lap. “It describes John Garrett and Warren Tucker too,” he said. “I was hoping when I read the files something would jump out at me. Or better yet, that there would be some kind of connection between the victims. Tucker and Garrett were around the same age, fifty-four and fifty-two, I think. That got me going for a few minutes until I saw that Urman was sixty-two.”

Robey said, “What, you thought they might be members of the same group?”

“Just thinking.”

“The only similarity I could find is that all three are white, middle-aged or older, hunters—and dead,” Robey said.

Joe grunted, and looked back at his files.

JOHN GARRETT WAS a CPA from Lander, Wyoming. Three weeks before, his body was found with a single gunshot wound to the head in the back of his pickup on a side road in the Wind River Mountains a few miles out of Ethete. He’d told his wife he was going deer hunting by himself after work, like he did every year since they’d been married, but this time he didn’t come home. She reported his disappearance that night, saying she was worried because he was not answering his cellphone. The sheriff’s deputy who found Garrett’s vehicle said Garrett’s body was laid out next to a four-point buck deer in the bed of his pickup. The buck had apparently been shot and dragged to the truck. Garrett’s rifle was found on the open tailgate. Ballistics confirmed it had recently been fired. Judging by the way Garrett’s body was found with his head near the cab of the truck, the deputy and others soon on the scene speculated that the accountant had somehow accidentally shot himself with his own rifle in the act of pulling the body of the deer into the back. Imagining a scenario where the accountant accidentally discharged his loaded rifle—which he may have leaned against the tail-gate while he struggled to pull a two-hundred-pound carcass into his vehicle—was not that crazy. Although forensic technicians couldn’t determine the exact sequence of events that led to the accident, enough disparate factors—his discharged rifle, the dead deer, the fact that his body was found in his own pickup—led to the conclusion that it was a bizarre hunting accident with no witnesses. Death had been instant. The slit across Garrett’s throat was attributed to him falling on the point of the buck’s antler after he’d been shot.

WARREN TUCKER, THE second victim, was a former Wyoming resident who owned a construction company in Windsor, Colorado, but still hunted every year in his former state with his son, Warren Junior, a high-school football coach in Laramie. Tucker Senior’s body was found the week before in the Snowy Range Mountains near Centennial. According to Tucker Junior’s affidavit, father and son were hunting elk from a camp they’d used for twenty years when the incident occurred. Senior took the top of a ridge while Junior positioned himself at the bottom, a thick forest between them. This was a strategy they’d used for years, and it had proved to be very successful. Elk in the area tended to stay in the black timber on the mountainside during the daytime but ventured out in the evening to graze and drink. Therefore, the herd would exit either over the top of the treeless bare ridge where Senior would get a shot at them or down through the bottom meadow where Junior was set up. Which was why he thought it was so strange, Junior testified, when he heard a single shot in the distance near the top of the ridge in the midafternoon because usually there was no action going on that time of day. He’d tried to contact his father by radio for several hours after he heard the shot, but there was no response. That in itself wasn’t cause for alarm, Junior said, because if Senior was stalking a big bull he might have turned his radio off to maintain silence. Senior was also getting more forgetful as he aged, and sometimes didn’t turn his radio on at all, which drove Junior crazy. But Senior had always shown up before, often with blood on his hands from harvesting his elk for the year. This time, though, when dusk came and went and he’d not heard anything from his father, Junior became alarmed. Junior was an experienced outdoorsman and knew not to set off into the timber in the dark to try to find his father. Instead, he wisely went the short distance back to camp and built a huge fire he hoped his father would see or smell, and kept trying to raise him on his radio. After a few hours, Junior started firing rifle shots in the air, three at a time, and waiting in vain for the sound of answering shots in the distance. None came. It was a very long night.

Junior contacted Albany County Search and Rescue. The county responded with a team at dawn, and with Junior they fanned out and scoured the black timber and the ridge. Unfortunately, it was Warren Tucker Jr. who found his father’s battered, naked, upside-down, eviscerated body on the bottom of an old rockslide.

According to the report written by the head of the search-and-rescue team, it was assumed at first that Warren Tucker Sr. had lost his footing at the top of the ridge, perhaps firing his rifle as he lost his balance, and cartwheeled 350 feet down the length of the old slide to his death. The sharp and abrasive nature of the scree on the slide had not only stripped the victim’s clothes away, but sliced through his soft belly. Somehow, a broken branch had been thrust into the victim’s body in the fall as well, exposing his body cavity.

It was only when the Albany County coroner determined that Warren Tucker had a bullet hole from a high-powered rifle beneath his left nipple that the incident changed from a horrifying accident to a possible murder.

Joe had now read the files, including the burgeoning Frank Urman file, three times. He could see how both the Garrett incident and the Tucker death could initially be classified as accidents. Only when the two were considered together was there a linkage, and it was still not a definitive one.

Joe felt an uneasy rumble in his stomach and looked up at the ceiling of the airport.

“Are you okay?” Robey asked.

“Yup.”

“What are you thinking?”

“Nothing good,” Joe said. He slid closer to Robey so they could talk without anyone hearing them. “So, let’s assume it’s the same killer.”

“We don’t know that yet,” Robey said.

“No, we don’t. But let’s assume. With Garrett, the killer places the body next to a dead deer in the back of a pickup. He also slits Garrett’s throat—just like the deer—to send a message that wasn’t noticed. With Tucker, the killer ramps up his sociology lesson by gutting the victim the same way a hunter field-dresses a game animal. Again, the message doesn’t get through because nobody is thinking of the deaths as murders, or linked in any way at this point.

“Robey nodded. “Go on.”

“Which must have frustrated the hell out of the killer, to spend all that time and energy making statements nobody gets. With Frank Urman, he doesn’t want to leave any doubt at all what he’s doing, what he’s trying to say. He not only shoots the poor guy, he guts him and hangs him from a tree like a deer or an elk.”

“So you’re saying we’ve got a socially conscious serial killer on our hands,” Robey whispered, looking over his shoulder to make sure none of the people wandering through the airport were directly behind him. “A guy who is so anti-hunting he’s killing hunters and treating their bodies the way a hunter treats big game.”

“Maybe,” Joe said.

“Which is why Klamath Moore is coming to Wyoming. Not just to protest hunting in general, but to support whoever is doing this.”

“Look around you,” Joe said. “Who do you suppose these people are here to greet?”

The blood drained from Robey’s face. “Oh no,” he said weakly.

“HAVE YOU EVER fantasized about being hunted?” Joe asked Robey as the two of them stood outside so Robey could smoke a cigar. The United Express flight was minutes from landing, according to the last announcement. Joe could hear the faint buzzing of an airplane in the big cloudless sky, but he couldn’t yet see it.

“Say again?” Robey had taken up cigar smoking after going on a fly-fishing excursion to Patagonia, a fiftieth-birthday gift from his wife. Apparently, all the well-heeled fishermen down there ended the day with a cigar and Robey had followed suit. Now, he smoked not only after a day of fishing but whenever he was nervous.

“I think every hunter thinks about it,” Joe said. “I have. I don’t think there’s any way you can be out in the field with a gun or a bow and not at some point let your mind wander and fantasize about somebody hunting you the way you’re hunting the animal. I think it’s natural, just not something anyone really talks about.”

Robey took a short draw, then removed the cigar from his mouth and studied it.

“And I don’t think the fantasy is restricted to hunters,” Joe said. “I think every fisherman, hiker, camper, and bird-watcher has it at some time or other. Don’t tell me you’ve never had it.”

“Okay, I’ve had it,” Robey said reluctantly. “I remember getting that feeling recently in Patagonia. Sort of a chill that went all the way through me for no good reason. I looked all around and couldn’t see anyone except a couple of fishermen who’d become my friends. But I couldn’t shake it for hours.”

Joe said, “Maybe it’s come to pass.”

Robey made a sour expression. “Pope and the governor may really have something to worry about after all. If what we’re talking about turns out to be true, it’ll destroy the hunting and fishing economy in Wyoming and maybe all up and down the Rockies. Hunters will just stay home.”

Joe nodded. “To be honest with you, Robey, it’s not the hunters who stay home I’m worried about. It’s the hunters who don’t.”

Robey looked up.

“I’m worried about the guys who want to take this killer on. And believe me, there will be some.”

“I never thought of that.”

“You’ve never driven up to a hunting camp and looked into the eyes of some of these men,” Joe said. “They live for it, and they’ll die for it too. And don’t assume we’re talking about roughnecks and outlaws. There is a certain percentage of men in the world who would feel neutered if they couldn’t hunt. The way they see it, it’s all they have these days to prove to themselves they’re still men. It’s a one-or-two-week validation of who they really are, or who they think they are. They’ll look on this situation as a personal challenge.”

Robey shook his head. “Joe, we don’t even have proof that the killings are related yet.”

“We will,” Joe said.

“How?”

“Let’s start by finding out if the three of them were killed with the same weapon. I’ll ask the head necropsy guy at the game and fish lab in Laramie to take a look at all three autopsies.”

“The game and fish guy? Why not state forensics?”

“Our guys are better,” Joe said. “We have a lot more game violations than the state has murders.”

“Oh.”

“Another thing—the poker chip we found by Frank Urman.”

“What about it?”

“I didn’t read anything about poker chips in the files on Tucker or Garrett. But those cases were investigated as accidents at the time, not murders. There are no listings of items found around the victims, the contents of pockets, or personal possessions gathered up or impounded. The possessions and clothing of the victims could have been returned to the families or they might be in a box at the county sheriff’s or coroner’s because no one’s dealt with them yet.”

Robey made a note. “I can ask my staff to follow up on the poker chips, or lack thereof,” he said, his cigar bobbing as he talked.

“The more we know about the Garrett and Tucker killings, the more we can help out Lothar the Master Tracker,” Joe said. “Those crime scenes are cold as ice, and he won’t have any interest in them. So we should try and learn as much as we can.”

Robey chuckled as he repeated, “Lothar the Master Tracker …”

WHEN AN AIRCRAFT emerged from the sky, the restless crowd in the airport murmured and began to knot together near the cordoned-off passenger ramp, and the dozen TSA employees grouped near the metal detector eyed them and raised their walkie-talkies to their mouths in alarm.

Pope approached Joe and Robey. He closed his phone for the first time that morning and fixed it in a phone holster on his belt.

“Finally, eh?” Pope said.

“Lothar the Master Tracker,” Robey growled melodramatically. Pope glared at him. Joe looked away to hide his smile.

A collective groan came from the crowd as the spikyhaired airline agent announced that the approaching plane was a private jet, not United Express, but that United Express would be landing within five minutes.

“A private jet?” Pope asked, raising his eyebrows. “Saddlestring has private jets?”

“We have a lot of ’em,” Robey said. “The Eagle Mountain Club up on the hill has lots of wealthy folks.”

As he spoke, the jet touched down on the farthest runway, scattering the herd of antelope. Joe watched it brake and taxi to the far end of the tarmac to the private fixed base operator, FBO—which was larger and better appointed than the public airport—then turn with an ice skater’s dramatic flair and stop.

“Who is it?” Pope asked.

“His name is Earl Alden,” Joe said, observing as a black Suburban with smoked windows drove out onto the tarmac to greet the jet. A petite and attractive older woman got out of the Suburban and walked up to the unfolding airplane stairs to greet the lone passenger, a tall man with silver hair and a pencil-thin mustache.

“I’ve heard of him, who hasn’t?” Pope said. “Who’s the woman?”

Joe sighed. “Her official name is Missy Vankueren-Longbrake.”

“She’s a babe.”

“She’s my mother-in-law,” Joe said.

He looked at Robey and shook his head with disgust. “Why can’t people just get old and sweet anymore?” Joe said, thinking not only about Missy but about his own father, who was suffering from dementia brought on by years of alcoholism. His father was in a facility in Billings. The last time he’d gone to see his father he had to introduce himself as his son. His father had said, “Joe? Joe Schmoe? Go get me a flask, Joe Schmoe.”

THE UNITED EXPRESS flight landed five minutes later. Joe stood well back from the crowd, watching as the passengers descended the stairs and walked the short distance across the pavement to the airport. He heard a woman in the crowd gasp, “There he is!”

Klamath Moore wore an oversized white smock that accentuated his tanned and weathered features. His long blond hair blew around his face in the breeze, and he brushed it back and tucked it behind his ears as he gazed at the airport, knowing instinctively how important it was to make a powerful first impression, Joe thought.

Robey said to Joe, “Did we find out how Klamath Moore knew about the circumstances of Frank Urman’s death almost before we did?”

“Nope,” Joe said. “I’ve got a couple of other questions as well. One is if I’ve been underestimating my boss for the last few years. He seems to have picked up on the fact that these hunting accidents weren’t accidents mighty quick.”

“Self-preservation may be the answer to that one,” Robey said. “Guys like Pope can sniff out a threat to their jobs before anyone even knows there’s a threat.”

“Maybe so,” Joe said, not buying the answer.

When Moore stepped inside the terminal, the crowd cheered. Moore raised both of his arms in celebration, and boomed, “Save the wildlife!”

“Jesus,” Pope said, joining Joe and Robey, his expression sour as if he were sucking on something bitter.

Joe watched Moore shake hands and roughly hug his followers, pulling their bodies into his with a primitive force just shy of assault. But when he got to the dark-eyed woman and her baby, Moore visibly softened and took them into his arms. They left the airport together, Moore carrying the infant, holding hands.

BUCK LOTHAR, PERHAPS miffed that his arrival had been upstaged, made no effort to make a powerful first impression. Joe approached a tall, angular man at the luggage carousel, said, “Mr. Lothar?” The man shook his head, said, “You’re lookin’ for someone else.”

“That would be me,” said a short, overeager fireplug of a man with a close-cropped beard, a lantern jaw, aviator glasses, and eyes that went in two different directions. “I’m Buck Lothar. Can you help me with my gear and my dogs?”

“Sure,” Joe said, shaken by his mistake. While Robey and Pope introduced themselves, Joe watched in his peripheral vision as Moore and his contingent loudly filtered out of the airport into waiting cars, trucks, and vans. Lothar’s gear consisted of four huge duffel bags made of camo cloth. It was obvious from the military patches on the bags Lothar was well traveled. Two large animal carriers—each with a bloodhound in it—slid down the aluminum leaves of the carousel. “Butch and Sundance,” Lothar said.

Joe carried two of the bags, Robey one, and Pope the last, albeit reluctantly. Lothar let the dogs out of their carriers and leashed them.

“Sorry I can’t help,” Lothar said. “My back. My foot too. I’m still recovering from jungle rot inside my boot and I can’t put any added pressure on it.”

“Jungle rot?” Pope asked.

“From tracking insurgents in Indonesia,” Lothar said, guiding the dogs to a patch of grass so they could defecate. “We got ’em, if you were wondering.”

Outside, Joe tossed the bags into the back of his pickup. Pope put his bag into the back of his state Escalade. Lothar stood on the curb and supervised.

“Let’s get to the crime scene while it’s still warm, gentlemen,” Lothar said, rubbing his hands together and chortling.

“I’ll meet you up there,” Pope said to them. “I’ve got a buddy to pick up.”

With that, Pope roared away from the curb, leaving the three of them with the two dogs.

“I guess we’ll all fit into the pickup,” Joe said.

“I don’t think we have a choice,” Robey said.

“I’ve been in much worse situations than this,” Lothar said jauntily, making it sound vaguely to Joe like something the deceased Crocodile Hunter would say.

*

“A BUDDY?” ROBEY grumbled as he climbed into the middle seat of Joe’s pickup, pushing aside coats and gear, followed by Lothar, who took the passenger seat. “Pope’s got a buddy?”
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YELLOW CRIME-SCENE TAPE had been stretched around tree trunks and stapled to pieces of hammer-driven lath in a hundred-foot perimeter around where Frank Urman’s body was found. Two state DCI employees had been left to guard the scene, and they scrambled to their feet from where they had been sitting on the tailgate of a pickup chewing tobacco when Joe’s vehicle and Pope’s Escalade nosed over the ridge near them and parked.

Pope climbed out of his car with his cellphone pressed to his ear, and motioned to the DCI men that they could go. His gesture to them was a backhanded flicking of his fingers as he walked, as if shooing away a street vendor. Joe noticed that the two exchanged dark looks and one mouthed, “Asshole,” before they left.

“He makes friends everywhere he goes,” Joe said to Lothar, who pretended not to hear.

Since Pope didn’t take the time to introduce his friend, Joe offered his hand.

“Joe Pickett.”

“Wally Conway,” the man said, smiling warmly. Conway was in his mid-fifties, with longish, thinning brown hair, bulldog jowls, and an avuncular nature. Joe got the impression Conway was good at putting people at ease, making them smile. He wore a huge down coat that was reversible: camo on the outside and blaze orange on the inside. A hunter. Joe had seen him around town but didn’t know him.

“You’re an architect, right?” Joe said.

“Yes, and you are—were—the local game warden,” Conway said. “I’ve been following your exploits for years.”

Since Conway was Pope’s friend he’d no doubt heard, from Pope, that Joe held the record for the most damaged vehicles and equipment in departmental history—and was insubordinate as well. It was hard to gauge how close the two men were since Pope had shown no deference to Conway since they’d arrived.

“I hope you don’t mind me crashing the party,” Conway said, looking to Pope to explain his presence but Pope was busy on the phone. “Randy and I go back a long way. Since he was in the area, he asked me to come along. I hope you don’t mind. I promise to stay out of the way.”

“Nice to meet you,” Joe said. He liked Conway’s pleasantness, and wondered how he and Pope could be friends. But given Pope’s sudden change of attitude toward him, Joe thought he might have been too rough on his boss. Maybe, just maybe, there was a human being in there somewhere, he thought.

Pope snapped his phone shut and stepped between Wally Conway and Joe. “You met already,” he said.

Joe nodded.

Robey and Lothar stepped forward and Pope introduced his friend to them. Conway asked if there was anything he could do to help out, and Lothar suggested they unload his gear from Pope’s Escalade. Which left Joe and Pope standing together.

“What?” Pope asked defensively.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were giving me that look, like, why are you bringing a civilian up here? Like, why didn’t you clear this with the governor?”

Joe said, “I was?”

Pope stepped forward and shook his finger in Joe’s face. “The reason is, Joe, I need people around me I can trust. And I trust Wally Conway.”

“And you don’t trust me,” Joe said.

Pope started to say something but stopped. Instead, he smiled a triumphant smile.

Joe shook his head and turned away.

THE ONLY THINGS Buck Lothar retrieved from his duffel bags for the hike down the hill were a square-shaped camo daypack and a telescoping rod of some kind. He also buckled on a holster. Joe recognized the weapon as similar to his.

“Sig Sauer P229,” Lothar said. “I prefer it to the Glock .40 you’re wearing.”

“I prefer a shotgun,” Joe said. “I can’t really hit anything with a handgun, anyway.” Thinking, Except from three inches away, a dark reminder of an episode from two years prior that still gave Joe night sweats and filled him with guilt.

“Tracking stick,” Lothar said, answering Joe’s unasked question about the rod in his hand. “I’ll show you how it works a little later.”

“What about your dogs?”

“We’ll leave them up here for now,” Lothar said. “My understanding is that there have been dozens of you people down there trampling all over the crime scene, right?”

“Right.”

Lothar said, “All those scents will just confuse them. If we can figure out where the shooter was and isolate a scent, I might bring them down later. But not until.”

Joe shrugged, and reached in the carriers to pet the dogs. They lapped at his fingers.

“Dogs are helpful,” Lothar said, “but nothing beats human observation and brain power. We might not even need them.”

Robey said, “Wouldn’t we need a piece of clothing or something from the shooter to offer to the dogs? Don’t they need to have the scent beforehand so they know who they’re after?”

Lothar smiled paternalistically. Joe had the impression he did a lot of that.

“It would help if we had an article of the shooter’s clothes, of course,” Lothar said, “but it rarely happens that we’re that lucky. No, these are great dogs. Great dogs. With a great handler—me—they can track blind. You see, humans always leave something behind. Even in the worst-case scenario, when they haven’t left something obvious like a cigarette butt or a clothing fiber caught in a thorn-bush, the shooter will have shed dead skin cells. Tens of thousands of them. They fall off the body like rain.” Lothar gestured to Robey. “They’re falling off you as we speak, and settling to the ground all around you.” Which made Robey look in vain at the grass around his boots, as if he could see a pile of his dead skin cells.

Lothar continued, “Each dead skin cell is unique to the individual, with a unique scent. If we can find where the shooter stopped for a period of time—and there hasn’t been too much deterioration of the ground due to weather or trampling—we should be able to get a scent on him. But first, we need to rule out dozens of things.”

Lothar patted the top of one of the carriers. “Butch and Sundance are like my samurai swords. I don’t pull them out of their scabbards unless I plan to use them to track down a man.”

“Not even for a drink of water?” Joe asked.

Pope snapped, “Joe, they’re his dogs.”

Before Joe could reply, Pope’s cellphone burred and Pope snatched it out of his breast pocket and turned away. Conway was visibly uncomfortable, not knowing whether to stand with Joe, Robey, and Lothar or stick close to his friend, who was walking up the hill gesturing as he talked. Joe felt sorry for him.

“What’s the deal with those two?” Lothar whispered.

Joe shrugged.

“This isn’t one of those Brokeback Mountain kinds of deals, is it? I mean, this is Wyoming.” He grinned to show he was kidding.

Robey sighed and looked heavenward. “You know,” Robey said, “I think I’ve heard just about enough Brokeback Mountain jokes to last me a lifetime.”

“Yup,” Joe said.

“Think about it,” Robey said heatedly, “men can’t even go fishing together anymore without someone making a Brokeback Mountain joke. And now a man can’t go hunting without getting butchered! What are we supposed to do, fucking knit?”

“Man,” Lothar said, still grinning, “you guys are a little sensitive …”

LOTHAR AND POPE led the way down the hill with Joe, Conway, and Robey following. Lothar kept up a nonstop chatter. Pope nodded and prodded. He seemed pleased, Joe thought, proud of having Buck Lothar next to him, on his team. While Lothar told the story of tracking down an escaped inmate from the SuperMax prison in Cañon City, Colorado, who had gotten out by shrink-wrapping himself in plastic and hiding among rolls of clean linens, Pope looked over his shoulder at Joe and Robey and beamed at them, as if to say, “He’s on our side.”

“What kind of weapon was used, do we know that?” Lothar asked. Pope looked to Robey.

“No bullet was found,” Robey said. “The best guess of our forensics guys based on the entrance and exit holes is a thirty-caliber.”

Lothar snorted.

“What?” Pope asked.

Again the paternalistic smile. “A .30 bullet is used in at least eleven configurations that I know of, from a .308 carbine to a .30-06 to a 300 Weatherby Magnum. Plus, if you don’t actually have the lead and you’re basing the finding on the hole size, it could have just as easily been a 7mm with seven configurations or a .311 with three more configurations! Your shooter could not have used a more common caliber, so this tells us exactly nothing. Nothing!”

Robey leaned into Joe and whispered, “TMI.” Too much information.

THEY DUCKED UNDER the crime-scene tape. Lothar asked Joe to show him where the body was hung and how. The master tracker stared at the space where Urman had been hung as if studying the body that was no longer there. Finally, he grunted as if coming to a conclusion of some kind and began walking the perimeter with his chin cupped in his right hand. Joe started to follow but Pope reached out and stopped him.

“Let him do his job,” Pope said softly. “This is what we hired him for.”

For fifteen minutes, Lothar studied the ground, the trees, the tape, the horizon, the opposite hillside, before pronouncing the crime scene “as useless as tits on a boar” because of the way it had been trampled by Urman’s nephew and friends as well as law enforcement for two days.

“We can just forget this as being any help at all,” Lothar said. “We’ve got to shift focus to where the shot was fired from and where the victim was hit. If we can pinpoint those two locations, we might have something to work with.”

“Makes sense to me!” Pope said with enthusiasm.

LOTHAR SAID TO Joe, “When starting a search, there are three methods to choose from: the Grid Method, which consists of seven ninety-degree turns followed by seven intersecting ninety-degree turns; the Fan Method, where we start here at the center point where Urman’s body was hung and walk away in a straight line fifty yards or so, complete a one-hundred-and-seventy-degree turn and walk back to the center point, then do it again a few feet over from the first trek until a pattern like a fan emerges; or the Coil Method, which is to start at the incident area and circle it, coiling back to it with three-meter spacing. I think this scene calls for the Coil Method.”

Joe nodded, studying the folds and contours of the landscape. Behind him was black timber. In front was the saddle slope they had walked down from the vehicles, and on the other side of the slope the timber cleared and rose to a ridge, topped by granite outcroppings that had punched through the grass.

“Any questions?” Lothar asked.

“One,” Joe said. “What happened to the prisoner who escaped from the SuperMax in Colorado?”

“I meant about search methods,” Lothar said impatiently.

“We can coil around,” Joe said, pointing across the meadow toward the rising slope, “but it makes sense to me that Frank was probably shot up there. That’s where an elk hunter would be so he could look down on the meadows to the south.”

Pope said, “Joe, would you please let the man do his work?”

“Actually,” Lothar said, looking where Joe had gestured, “he makes a lot of sense. Joe knows more about animal hunting than I do, so he’s probably right. We should start up there. My area of expertise is man hunting, not elk hunting.”

Pope huffed and crossed his arms across his chest, chastened.

“So what about the escaped prisoner?” Joe asked.

“Butch and Sundance treed him near Colorado Springs.” Lothar sighed, as if the conclusion of the story was so boring and inevitable that it was a waste of his time. “And a guard killed him with an AR-15. He fell out of the tree like a sack of potatoes.”

JOE BEGAN TO admire Lothar’s skill as they crossed the saddle slope. It was like hunting or stalking in super-slomo, Joe thought. Lothar moved a foot or two, then squatted to study the ground in front of him for bent grass stalks, footprints, depressions, anything left behind. Robey had stayed back at the crime scene to call his office, and Pope was still there, once again working his cellphone. Wally Conway was with him. As Joe and Lothar distanced themselves from Robey and Pope, the quiet took over. Whether it was Lothar’s caution and study affecting him or the fact that just the day before a man had been hunted down and murdered at this very location, Joe’s senses seemed to tingle.

The afternoon was cooling down quickly as a long gray sheet of cloud cover was pulled across the sun. Joe felt the temperature drop into the mid-forties. It dropped quickly at this elevation, and he zipped his jacket up to his chin. A slight breeze kicked up, enough to make the tops of the trees sound like they were sighing. Whirls of wind touched down in the far-off meadows, making dead leaves dance in upward spirals.

He nearly stumbled into Lothar, who had dropped to his hands and knees and lowered his head to ground level until his jaw was nearly in the dirt, looking toward the opposite slope.

“All right,” Lothar said, “the story is starting to tell itself to us.”

“What story?”

“Come down here and see for yourself.”

Joe bent to his hands and knees, mimicking Lothar’s perspective.

“What am I looking at?” Joe asked.

“Get your head low,” Lothar said, “so low the grass touches your cheek, and look toward the mountainside over there.”

Despite feeling a little silly, Joe all but pressed his face against the ground. When he did, from his new angle, he could clearly see two lines, like dry-land ski tracks, through the grass on the far slope.

“Those are heel marks,” Lothar said, “where our shooter dragged Urman from where he shot him to where he hung him in the trees. They’re hard to see because the grass is so short and the sun is straight over our heads. But when you get down at grass-stop level, you can see where Urman’s boot heels or boot toes bent the top of the grass and made furrows.”

Joe grunted, impressed. He assumed Urman’s body had been moved to where it was hung up, but surprised it had been moved such a long way.

“It makes sense now when you think of it,” Joe said, standing up and brushing bits of grass and dirt from his clothing. “The shooter wanted to hang him from a tree like a deer or elk, and the nearest trees are back where we started. So he had to drag the body across here.”

“Which means,” Lothar said, “we have a good chance of finding a footprint. If the shooter was dragging the body, he was setting his feet hard into the ground to pull. Urman wasn’t a small man, so it would have been hard work. Even though the ground is hard and dry, he might have made a footprint we can find because he was stepping down with so much effort in order to drag the body along.”

Joe nodded.

“I’ve got a question for you,” Lothar said. “You mentioned that far hillside would be a good place to hunt because one can see so well from there.”

“Yup.”

“If it were you, where would you set up to look for elk? Where specifically?”

Joe studied the slope, fixing on the granite outcroppings. Several were too low down to provide a good field of vision into the valley. But there was one outcropping toward the top of the slope that not only offered a hunter enough cover to hide behind, but was high enough up the slope to see well into the valley below. Joe pointed at it. “There.”

THE SPLASH of blood on the granite was dark, almost black. It was puncture-wound blood, entry-wound blood. A few feet away on the rock was a spray of bright red arterial blood where the bullet exited Frank Urman’s body and tumbled somewhere down the saddle slope. From where Joe stood above the outcropping, he could visualize a herd of elk grazing on in the meadows below, downslope.

“From the angle of the entry and the exit,” Lothar said, “we can assume without doing any definitive ballistics or testing that the shooter”—he turned and pointed over Joe’s head to the top of the ridge behind them—“was there.”

Joe followed Lothar’s finger. On the horizon was a bump of a knoll—perfect to hide behind.

“Will we be lucky enough to find a shell casing?” Lothar asked aloud but rhetorically as they climbed toward the knoll. “A cigarette? Anything? It’s a shame Americans don’t smoke anymore. In Europe, Asia, and the Middle East I can always count on finding butts.”

Joe labored up the slope directly toward the knoll.

“No!” Lothar said. “Stop. Do not go up there.”

Joe stopped, confused.

“Look,” Lothar said, and Joe turned. In a depression in the granite, filled with fine sand deposited by the wind over the years, was a definitive boot print.

“It’s perfect,” Lothar said, as if examining a diamond. “I’d guess size eleven, Vibram soles but worn enough so the track is distinctive, one eighty, two hundred pounds based on the impression. Perfect!”

“It looks fresh,” Joe said. “The wind or weather didn’t get to it overnight.”

“Even better than that,” Lothar said, “is I doubt it was made yesterday. I think it’s today’s track, last night’s at the very worst. Our man is still around.”

Joe felt a chill wash over him.

While Lothar slipped his daypack off to prepare to make a composite cast, Joe looked back at the knoll.

“Don’t you want to see what’s up there?” Joe asked.

“Not now.”

“What do you mean? When, then?”

“Not until dark,” Lothar said. “We come back at dark.”

“Why wait?”

Lothar looked up. “Joe, do you remember how when you got down on the ground down there you could see clearly where the victim was dragged? But that when we were just walking along we couldn’t discern a thing?”

“Yes.”

“That’s why we track at night. It all comes out at night. You’ll see what I mean. Trust me.”

“But won’t he get away?”

Lothar nodded. “He might. But if he took the chance of coming back here, for whatever purpose, he might have reason to stick around.”

BACK AT THE crime scene, Lothar briefed Pope on what they’d found and how he intended to take action. When Lothar mentioned the possibility of the shooter still being in the area, Joe saw Pope’s face drain of color.

“Maybe we should retreat to the vehicles,” Pope said, “you know, so we can rest up.”

“You mean get out of the line of fire,” Lothar said. “Good idea.”

As they hiked back to the trucks, Pope said, “The governor is prepared to issue a warning urging hunters to pack up their camps and go home. He’s preparing to close all state lands and alert the Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, and private landowners of what’s going on.”

“My God,” Joe said.

“That’s right,” Pope said. “I begged him to hold off, to give us a few days. But he’s worried as hell that Klamath Moore will spill the beans anytime now. If Moore tells the world that hunters are being systematically hunted down and executed and it looks like the governor has been withholding that information, he’ll look worse than incompetent. He’ll be liable, and so will we.”

Joe grunted.

AS THEY WALKED up the hill toward the trucks, Joe felt vulnerable and exposed in more ways than one. Literally, they were in the open on the slope, and if the shooter was still out there it would be an easy shot with a scoped, high-powered rifle. He looked over his shoulder at the mountainside he and Lothar had just scoured. It wasn’t inconceivable that the shooter could drop back over the rim into the knoll he’d used to kill Frank Urman and train his rifle on the four of them.

“AND THE HITS just keep on coming,” Robey said to Joe and Pope as they approached the vehicles. “I talked with the sheriff’s departments in Albany and Fremont counties. One guess what was among the items found in John Garrett’s pocket when his body was brought in, and what was found inside the mouth of Warren Tucker but wasn’t included in the reports for some unknown goddamned reason?”

“Red poker chips,” Joe said.

“Yes,” Robey said. “Red poker chips.”

“Maybe the governor should close things down,” Joe said. “It’s looking like what we hoped it wasn’t.”

“That’s what Rulon’s new chief of staff is advising him,” Pope spat. “She’s telling him he should have done it yesterday.”

Joe thought, She’s a smart woman.

Pope reached out and grasped Lothar’s arm. “We’ve got to find this shooter. Do you understand? We’ve got to find him tonight.”

Lothar pulled away, annoyed. “I can’t promise anything,” he said.

“But you need to,” Pope said, his eyes bulging with the kind of intensity Joe had seen directed at him several times. “That’s why we brought you here. That’s why we’re paying you. This guy out there is about to destroy my agency.”

Lothar looked away from Pope to Joe and Robey and mouthed, Asshole.

Wally Conway, who’d seen the interaction, looked away passively, not taking sides.
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THE AFTERNOON GOT colder as they waited for darkness. Joe sat in his pickup next to Robey and glassed the timber and meadows through his spotting scope, looking for movement of any kind. He got the strange feeling that the birds and wildlife had subtly withdrawn from the area, clearing the stage for whatever was going to happen later. Robey nervously ate pieces of jerky from a cellophane bag he’d brought along. Piece after piece, chewing slowly. The cab of the truck smelled of teriyaki and anticipation.

Pope appeared at Joe’s window, blocking his view through the scope.

“I’m heading back into town,” Pope said, not meeting Joe’s eye. “I can’t run the agency with a cellphone that keeps going in and out of signal range. Let me know how things go tonight. Wally has agreed to stay here with you. Lothar’s getting all of his stuff out of my Escalade. He’ll have to wait with you.”

“You’re leaving?” Joe said.

“Do I have to repeat myself? You heard me.” With that, he patted the hood of Joe’s pickup and walked away.

“Bastard,” Robey said through a mouthful of beef jerky.

“Would you rather have him here with us?” Joe said.

“No, but …”

“Let him go,” Joe said. “Wacey Hedeman once said of Sheriff McLanahan—before he was sheriff—‘Having him on the payroll is like having two good men gone.’ That’s how I feel about Pope being here.”

“He’s scared,” Robey said.

“So am I,” Joe said, getting out to help Lothar retrieve his gear from Pope’s vehicle.

AS DUSK APPROACHED, the wind died down and the forest went silent, as if shushed. Joe used his tailgate as a workbench and checked the loads in his Glock and shoved an extra twelve-shot magazine into the pocket on the front of his holster. He loaded his shotgun with double-ought buckshot and filled a coat pocket with extra shells. Because of the cold stillness, the metal-on-metal sounds of his work seemed to snap ominously through the air. He’d strapped on his body armor vest and pulled on his jacket over it, and filled a day-pack with what he thought he might need: flashlight, radio, first-aid kit, bear spray, GPS unit, rope, evidence kit, Flex-cufs, a Nalgene bottle of water.

Lothar approached him. “I think it should just be the two of us,” he said.

Joe looked up at the back of Robey’s head in his pickup. He could see his friend’s jaw working as he ate more jerky. “I hate to leave Robey alone,” Joe said. “He’s not used to this kind of thing.”

Lothar said, “Man tracking isn’t a group sport. The more people we have, the more likely we’ll blow our advantage. You have the experience and the equipment and he doesn’t. Simple as that. Besides, we need someone here in camp with a radio in case we need to relay information. If all of us are deep in the timber without a way to call for help if we need it, we’re screwed.”

Joe started to object when Robey swung out of the pickup. “I overheard,” he said, “I’ll be fine, Joe. I’m a big boy.”

Wally Conway, who’d stood by silently watching Joe prepare his weapons, said, “I’ll be here with him.”

Joe felt bad about overlooking Conway, said, “You’re right, I’m sorry. But at least call the sheriff’s office so he can send up a couple of deputies. Or get those DCI boys back that Pope sent home. You may need help and we may need reinforcements.”

“I said I’m fine,” Robey said, adding some heat to his voice. Joe didn’t want to press it at the risk of further alienating his friend. Robey had rodeoed in college until he broke both his pelvis and sternum in Deadwood, which is when he decided to get serious about law school. Although he’d gotten plump and soft over the years, he didn’t want to acknowledge the fact.

“Robey—”

“Really,” Robey said to Joe with force. “Just get me set up with a weapon and a radio and I’ll be here when you guys get back.”

“I can shoot,” Conway said weakly. “I’ve hunted all my life. I can help out any way you want me to.”

Lothar looked away as if he had nothing to do with the quarrel.

“I’m just wondering about our strategy here,” Joe said to Lothar. “There’s just four of us. I was thinking we might want, you know, an overwhelming show of force.”

Lothar shook his head. “That’s old school. We’re going for a small, deadly force here. Matching wits with the bad guy and taking him down with as little fuss as possible. Isn’t the idea here to get this guy before he makes the news? Isn’t that what Pope and your governor want most of all?”

Joe grimaced. “Yup.”

“Then let’s do it this way,” Lothar said. “We can always apply overwhelming force later if we need to. Your governor can fill the trees with the National Guard and the sky with helicopters. But in my experience, and we’re talking fifteen years of it on just about every continent, it’s better to go light and smart instead of dumb and big. If we can find this guy before he knows we’re on him, we lessen the chance of unnecessary casualties. Plus, if we get him, we’ll look damned good and maybe you can send this Klamath Moore guy home.”

Joe looked at Robey and Conway. “You sure you don’t want to call for backup?”

“I’m sure,” Robey said.

Conway nodded, deferring to Robey.

Against his instincts, Joe let it lay.

FAR ENOUGH AWAY from the vehicles not to be overheard, Joe pulled out his cellphone. Despite what Pope had said about signals fading in and out, he had all bars. “Pope…” Joe hissed, as if it were a swear word. He punched the speed dial for home. While he waited for someone to answer, he saw Lothar showing Robey and Conway how to arm and fire an AR-15. Robey was sighting down the open sights as Lothar talked him through it.

Sheridan answered.

“Hi, Sherry,” Joe said. “Is your mom around?”

I DON’T WANT to come out again, but I have no choice. When I saw him in the airport and found out why he’s here and what he’s doing. I knew I had an opportunity I may never get again. He has forced my hand. The question is whether or not he’s doing it deliberately as part of his plan or it’s something that just happened. But when I saw his face, heard his voice, saw that his attitude hadn’t changed, I knew at that second that I would be out again, despite the fact that I’m physically tired and my absence may be noted.

I’m out of my vehicle and into the forest as the sun drops behind the mountains. I move much more quickly than before, more recklessly than I am comfortable with. I skirt the path I blazed but once again I have no choice but to walk right through the middle of the elk hunters’ camp on the trail. Luck is with me because the hunters aren’t back yet and the camp is empty. Luck is also with them.

My objective is to get to the saddle slope where I made my statement yesterday, isolate my target and kill him before he knows I’m back.

I know the terrain so well now. It seems to flow under my feet. I feel like I’m gliding …
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IN THE OPAQUE blue light of the full moon, Joe saw what Lothar meant when he said it all comes out at night. Joe stayed back, giving Lothar room to work, nervously rubbing the stock of his shotgun with his thumb, watching the master tracker work while keeping his ears pricked to sound and peering into the shadows of the forest for errant movement.

Lothar started at the single good boot print they’d found earlier. As the moonlight fell on the short grass it created shadows and indentures that couldn’t be seen in the day. Using a slim flashlight held inches above and parallel to the ground, they could detect more now-visible footprints going up the hill toward the knoll. Lothar placed the tip of the tracking stick on the depression where the ball of the shooter’s foot had pressed into the grass, and telescoped out the instrument to the ball of the second. With a twist of his wrist, he locked the tracking stick into the exact length of the shooter’s stride.

“Thirty inches,” Lothar whispered to Joe. “He has a normal stride for a man in good shape. At that rate, even weighted down with a weapon and a light pack, we can expect him to travel at a normal pace of a hundred and six steps per minute, four to eight miles a day. A healthy and well-fed man can sustain this pace for four days.”

Joe nodded.

“We’ll use moonlight as long as we can,” Lothar said, twisting the flashlight off. “We can see his footprints in the moonlight—”

“Which amazes me,” Joe said.

Lothar grinned. “It’s all about the ambient light. It strikes at a different angle and in a different way and it brings the shadows and depressions of a footprint out of the ground. It gives the ground a whole different texture. And now that we know the shooter’s stride length, if we lose the track—like if he was walking on solid rock or something—we can estimate where he should have stepped and maybe find a dislodged stick or a mud transfer or something.”

“Since we’ve got his track, why aren’t we using the dogs?” Joe asked.

“Too loud,” Lothar said, shaking his head. “Dogs might run him down, but of course he’d know we were behind them. This way, if we’re able to find him purely on our own, we might catch him totally by surprise.”

THERE WAS NOTHING left behind in the knoll they could see with the red flashlight lenses, no spent rifle cartridges, candy wrappers, cigarette butts, or definitive markings to reveal the shooter’s height or weight. But Lothar had no doubt this was where the shot was fired by the way the grass was still pressed down in places and the clear view it afforded of the granite outcropping where Frank Urman was hit. They picked up the track as they cleared the top of the ridge, and in the moonlight it was so obvious even Joe could see it with his naked eye. Only once did Lothar need to use the flashlight and his tracking stick to find it again.

They followed the boot prints for half an hour as the moon rose. Because they were not using artificial light, Joe’s eyes adjusted and he found himself able to see well by moon and starlight.

“There’s something I don’t get,” Lothar whispered to Joe. “I get the feeling he came here the first time taking every possible precaution because I simply don’t see his tracks on the way in or out, but that when he came back the second time he was sloppy and careless, just trucking along. What made him drop his guard?”

Joe shrugged. He was wondering the same thing.

“I like it,” Lothar said, patting his weapon. “If he’s become sloppy, we have a better chance of taking him down.”

“That’s what you want to do?” Joe asked. “Take him down? How about we try to arrest him first?”

Lothar snorted. “Do you think he’ll let us?”

“I say we try.”

Lothar grinned wolfishly. “I say we light him up and smoke his ass.”

IT WAS DIFFICULT to walk without making any sound, Joe found. There was too much downed, dried timber and finger-thick branches that snapped when stepped on. Joe felt remarkably uncoordinated, and it seemed like he made twice as much noise as Lothar, who had a way of walking deliberately and silently by leading heel first and shifting his weight forward into each step. Joe tried to mimic the technique, stepped on an errant twig, whispered, “Sorry!”

Lothar stopped in the shadows, and Joe could tell by the angle of the tracker’s head and the set of his shoulders he was about to receive another lesson in the art of man tracking.

“You’ve got to be quieter,” Lothar said in an urgent whisper.

“I’m trying,” Joe said.

“If he hears us he could set up an ambush.”

“I know that.”

“If we can maintain silence we might hear him first.”

“You don’t need to tell me that,” Joe hissed back.

“Sound travels at a speed of seven hundred and twenty miles per hour, or about eleven hundred feet per second. The forest will slow that down a little, but if we hear something we can estimate distance. And if we see a flash of light like from a headlamp or flashlight, we can use sound and light to determine how to close in on him.”

“So we can light him up and smoke his ass,” Joe said with sarcasm.

“That would be correct. So step lightly.”

WHILE THEY MOVED through the dark timber, Joe recalled his call to Marybeth. When he told her about seeing Earl Alden’s jet land at the airport and Alden being greeted by her mother, there was a long silence until Marybeth sighed and said, “Here we go again.”

When Marybeth asked when he’d be back, Joe said, “Early tomorrow,” with a kind of heavy sigh he hoped would mislead her into thinking his assignment was benign. As usual, it didn’t work. Under sharp questioning, he told her what had gone on, from seeing Klamath Moore and his throng at the airport to Randy Pope going back to town, leaving Joe up there with Conway, Robey, and Lothar the Master Tracker.

“There are so many things wrong in what you just told me,” she said, “I don’t know where to start.”

“I know,” he said sourly.

“What is Randy Pope up to?”

“I don’t know.”

“I wish you could just come home.”

“Me too,” Joe said. “I operate best on the margins, not in the middle of a team.”

“Having Nate around hasn’t hurt either,” she said.

“True.”

“Joe, be careful. Something about this doesn’t sound right.”

Joe agreed, and asked her to contact Sheriff McLanahan’s office or Phil Kiner and request backup, whether Robey said he needed it or not.

NOW, AS HE shadowed Lothar through the shafts of moonlight in the trees, he wondered whether the shooter was just as aware of them as they were of him. Given the skill and experience the killer had shown (at least on his initial stalk and kill of Frank Urman), Joe didn’t doubt the shooter was fully capable of making a stand and possibly even leading his pursuers into a trap. Maybe, Joe thought, the shooter’s sloppiness was deliberate in order to make his tracks easy to follow. To lure them in. And despite Lothar’s bold talk, Joe had no idea how the tracker would really react in a situation, whether he’d stand and fight or panic.

Joe wished he’d spent more time with Sheridan and Lucy that morning, wished he’d made love to Marybeth rather than inventorying his gear for the fourth time. Wished he wasn’t on a dark mountainside with a man he didn’t trust tracking a killer he couldn’t fathom.

“WANT A PIECE of jerky?” Robey asked Wally Conway in Joe’s pickup.

“No thanks,” Conway said. “I don’t think I could eat anything right now.”

“I’m just the opposite,” Robey said. “I can’t stop.”

“I guess people react to fear in different ways,” Conway said.

The moon had risen over the treetops and was bathing the top of the pines and the mountain meadows in a ghostly blue-white. Although it was getting colder, Robey hadn’t yet turned on the engine. He kept his window a quarter open as well, so he could hear shouts or shots if there were any. The truck radio was set to a channel Joe fixed for the handheld he had taken with him two hours before. There hadn’t been a report from Joe and Lothar since they walked down the saddle slope. Lothar had told Robey not to expect one until they decided to head back. Lothar also asked him to try not to call them and break radio silence unless it was an emergency.

The longer it went, the more excruciating the wait became for Robey. He wanted to be home in his leather recliner watching television with a fire in the fireplace. He did not want to be in a freezing pickup in the dark with a friend of Randy Pope’s whom he didn’t know.

Finally, Robey said, “Wally, since it looks like we’ll be here awhile, can I ask you a question?”

He could see Conway smile in the dark, see the flash of teeth. “Sure.”

“Why are you here?”

Conway chuckled. “I was wondering that myself. I kind of feel like I’ve been thrust upon you guys, and it’s an uncomfortable place to be, let me tell you.”

Robey appreciated Conway’s candor. He wondered how far it would go. “How long have you known Randy Pope, then?”

“It seems like forever,” Conway said. “Jeez … thirty years, I guess, although that’s hard to believe. Growing up, I never thought I’d know anybody thirty years. I met Randy at the University of Wyoming in Laramie. Heck, we were in the same fraternity and then we hunted together for years after that. I’d like to say we kept in touch but you know how guys are. I wouldn’t hear from him for five years but I’d see him at a Cowboys game or something and we’d pick up the conversation we were having the last time we talked. That sort of thing drives my wife crazy, you know. She thinks men don’t know how to be friends properly, and I think we do it exactly right. Why talk when you have nothing to say? I suspect it drives most women crazy, the way men do that.”

Robey said, “So you haven’t talked to him for a few years?”

Conway shook his head. “Nope, but like I say, that isn’t all that unusual.”

“What did he do—just give you a call this morning and say, ‘I’m in the area, let’s go on a manhunt’?”

Conway chuckled again. “That’s not too far from what happened.”

“I can’t believe you came.”

“I guess I didn’t know all the circumstances,” Conway said. “I thought it might be a chance to catch up with Randy, you know? But he’s a busy man now that he’s the director of the game and fish department. Today, he spent almost the whole time on his phone. But I’d like to do my part to catch the bad guy as much as anyone else. We can’t have someone like that around.”

“Nope.”

“So you’ve known Joe Pickett for a while, eh?”

Robey nodded. “Yes. We fish together. There’s no greater friendship.”

“Did you know the game warden before Joe? Vern Dunnegan?” Conway asked. “He was quite a character.”

“I knew him,” Robey said without enthusiasm.

“He was a throwback. He kind of made his own law, if you know what I mean.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Robey said. “That’s why he’s still in the Wyoming state pen.”

Years before, Vern Dunnegan had retired as a game warden for the state and came back to Twelve Sleep County as the landman for a natural gas pipeline company. He used his relationship with local landowners and politicians to secure a right-of-way through the mountains but involved others—including some of Joe’s friends—to eliminate a population of endangered species in the way. The crime spiraled out of control and resulted in murder and the attempted murder of Marybeth. Dunnegan was convicted and sent to prison. Joe shot him in the butt with a shotgun, and word was Dunnegan still had a pronounced limp.

“I know about that,” Conway said. “But the man did right by me, and I’ll always owe him for that.”

Robey turned in his seat, confused.

Conway said, “We live here for the quality of life—to be able to go into the mountains to hunt and fish or just think restful thoughts. To think there’s somebody up here assassinating innocent men—especially friends of mine—angers me to my core. Vern did us all a good turn once that allowed us to get on with our lives. I’m happy to do what I can to help.”

Robey looked out over the darkened mountain landscape, noted the moon had risen a few more inches, then turned to Conway.

“What do you mean, friends of yours?”

Conway looked quizzically at Robey. “You mean Randy didn’t tell you?”

*

I AM UPSET that my target is not at the crime scene and feel that I may have not only wasted my time but exposed myself unnecessarily. Aren’t they supposed to be up here? Aren’t they supposed to be investigating the killing?

I’ve chosen not to use the knoll again. It would be too obvious and risky because they’re probably watching it. So I settle in farther up the ridge, behind some weathered rocks that provide both shelter and a place to take aim. When my breathing calms down from the long trek I let my eyes get used to the dark and peer through the scope of my rifle. Like all good-quality scopes, it gathers more light than the naked eye and I can see down the slope to where I hung Frank Urman in the trees. The band of light-colored material is crime-scene tape, I realize, and for a moment I expect to see my target within the perimeter. But he isn’t there. No one is there. I fight the building rage that has formed in my chest and pushed upward into my throat. I’ve taken a chance I shouldn’t have taken. For nothing.

But I think I hear talking. It is low, more of a muffled murmur than actual words. Sound carries up here, and the distance of origin can be deceptive. I lean down hard on the scope, sweeping it slowly through the trees, trying to find the source. The wind shifts almost imperceptibly and I realize the voices are coming not from the trees or meadow but from above them.

I slowly climb the hillside with my scope until I can discern the outline of a pickup truck. I can’t see it so much as make out its blocky shape against the star-splashed horizon. Only one vehicle, which seems odd since there were at least four men at the airport. Where has the other vehicle gone?

Despite training the crosshairs of my scope on the windshield for what seems like half an hour, I can make out nothing, and no one, inside. If they are in there, and I’m sure they are because I hear voices, they are talking in the dark. I consider a blind shot but decide against it. I don’t do things blind. I strategize, I plan, then I act. I don’t just fire away if I don’t know who I’m shooting at. It’s the first ethos of hunting: know what you’re aiming at.

Sooner or later, someone from inside the pickup will open a door and trigger the dome light and I will see who is inside. Or turn on a light to look at a map.

But I can’t wait all night. I’ll be missed. This has to be done soon or I’ll have to abort and go back. But after taking this risk and having this opportunity, I don’t want to simply leave. I can’t just leave.

Ayman al-Zawahiri of Al-Qaeda, whom I’ve studied, perfected a strategy he used for maximum casualties. In Nairobi, Kenya, he set off two bombs timed a minute or so apart in front of the American Embassy. The first bomb created minimal damage but the surprise and impact of it outside on the street made scores of people inside the embassy building rush to the windows to see what had just happened. When the second bomb went off, hundreds were killed or severely wounded by the shattered windows they had just exposed themselves to. He justified the action by saying that although he was sacrificing civilians and fellow Muslims, it was still for the greater good because it effectively unleashed more terror on the infidels.

It was a lesson learned.

And one to be applied.

THE FOREST HAD closed in and darkened around Joe and Lothar and they moved silently under the narrow canopy. They were on a game trail through the heavy brush. Lothar kept nodding, as if saying, yes, yes, yes, we’re getting closer. Ahead of them, through the dark timber, Joe could both see and sense an opening lit by moonlight. Before breaking through the brush into the meadow, Lothar stopped and looked over his shoulder at Joe, his eyes wide and excited.

“What?” Joe mouthed.

Without speaking, Lothar pointed just ahead of him at a space between two branches that opened into the meadow. At first, Joe couldn’t tell what Lothar was trying to show him.

Not until Joe crouched a bit and saw how the moon lit up the broken thread-thin strands of a spider’s web did he understand what Lothar was telling him. The strands undulated in the near-perfect stillness like algae in a stream. Which meant that there had been a web across the game trail that had been broken through just moments before. Joe felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, and an involuntary chill swept through him that threatened to make his teeth chatter.

In the timber on the other side of the small meadow a twig snapped.

They were on him.

Lothar nodded his head and gestured toward the black stand of pine trees on the other side of the meadow while unslinging his automatic rifle. Lothar used the barrel of his weapon to indicate to Joe that he should move to the left. Using Lothar’s heel-first technique in the soft loam, Joe managed to distance himself about twenty feet without stepping on a branch or knocking his hat off in the heavy brush. As he moved he thumbed the safety off his shotgun and peered into the dark wall of trees, willing himself to see better.

The sharp voice came so suddenly he nearly dropped his shotgun.

“Drop your wapon! Drop it! Throw it out where I can see it!”

The man giving the command did so with authority that masked his exact position. Joe thought he heard a note of familiarity in the voice but couldn’t place it.

“Throw it out. Now!”

“Okay,” Lothar said. “Calm down, calm down.”

“Is there anyone with you?” the voice asked.

Joe thought, He doesn’t know I’m here. Would Lothar give him away?

“I’m coming out,” Lothar said, stepping from the brush into the meadow, the moon bathing him in shadowed blue. He held his AR-15 loosely at his side. Joe could see Lothar’s face in the moonlight. He was grinning.

What was Lothar doing? Why didn’t he identify himself as an officer of the law? Should I, Joe asked himself, and give away my position?

“I said drop it!” the voice bellowed, and Joe detected a note of panic. He also realized where he’d heard the voice before.

Joe shouted, “Lothar, no …”

But before Joe could finish, Lothar howled a piercing rebel yell and leaned back and swung his weapon up, pulling the trigger as he did so, the automatic fire ripping the fabric of the night wide open, the muzzle flashes strobing the trunks of the trees.

“No!” Joe screamed, his voice drowned out by Lothar’s AR-15 and by the single, deep-throated bark of a hunting rifle from the trees. Lothar’s head snapped forward from a single high-powered bullet that hit him in the throat above his body armor and he was thrown back, his weapon firing straight up into the night sky until it jumped out of his dead hand.

Joe kicked his legs back and let himself drop heavily to the ground, his shotgun out in front of him. The muzzle flashes of Lothar’s weapon were seared blue-green into his vision in a pyrotechnic after-image and he could see nothing, and the racketing automatic fire had made his ears ring. For good measure, he rolled to his left, hoping there would be no more shots.

“It’s Joe Pickett!” he yelled out. “Hold your fire!”

From the shadows, Chris Urman, Frank’s nephew, said, “Oh my God.”

“I’m putting down my weapon,” Joe called, peering down the barrel.

“Oh no,” Urman said. “Oh no. Who did I just hit? What have I done?”

Urman’s hunting rifle sailed out of the wall of pines, catching a glint of moonlight. Urman followed, holding his face in his hands.

A FULL AUTOMATIC weapon, at least a mile behind me, deep in the forest. What can that possibly be about? All I know is that some kind of mistake has been made, some kind of foul-up. And not by me. This is why they should never be allowed to leave the cities, where they belong, and come up here.

But in chaos, there is opportunity for the one who keeps his head.

Now I know why there are only two in the pickup truck on the horizon; it’s because the others have been tracking me. I wonder if the men in the truck heard the gunshots as well? If so, I prepare myself and ease the safety off my rifle with my thumb. …

“DID YOU HEAR that?” Robey said, sitting up straight. He’d spent the last ten minutes trying to reconcile and process what Conway had told him about Randy Pope, about the other victims. Everything he had thought about the crimes had turned out to be potentially wrong, as if the foundation he’d relied upon was not only crumbling away but had been blown to bits. The information was explosive, so much so that Robey had briefly considered calling Joe with it, urging him to come back to the truck so he could tell him the world as they both knew it had suddenly changed. The only reason he didn’t was concern for Joe’s safety if Robey broke radio silence at the wrong time.

“I heard something,” Conway said.

Robey said, “It sounded like automatic fire. Lothar has an AR-15, so it was probably him.”

“Maybe they found our man,” Conway said with gravity.

“God, I hope so,” Robey said. “I hope they call in to tell us what’s going on.”

There was a pause as both men stared at the radio under the dash, at the softly glowing light of the channel.

“Talk to me, Joe,” Robey whispered.

“Should we call him?” Conway asked.

“We’ll give it a couple of minutes. I’d rather they call us so we know whatever happened is over.”

“What if they don’t?”

“I don’t know,” Robey said, feeling a line of sweat break across his upper lip like an unwanted mustache.

“JESUS, WHO IS this guy?” Urman said to Joe. “Why didn’t he identify himself? He scared the shit out of me, and then he started blasting—”

“His name is Buck Lothar,” Joe said, pulling himself to his feet as the realization of what had just happened hit him. He ran to where Lothar was splayed out in the grass. No pulse, just involuntary twitching of his arms and legs. Blood flowed through the dry grass under his body, smelling hot and sharp.

“He was hired by the governor to track the man who shot your uncle,” Joe said.

“Ah, man,” Urman cried, dropping to his knees before Lothar’s body. “I’m so sorry. Is there anything we can do? CPR or something?”

“I don’t know,” Joe said.

Urman bent over and struck Lothar’s chest with his fist. The body bounced. “Anything?” he asked.

Joe shook his head.

Urman hit Lothar again and again, so hard Joe thought he heard the dull snap of a rib.

“That’s enough,” Joe said. “He’s gone.”

Urman sat back, his face so pale it was the same blue-white shade of the moon and stars. “I killed a man,” Urman said.

“It was self-defense,” Joe said. “I’ll back you up on that one all the way.”

“Jesus,” Urman said, his eyes glinting with tears. “All that time in Iraq and I never killed anyone …”

“And all this time,” Joe said, his stomach turning sour, “we were following you.”

THE FRONT OF the pickup Robey and Conway were in bucked slightly and a sharp crack snapped through the night. Robey reacted instinctively by grabbing the steering wheel with both hands.

“What was that?” Conway asked, his voice high. “A stray bullet?”

“I don’t know,” Robey said. “Listen …”

He could hear a hissing sound outside and felt the truck begin to list to the side. “I’m going to see what happened,” he said, reaching for the door handle.

I SEE THE dome light come on inside the pickup, illuminating the two men inside. I’m confused momentarily. I don’t recognize them at first. Then I do. The one on the driver’s side was in the airport today with the game warden and Randy Pope waiting for a passenger on the plane. The other at first confounds me because I didn’t expect him here, never saw it coming.

I can’t believe my good fortune. It’s as if he was delivered to me, presented as a gift. He was the least guilty of them, but guilty all the same.

I quickly work the bolt action and chamber another round. The acrid but sweet smell of gunpowder haloes my head from the first shot. I make a mental note to retrieve the spent brass before I leave.

The pickup door opens and the man I don’t know gets out. He walks to the front of the truck, squats down to look at the tire I shot as it flattens. As I thought, the action drew him out.

I clearly hear the man squatting by the tire say, “Come look at this,” and see my prey reach for his door handle and I thank my good fortune once again and know my plan has worked. I put the crosshairs in the center of the target’s chest and squeeze the trigger. An instant before the shot bucks the rifle upward, I see the other man unexpectedly stand up in the line of fire, but it’s too late to stop …

CHRIS URMAN WAS explaining to Joe that he’d returned to the crime scene to track the killer on his own, that he’d been “less than impressed” with the sheriff and his ability to pursue his uncle’s killer in a timely fashion, that he’d participated in enough night patrols in the Anbar Province to follow a track and keep his cool, when they heard the shot.

“What was that?” Urman asked.

“It came from back at the truck,” Joe said, fighting a feeling of cold dread. He knew it wasn’t Robey trying to signal him because he would have used the radio. It was someone else. It was Frank Urman’s killer.

Joe snatched the radio from his belt as two more quick shots rolled through the mountains.

I’M OUT of breath from running down the saddle slope and up the other side to the pickup. The night is cold and still. The only sound I hear is from my hard breathing.

As I jam the poker chip into my prey’s gaping mouth I hear the radio inside the truck come to life.

“Robey? This is Joe. Is everything all right?”

No, Joe, it isn’t.

I have a decision to make. I had much more planned for my target but this may have to do for now.

“Robey, can you hear me?”

I have the urge to pick up the mike and tell him Robey can’t hear him, but I don’t.

And I hear the sound of a motor, another vehicle grinding up the road from the direction of town. I see a splash of headlights in the trees less than a mile away, hear an engine downshift.

As I step over the other body, apparently a man named Robey who had the bad luck to step in front of my first shot, I hear the radio again, the voice on the other end more urgent.

“Robey, this is Joe. Talk to me, Robey. Please talk to me …”

I bend down and place my gloved hand on Robey’s face and gently push his eyelids closed. I ask God to forgive me. This man did nothing to deserve this, and I truly am sorry.
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AT THE SAME time, Wyoming Game and Fish Director Randy Pope pulled his departmental SUV into the lighted parking lot of the Saddlestring Holiday Inn. He was both tired and anxious, and a little surprised he’d heard nothing from Buck Lothar over the radio. He checked his wristwatch: 10.15 P.M. It just seemed later. The wait was killing him.

He’d had an unsatisfying dinner by himself in that Burg-O-Pardner restaurant on Main, finishing only half his steak, drinking only half his beer. The conversations at the tables around him among the locals were all about the murders of hunters in the mountains, how Governor Rulon may declare a state of emergency and lock all of them out of their own land, deny them their heritage and their rights. The word was out and it would spread like wildifire. There was no way to contain it, despite their best efforts. The news would be statewide quickly. Would it go national? These people, he thought. They had no idea what kind of pressure he was under. He’d kept his head down but was recognized nevertheless. When a fiftyish man who looked more like a bear than a human approached his table and asked him what the Game and Fish was doing to solve the crime, Pope said, “Everything we can.”

“Then why in the hell are you sitting here eating a damn steak?” the local asked.

ALTHOUGH HE COULD have used a side door and gone straight to his room, Pope used the main entrance so he could pass the front desk. He’d clipped the handheld to his belt in case Lothar or Pickett called him. The hotel had been built in the early 1980s when it must have made some kind of sense to put a huge fake waterfall in the cavernous lobby to simulate something tropical. The sound of stale rushing water struck him as incongruous. Rooms rose on three sides of the lobby for three floors. Most were empty.

“Any messages?” he asked the night clerk, an attractive, slim blonde with a mesmerizing New Zealand accent. She was the reason he came in through the front doors.

“Why, yes,” she said, handing him a message. “You’re to call the governor.” Her eyes widened as she said it, which he liked. She was impressed with his importance, finally. The night before, when he had explained to her who he was, she didn’t get it. After going over how many employees he had under him, how big his agency was and therefore how prominent he was, she told him how the pop star Prince had once been in the hotel and said she wished she’d had a chance to meet him.

“In fact,” she said, “he stayed in the same suite you’re staying in—the Hunting Lodge.”

Which was the best room in the place: two bedrooms, a kitchen, a bar, a living room decorated with deer, antelope, and mule deer trophies courtesy of the owner of the establishment. The walls displayed photos of the owner on safari, in the mountains, smiling over dead animals. Pope approved of the decor since hunting meant revenue for his agency, and wondered what Prince had thought of it, whoever he was.

“The governor, huh.” Pope took the message, saying, “I see he left his private number for me to call him back,” and glanced up to gauge her reaction, hoping she’d be impressed.

“When Prince was here he left the housekeeper a one-hundred-dollar tip,” she said.

He detected an amused sneer at the corners of her pretty mouth.

THE CARPET IN the hallways, like the rooms themselves and the stinking waterfall in the lobby, was tired, of another era, but this place was the best he could do in the sleepy little backwater town of Saddlestring. Pope dug his key card out of the back pocket of his jeans as he walked the length of the long hall, past the humming ice maker and vending machines, debating whether he should call the governor immediately or wait until he had something to report. He decided on the latter. The last thing he wanted was the governor to focus on and bring up the question of why he was back in town in his room instead of with his team at the crime scene.

He placed his left hand on the door while he bent to fit the key card into the lock with his right, and was surprised when the door swung open a few inches. Stepping back, he cursed housekeeping for being so careless. The last thing they would get from him, he thought, was a hundred-dollar tip.

Then he thought, What if it isn’t housekeeping?

For the first time in his twenty-five-year career, Randy Pope drew his weapon from its holster somewhere other than the shooting range in Cheyenne. He’d fired the .40 Glock because of the departmental requirement to recertify, but it felt heavy and unfamiliar in his hand. He tried to remember where the safety switch was, and only then recalled it didn’t have one. He simply needed to rack the slide and it was armed. He did so, loudly, signaling to whoever was inside his room that he meant business. He braced himself, and fought an involuntary quiver in his lower lip.

There was no sound, no reaction, from inside. Should he call the sheriff? Why should he, the head of an important state agency, a man whose hourly and daily decisions steered a multimillion-dollar department through the storm-tossed waters of state bureaucracy, risk his own life when he had dozens of less-valuable employees and local law enforcement available to do so on his behalf?

But what if it was nothing? Could he risk the embarrassment of calling the local sheriff if the housekeeper had simply forgotten to lock the stupid door to his suite? The gossip afterward would be vicious.

Damn it, he thought, and gently kneed the door open, both hands cradling his weapon in front of him.

The room looked to be in order. Nothing out of place. The garbage near the door had been emptied. A quick glance into his bedroom revealed the bed had been made, which meant the housekeeping staff had been there.

But had he left the light on in the sitting room? He couldn’t remember leaving it on that morning.

He rounded the bar, his weapon out in front of him. There was a smell. Definitely an odor, he thought. Like something had died.

Then he saw it. The mounted elk head that had been over the fake fireplace was lying on the floor. The black glass eyes of the mount reflected the light from the hallway. Its mouth was pursed into a permanent, silent bugle. But why would it smell?

His eyes shot up the wall to where the mount had been, and Randy Pope screamed, dropped his gun, and backpedaled across the carpet until he tripped and fell backward onto the faux-leather couch. Frank Urman’s severed head was spiked into the wall where the elk head mount had been that morning.
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IN HER THIRD-HOUR social studies class at Saddlestring High School, Sheridan Pickett idly drew sketches of smiling faces, flowers, and falcons in the margin of her notebook while waiting for class to begin. Her teacher, Mrs. Whaling, an attractive, doe-eyed blonde from the Northeast who, to Sheridan, infused the mountain West where she now lived with too much Disneyfied romance, had announced earlier with breathless glee that there would be a “very special guest speaker” that morning. When she did, several boys including Jason Kiner and Sheridan’s on-again-off-again boyfriend Jarrod Haynes (a dream to look at but a nightmare to have a conversation with) moaned with audible disdain and their reaction was met with an icy glare from their teacher. Sheridan kept her head down.

Mrs. Whaling was fond of guest speakers. She was also fond of showing movies during classtime that stretched over several days, silent reading, and hour-long forays into topics that had nothing to do with the curriculum. Sheridan found the class a waste of time, but couldn’t transfer out because she needed the requirement. She did her best to feign interest, read the textbook even though she wasn’t sure Mrs. Whaling had looked at it in years, and try not to laugh at Jarrod’s mumbled stupid jokes. He could be funny in an irreverent, sophomoric way, she had to admit.

Today was worse than most days already, though, because of what had happened at home the night before and that morning. A sense of dread had enveloped her before she entered the building that morning and she had trouble shedding it or pushing it aside. She’d not been able to concentrate on anything at school because her head and heart were at home, with her mom, with her dad.

She almost didn’t notice when Mrs. Whaling opened the door to the hallway. A big man with flowing blond hair, a barrel chest and a thousand-megawatt smile came in trailing a dark, pretty woman pushing a stroller.

“Kids,” Mrs. Whaling said beaming, grasping her hands together in thrall in front of her bosom, “this is Klamath Moore.”

“Save the wildlife!” Klamath Moore boomed, thrusting his arms into the air as if signaling a touchdown.

SHERIDAN HAD BEEN awakened by the telephone ringing at 5.30 that morning, a sound she normally would have slept right through. But it was the way her mother answered it out in the hall and talked—with such emotional earnestness and gravity—that connected with Sheridan’s semi-consciousness in a primal mother-daughter way and jerked her awake. She lay there for a few moments in the darkness, hearing snatches of conversation as her mother paced up and down the hall the way she did when a situation was serious:

“Not Robey? Oh my God, Joe …”

“… hospital …”

“Three people shot and the other two dead …”

“Are you sure you’re okay …?”

“How could this happen?”

“Why did this Lothar guy start shooting? Why didn’t he identify himself? He put both of you in danger …”

“Another poker chip?”

“This is awful, Joe, just awful …”

Sheridan wrapped herself in her robe and found her mother sitting at the kitchen table looking pale, her eyes hollow and staring at nothing at all, her hands and the cordless phone on her lap as the coffeemaker percolated on the counter.

“Mom?”

Her mother jumped at the greeting, and quickly tried to assume her usual confident look of parental authority. Sheridan appreciated the attempt although it was a failure.

“Are you okay? Is Dad okay?”

“Okay is not the word for it,” her mom said. “I just talked to him. He’s at the hospital. Our friend Robey Hersig is in critical condition and not expected to last the morning.” Her mom took a deep breath, fighting back tears of frustration, and when she did so Sheridan felt a sympathetic welling in her own eyes even though she didn’t yet know what the situation was, only that it was affecting her mother so deeply that she was talking to her adult-to-adult, which was both thrilling and frightening at the same time.

“Robey was shot last night up in the mountains where your dad was. Two other men were killed, one by accident, one not by accident—”

Sheridan interrupted, “But Dad’s all right?”

Her mom nodded and her face softened. “He’s not hurt. But he’s hurting, and I feel for him. He said the man who shot the hunter came back and killed Robey and another man I don’t know. It’s complicated. He says he feels guilty he’s the only one who made it through unscathed, that it was pure luck.”

“Thank God he’s okay,” Sheridan said.

“Yes, thank God for that. But poor Nancy Hersig and their two children. I can’t even imagine …”

Sheridan pictured the Hersig kids. A boy who was a junior in high school and somewhat of a derelict, and a girl in junior high she’d last seen clutching a lunch sack and backpack on the school bus.

“Will Mr. Hersig make it, do you think?”

“Joe said the doctors doubt it. But we can pray for him.”

Sheridan shook her head. She didn’t want all the horrible details but she was confused as to what had happened. She wasn’t sure her mom even knew everything.

“Come here,” her mom said, extending her arms.

Sheridan did, and let her mother pull her close and squeeze her the way she hadn’t, it seemed, in years. Sheridan squeezed back.

“Your poor father,” her mom said. “He’s sick about this.”

“I’m just glad he’s not hurt.”

“Me too, darling,” her mom said. “Me too. But like him, I feel a little guilty for being so happy he is the only one who made it through the night.”

“What’s going on?” Lucy asked from the doorway.

Sheridan and her mother quickly released each other, her mom becoming a mother again. Sheridan morphed into the role of older sister.

As her mom sat Lucy down to tell her everything was all right, that there’d been an accident but her dad was okay, the telephone rang. Sheridan answered, hoping it would be her father.

“Hello, little lady,” the voice said. “May I please speak with Joe?”

“Who is calling?”

“My name’s Spencer Rulon. I’m the governor of Wyoming.”

At the name, Sheridan narrowed her eyes, pursed her lips, said, “Quit trying to get my dad killed.”

“Honey … I …” he stammered.

Her mom wrenched the phone away from her before she could say more.

KLAMATH MOORE PACED the front of the classroom like a big cat in a cage, his shoulders thrust forward, his hands grasped behind his back, moving as if propelled by internal demons that would not let him rest.

Mrs. Whaling said, “By point of introduction, I’ve been following Mr. Moore and his cause for quite some time, long before I moved here from Vermont. I read his blog daily and I’ve seen him talk and debate on CNN and other networks. He’s very controversial but very interesting, and he has some important things to say. When I heard he was here in our little community, I just had to invite him to school. Please welcome Mr. Klamath Moore …” She stepped back and clapped, which at first was a dry, hollow sound in the room until the class got the message and joined in.

He said, “When your teacher called me this morning to ask if I could come talk to you before my press conference this afternoon, I jumped at the chance. Because any opportunity I have to address our nation’s youth is vitally important. I appreciate it very much, and I thank you, Mrs. Whaling.” He nodded to her as he said her name, and she blushed.

“Life without hunting is not only possible, it’s important,” Moore boomed. “Think about it. There was a time when it was a matter of life or death for human beings to hunt animals in order for people to survive. If the caveman didn’t go out and kill a mastodon, his babies didn’t eat. And even a hundred years ago there were still places in these United States where people hunted for subsistence because they had no choice.”

Klamath Moore suddenly stopped and swept his eyes across the room, pausing for great effect, before whispering, “That time has passed.”

He made it a point to find and hold sets of eyes until the viewer had no quarter and was forced to look away, conceding Moore’s superior focus and passion. His voice was deep and raspy, his words dramatic, if well rehearsed, Sheridan thought. She recognized much of the exact wording from his website.

“I’m not saying there aren’t still a few places on this earth where hunting is necessary, for remote tribes in remote places. But in this day and age, where technology has made it possible to feed us all without our having to go out and get our hands bloody, hunting is an anachronism. Can anyone in this room tell me why there are men in the richest country on the face of the earth who find it necessary to take a gun they shouldn’t be allowed to have in the first place and go out into our nature—that’s right, it belongs to all of us—and kill an innocent animal with a high-powered rifle simply for the twisted fun of it? How would you like it if somebody killed your pet dogs and cats, or your little sisters or brothers … simply because they loved doing it? It’s the same thing, believe me.”

Sheridan stopped sketching, realizing she had been idly working on a scene of a falcon dropping from the sky to hit a rabbit. Trying not to draw attention to herself, she moved her arm over the drawing so no one could see it.

As Klamath Moore went on, Sheridan found herself looking at the woman with him, who she assumed was his wife. The woman sat on a chair next to Mrs. Whaling’s desk with her hands in her lap, her eyes on Moore. She was beautiful, with high cheekbones, obsidian eyes, and long dark hair parted in the middle. She wore jeans and a loose chambray shirt over a white top and little makeup because it wasn’t necessary. Sheridan guessed she was Native, and she had a kind of calm serenity about her that was soothing to behold. She’d not said a word, but her presence seemed to bolster Moore’s message in a way that was hard to explain. As her man spoke, she would occasionally look down into the stroller next to her and brush her sleeping baby’s apple-red cheeks with the back of her fingers. Sheridan resented Klamath more—and her teacher—for not introducing the woman and baby as well.

“Hunting is a dying activity in the United States, I’m happy to say,” Moore said, “but it isn’t dying fast enough. Most studies say less than five percent of Americans hunt. That’s around fifteen million hunters. Around here, I’d guess the percentage is much higher, maybe thirty percent? Fifty percent? Too damned many, that’s for sure. But whatever the number, these so-called sportsmen kill over two hundred million birds and animals every year. Two hundred million! That includes four million deer, two hundred thousand elk, twenty million pheasants, and over twenty-five thousand bears. Think about this kind of slaughter on a mass scale—it’s horrendous! My mission in this life is to hasten the overdue death of blood sports and to raise awareness about what it really is, what it really does. I firmly believe that every time a rich man pulls the trigger and an animal dies, we as human beings die just a little bit as well. In nature, predators kill only the sick and weak. But hunters kill the biggest, healthiest, and strongest in the herd, which plays hell with the balance of nature. We will never achieve moral greatness until this practice is abolished.”

From behind Sheridan, a male voice mumbled, “What bullshit.” It was Jason Kiner. Jason’s father, like Sheridan’s, was a game warden. Sheridan had fought with Jason the year before but they’d mended fences, just like their fathers had. Sheridan still wasn’t sure she liked him, but she felt a growing kinship with him as Moore went on because he, like her, felt their fathers were being attacked here in their classroom.

“Ah,” Moore said, stopping and raising a stubby finger in the air. “I hear some dissent. That’s okay, that’s okay. I encourage it. It’s the American way and I’m all for the American way. And I expect it, here in the heart of what I like to call the Barbaric States. Do you know what a barbarian is?”

No one raised a hand.

“The definition I like is thus: lacking refinement, learning, or artistic culture. That pretty much describes a hunter, I’d say. Think of him out there,” he said, gesturing out the windows toward the Bighorns, “swilling beer, farting, trying to keep his pants up because he’s so fat, using high-tech weapons to kill Bambi and Thumper so he can cut their heads off and stick them on his wall. Do you know how the word barbarian came to be?”

Again, no hands.

“The ancient Romans came up with it to describe the hordes of slimeballs who were trying to take them down. They spoke a different language which, to the Roman ear, sounded like ‘Bar-bar-bar-bar.’ ” He said it in a stupid, drooling way that made several kids laugh. “That’s what I hear when so-called hunters tell me why they do it. They get all high and mighty and say they’re honoring the animal they killed, or they’re getting right with nature, or some other kind of nonsense. But when they go on and on all I can hear is—” He stopped, made his face slack and his eyes vacant, opened his mouth to appear like an idiot, and said, “Bar-bar-bar-bar-bar.”

Sheridan noticed how his wife did a well-practiced smile, and how several kids laughed, getting into it. Mrs. Whaling seemed a little uncomfortable with the way things were going, Sheridan thought. Her teacher’s eyes darted around the room more than usual.

“Do you know what hunters actually do?” he asked. “Do you know what takes place? I’ve got no doubt some of your relatives probably hunt, this being the Barbaric States. But how many of you have actually been there?”

He paused. The silence started to roar.

Finally, Jason Kiner raised his hand. Moore nodded at him, as if approving. “Any more?” he asked.

Two boys in the back cautiously raised their hands as well. One was Trent Millions, a Native who split his time between his father’s house on the reservation and his mother’s house in town. Trent appeared puzzled by the question, since hunting on the reservation was done without controversy and was a matter of course.

Taking a deep breath, Sheridan raised her hand.

“Four of you?” Moore said. “Just four? I would have thought more. I guess hunting is dying out even in the bloody heart of the Barbaric States.”

Then he looked at the kids one by one with their hands up and said, “You’re all murderers.”

Which startled Mrs. Whaling and made her turn white. “Mr. Moore, maybe—”

He ignored her.

“If you kill an animal for the joy of killing, you’re a murderer,” he said. Sheridan felt the eyes of most of the room on her now, but she kept her hand up. She felt her face begin to burn with anger and, surprisingly, a little shame. “Okay,” he said, “you can put your hands down now if you want.”

He shook his head sadly, said, “Blessed are the young for they know not what they do.”

Sheridan kept her hand up.

“Right now as I speak to you,” Moore said, pointing out the window, “there is a man up there in those mountains who is killing hunters. Unlike the innocent animals hunters kill, this man seeks and destroys other men who are armed and capable of fighting back. But this man who does to hunters what hunters do to innocent wild animals is considered a sicko, a mad dog, and that’s why I’m here. I’m here to support him in his noble quest to raise awareness of what is happening over two hundred million times a year in this country. If we condemn him and say his methods are brutal and deviant, how can we turn around and say what hunters do is not? This man, whoever he is, should be celebrated as a hero! He’s fighting for the animals who can’t fight back themselves, and I, for one, hope he’s just getting started.”

Sheridan shot a look at Mrs. Whaling, who was now as white as a porcelain bowl.

“Not that I condone murder, of course,” Moore said, quickly backtracking. “I condemn it when it’s done to animals, and I condemn it when it happens to human beings, who are just animals themselves—but animals who should know better.

“For those of you who haven’t murdered an animal, let me tell you how it’s done,” Moore said. “And those of you proud murderers feel free to correct me if I get any part of this wrong.

“Once the animal is down, after it’s been shot, the first thing you do is take your knife out and slit its throat, right? So it will bleed out into the ground. Many times, the animal isn’t even dead yet. Then you turn it on its back and slit it up the middle, right? So you can reach inside and pull its guts out into a pile, right?”

There were several gasps, and at least one girl put her face in her hands. Another plugged her ears with her fingers. Sheridan kept her hand up, glaring back at Moore.

“When that’s all done and you’re covered with blood and your hands stink of guts, you cut the head off the innocent animal and take it to a taxidermist. Then you proudly put it up on the wall as your trophy, as proof of what a big man you are.”

He turned his eyes directly on Sheridan. “Or in your case, what a big girl you are. So tell me, how did it make you feel?”

“You’re asking me?” Sheridan said. She noticed that the woman was looking at her as well, with a surprising nod of sympathy. In fact, the woman turned from Sheridan and glared at her husband.

“I’m asking you,” Moore said. “Did you like it? Did you like taking the life of an innocent animal? Did it please you in some way?”

Sheridan’s face was burning, and her throat ached.

“Klamath,” the woman whispered, “leave her alone.”

“Did you like the warm blood on your hands?” he goaded.

“I’ve never killed anything,” Sheridan said.

Moore was perplexed. “Then why did you raise your hand?”

“I just wanted to show I oppose you,” she said, her voice firm. “I’m an apprentice falconer. I’ve watched falcons hunt. They don’t just kill the sick and weak, so I know you’re lying. Plus, I see a big difference between hunting animals and killing a man. And I think you’re an asshole and you should stop trying to intimidate us.”

“Sheridan!” Mrs. Whaling gasped.

Sheridan thought she detected a slight smile in the woman’s eyes.

The bell rang, saving the day.

Jason Kiner whooped. Jarrod Haynes said, “This is why I love that girl.”

Klamath Moore stepped back to let the classroom empty, but Sheridan could feel his eyes burning through her. She kept her head down and clutched her books to her chest. She could hear Mrs. Whaling apologizing to Klamath Moore’s back about Sheridan’s language.

As she passed the woman, Sheridan felt a hand on her arm. She looked over to see the woman’s large dark eyes on her. Then the woman reached up and stroked Sheridan’s cheek with the back of her fingers, the same way she’d stroked her sleeping baby.

Sheridan didn’t jerk back, but was shocked by the intimacy of the gesture.

“You’re the daughter of the game warden, aren’t you?”

Sheridan nodded her head.

“You’re terribly misguided, but I hope your father knows what a brave daughter he has,” she said, and looked at Sheridan with a sudden sadness that, for some reason, made Sheridan want to cry for the second time that morning.
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JOE SAT ALONE in the middle of a row of red molded plastic chairs in the hallway of the Saddlestring Hospital near the secure doorway to ICU. On the other side of the doors, surgeons worked to save Robey Hersig’s life. Joe rubbed at the stubble on his chin and covered his eyes with his hand and tried to get a few minutes of sleep. When he drifted off, though, violent recollections of the night before came rushing back as if his mind had just been waiting for the opportunity to try to expel them from his memory by force. Like the thought of Chris Urman and him carrying Buck Lothar’s dead body through the dark forest, while Urman moaned with shame and guilt. Then Lothar’s body slipping at times through their hands to crumple into a pile on the forest floor until they fashioned a travois of two stout lodgepoles and secured the body so they could drag and carry it through the brush. Or Joe’s growing comprehension as they struggled through the black, unforgiving timber that he and Lothar had been tracking not the killer but Urman the entire night while the killer slipped around them and returned to the original crime scene. Remembering his guilt for not immediately identifying himself when Lothar stepped out into the meadow cradling his automatic weapon, and wondering if his choice to remain silent was tactical—as he thought at the time—or cowardly, resulting in Lothar’s death. Thinking of Robey’s lack of response on the radio and failure to respond to Joe’s periodic three-shot signaling, the first indication that something tragic had happened to his friend. Then finding Wally Conway’s dead body and Robey bleeding out next to his slumping pickup at the same time Phil Kiner and Deputy Reed arrived twenty minutes too late to provide backup. Picturing the garish image of Wally Conway’s face in the beam of a flashlight, his mouth open, the bright red poker chip next to his extended purple tongue. And the shocking realization that of the four of them who’d been on the mountain just two hours before, he was the only one still alive and unhurt, and that everything they’d done was misguided and stupid and epically wrong; that Robey, his friend and colleague and fishing partner since he’d been in Saddlestring and one of the most honest and good-hearted men Joe had ever known, in all likelihood wouldn’t survive the morning.

“YOU SHOULD GET yourself cleaned up, Joe.” County coroner Will Speer stood before Joe and looked down through a pair of wire-rimmed glasses with pained sympathy in his eyes. Speer had a light brown thatch of hair and a graying mustache, and wore an open white lab coat.

Joe sat up, blinking, momentarily confused. He hadn’t heard Speer walk down the hall and didn’t know how long he’d been half-sleeping, suffering through the nightmares. Joe could smell himself: dried sweat and mud, with flowery bloodstains on his Wranglers and the sleeves of his red uniform shirt, half-moons of black blood under his fingernails that wouldn’t wash out. “Maybe so,” Joe said, nodding toward the ICU entrance, “but I think I’ll wait until I hear about Robey.”

Speer nodded. That he didn’t volunteer words of encouragement was not lost on either of them.

“Does Nancy know?” Speer asked.

“She was in Casper at a meeting,” Joe said. “She’s on her way here.”

“I bet that wasn’t an easy conversation.”

Joe shook his head. “Nope.”

“Let’s hope things calm down out there,” Speer said, gesturing vaguely with his chin in the direction of the mountains. “I only have three drawers down in the morgue and they’re all full. I don’t think that’s ever happened before.”

It took Joe a moment to figure out what Speer meant. “Frank Urman, Lothar, and Wally Conway,” Joe said. Meaning if Robey didn’t pull through, Speer wouldn’t know where to put his body.

“At least we were able to reunite Mr. Urman’s head with his body,” Speer said with bitter humor.

Joe winced. He’d forgotten about the hysterical cellphone call he’d received from Randy Pope as he, Kiner, and Reed drove down the mountain with all the victims. At the time, Joe cradled Robey in his arms, hoping the makeshift compresses they’d fashioned would stanch the flow of blood from the entrance and exit wounds in Robey’s chest and back. Pope had screamed about finding the head mounted in his room, saying, “Now this is personal!” like the tagline to an action movie. Joe had said, “I’m busy right now,” and closed his phone.

It was clear now to Joe what the killer had been doing between the time he shot Frank Urman and when he returned to the crime scene—mounting Urman’s head on a plaque in Pope’s hotel room. The savagery of the act was incomprehensible, and Joe did his best to shove it aside for later when he could better process the information.

“I suppose you heard,” Speer said, “the governor closed all hunting and access to state lands and he’s asking the Feds to do the same.”

Joe hadn’t heard, but he wasn’t surprised. Pope and the governor’s worst-case scenario had materialized. Joe was numb and completely unmoved by the news, although he knew what kind of uproar was likely to erupt statewide. All he cared about now was what was happening on the other side of the ICU doors. He had several messages on his cellphone from the governor, but hadn’t the will nor the energy to return them. He had four from Randy Pope. They’d been left while he was giving his statement to Deputy Reed earlier. Sheriff McLanahan had stood off to the side, a disdainful look on his face. Disdainful but triumphant, a look that said, You froze me out of the investigation, and just look what happened…

Chris Urman was in custody in the sheriff’s department, but Joe expected him to be released quickly. Joe told Deputy Reed that Urman had simply defended himself, firing only after being surprised by Lothar and being fired upon. Joe knew Urman felt horrible about what had happened, and had dismissed any suspicion he may have had of him on their trek back to the pickup to find Robey and Conway. Joe’s pickup was still on the mountain, shot up and bloodstained. He’d need to send a tow truck for it. Another year, another damaged truck.

Speer leaned over and put his hand on Joe’s shoulder. “Go home, Joe. Get cleaned up. Get some rest. There’s nothing you can do here.”

Joe shook his head. “I need to be here when Nancy comes. I need to apologize to her for putting Robey in that situation.”

Speer shook his head sadly, gave Joe’s shoulder a squeeze, and went back in the direction of his little morgue.

NANCY HERSIG LOOKED frantic when she pushed through the hallway doors. Nancy had always been meticulous in her look and dress, always composed and calm, comfortable with herself. Given to jeans, sweaters, blazers, and pearls, Nancy Hersig was the queen of volunteer causes in Twelve Sleep County, heading up the United Way, the hospital foundation, the homeless shelter. But Joe saw a different Nancy coming down the hall. Her eyes were red-rimmed and looked like angry red headlights. Her makeup was smeared and the right side of her hair was wild, the result of raking it back with her fingers on the drive from Casper to Saddlestring.

Joe stood up and she came to him, letting him hold her. She began to weep in hard, racking sobs that had to hurt, he thought.

“I thought I was cried out,” she said, her teeth chattering as she took a breath, “but I guess I’m not.”

“It’s okay,” he said.

“What have you heard, Joe?”

“He’s in surgery,” he said, hoping a doctor would burst through the doors at exactly that moment with good news.

“What did the doctors say?”

Joe sighed. “That he’s hurt real bad, Nancy.”

“He’s tough,” she said, “he’s always been tough. He used to rodeo, you know.”

“I know.”

“I wish I could see him and talk him through this.”

Joe didn’t know what to say, and simply held her. She regained her composure and gently pushed herself away, dabbing at her face with her sleeve. “God, I’m a mess,” she said, her eyes sweeping across his face and lingering on the splotches of dried blood on his Wranglers.

“Is that Robey’s?” she asked, pointing.

“We did all we could to stop the bleeding,” Joe said, “but …”

She nodded and held up a hand, as if to say, Don’t tell me.

“Nancy,” Joe said, struggling to find the right words, “I’m just so damned sorry this happened. It didn’t have to. I never should have left him last night. I called for backup but it didn’t get there in time.”

Again, she shook her head. Don’t tell me.

“I hate not being able to do something,” he said, fighting back a surprising urge to cry.

“Oh, you can do something,” she said, suddenly defiant. “You can find the man who did this and put him down like a dog.”

The vehemence in her words took him aback.

He said, “I will, Nancy. I’ll find him.”

“And put him down,” she repeated.

“And put him down,” he said.

She turned on her heel away from Joe and wrapped her arms around herself. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now, Joe. I don’t know whether to go get our kids and bring them here, or pray, or what. Maybe I should bust through those doors so I can see him.

“Joe,” she said, looking over her shoulder, “there’s no manual for this.”

They both jumped when the ICU doors clicked open.

And they knew instantly from the look on the surgeon’s face what had happened inside.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, shaking his head.

Nancy didn’t shriek, didn’t wail. She stood immobile, stunned, as if she’d been slapped. Joe took a step toward her and she shook her head.

“I’ll contact our grief counselor,” the surgeon said in a mumble, his eyes fixed on the top of his shoes. “We did all we—”

“I’m sure you did,” she said, cutting him off. “And there’s no need for a counselor. I just want to see him. Let me see him.”

The surgeon said, “Mrs. Hersig, I don’t think—”

“I said, let me see him,” she said with force.

The surgeon sighed and stepped aside, holding the ICU door open for her. As she passed, she reached out and squeezed Joe’s hand.

“Maybe Marybeth could give me a call later,” she said with a wan smile, “if she doesn’t mind. I might need some help with the kids and arrangements. I’m not even sure what I’ll need help with.”

“She’ll be there,” Joe said.

“And remember what you promised me,” she said.

“I do,” he said, struck by the words—the same words and solemn tone he’d used for his wedding vow.

Nancy Hersig paused at the open door, took a deep breath, threw back her shoulders, patted her hair down, and strode purposefully into the ICU.

The surgeon looked at Joe, said, “Tough lady.”

Joe nodded his agreement and dumbly withdrew his phone to call Marybeth.

“I FIGURED I’D find you here,” Randy Pope said hotly, appearing at the other end of the hallway at the same time the ICU doors closed. “Finally checking your messages, I see. I’ve been calling you all morning, and so has the governor.”

Joe held up a hand. “Give me a minute. I have a call to make.”

“Joe, damn you, have you heard what’s happened?”

“I said I need to make a call.”

Pope quickly closed the distance between them.

“The governor’s got his plane in the air to pick us up as we speak,” Pope said. “He wants us in his office right away, and he means right away. He’s furious about what happened out there last night, and so am I. We look like a bunch of incompetents.”

Joe took a deep breath and leaned back from Pope, who was standing toe-to-toe, his face a mask of indignation.

“Give me a minute—”

“We don’t have a minute.”

“Randy,” Joe said, speaking as calmly as possible, “Robey Hersig didn’t make it. My friend is dead. I need to get in touch with Marybeth so she can come here and help out Nancy.”

“Joe …” Pope said, reaching for Joe’s phone to take it away from him. As Joe turned his head, Pope’s knuckles grazed Joe’s cheek.

Something red and hot popped in the back of Joe’s head and he tossed the phone aside and backed Pope against the wall, squeezing his throat. The director’s eyes bulged and his nose flared and he clawed at Joe’s hands. Joe realized he was snarling.

Pope made a gargling sound and tried to pry Joe’s hands away. Then his boss kicked Joe in the shin, so hard electric shocks shot through his body, and Joe realized what he was doing and let go and stepped back, as surprised at his behavior as Pope was.

“Don’t touch me,” Joe said.

Pope made the gargling sound again while doubling over, one hand at his throat, the other held up as if to ward off another attack.

“My God,” Pope barked, “you tried to kill me! My own subordinate tried to kill me!”

“Your subordinate has a call to make,” Joe said, retrieving his phone and fighting the urge to do it again.

AS HE SAT in the backseat of Deputy Reed’s cruiser—Reed had been waiting outside the hospital to give them a ride to Saddlestring Airport to meet the governor’s plane—Joe said to Pope, “How’s your neck?”

POPE WAS In the front seat, next to Reed. He kept hacking and rubbing his throat. “I just hope there isn’t permanent damage,” Pope said, his voice huskier than usual.

“Go ahead and press charges,” Joe said. “Have me arrested. Take me officially off this case and then try to explain that to the governor.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Pope croaked. “If it was up to me—”

“But it is up to you,” Joe said, thinking if Pope fired him again he’d have the freedom to pursue the killer on his own, without official sanction. He had a promise to keep, and being relieved of the bureaucracy might unleash him to keep it.

Pope turned stiffly in the seat, glaring at Joe. “The governor wants to see both of us. He’s not happy. It would only be a little too convenient for you if you didn’t show up, now wouldn’t it?”

Joe shook his head. “The thought hadn’t occurred to me.”

“I’ll bet.”

Joe shrugged.

“Look,” Pope said, baring his teeth, “if I had my way you would never have gotten your job back with my agency. You’d still be a ranch hand, or whatever the hell you were a year ago. We can’t have cowboys like you out in the field anymore, not in this day and age. Just look at last night if you want evidence of what happens when you go off half-cocked. But I need you on this one, and I hate to say it. I really hate to say it. We need to find that shooter, and we need to do it fast. I need everybody I can get, even you. Especially you,” Pope said with distaste, “since you know the area.”

Joe looked away.

“But when this is all over,” Pope said, “you’re going to pay for what you did to me back there.”

He turned around with a huff.

Joe and Deputy Reed exchanged glances in the rearview mirror, and Reed rolled his eyes, as if to say, Bosses…

REED HAD TO slow his cruiser in front of the county building on Main Street because of the small demonstration taking place. Cable news satellite trucks partially blocked the street, and cameramen pushed through the crowd photographing the demonstrators.

As they skirted the gathering, Joe could see Klamath Moore on the courthouse steps, his arms raised, leading the group of thirty-five to forty followers in a shouted hymn:


All things bright and beautiful,

All creatures great and small,

All things wise and wonderful,

The Lord God made them all.



“And to think,” Reed said, “I used to like that song.”

Pope snorted his disgust at the protest. “Look, there’s nearly as many cameras as there are protesters. Where are the reporters covering murdered hunters? That’s what I’d like to know.”

Joe said nothing, but he surveyed the protesters as they passed by. Several he recognized from the airport. There was a group of four men who looked more like hunters than anti-hunters, Joe thought. The men were tall, burly, with cowboy hats and beards. Two of them—one angular with haunting dark eyes and the other beefy with a scarred face and an eye patch—glared back at him with hostility.

Off to the side of Klamath Moore, up on the steps, was the Native woman and her baby he had noted at the airport.

Many of the men looked hard, their faces contorted with grim passion as they sang. They were the faces of true believers, of the obsessed. He turned in the backseat to look at them out the rear window.

He wondered which of them was the shooter.

I sing,


The rich man in his castle,

The poor man at his gate,

God made them, high or lowly,

And order’d their estate.



And the words and melody, as always, seem to fill my sails, fill my soul, bringing me both relief and validation. But God, I am exhausted. I need rest. I can’t remember ever going so long without sleep. There are hallucinations at the edge of my vision: blood pouring from the hole in Wally Conway’s chest, the simpering sounds made by the other man, the one I didn’t know. I hear he was the county prosecutor. He shouldn’t have been there. It’s not my fault he was. His death haunts me, will always haunt me, but what’s done is done.

I see the police car on the street, three men inside. I recognize two of them, the game warden named Joe in the back, Randy Pope in the front. Seeing them in the daylight, their faces pressed to the window as they pass, makes my blood boil. My reserve of will astounds even me. The sight of them fills me with renewed strength.

I wonder where they’re going. One thing I’m sure of, though, is that they’ll be back.

I sing,


All things bright and beautiful,

All creatures great and small,

All things wise and wonderful,

The Lord God made them all.
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THE STATE-OWNED MITSUBISHI MU-2 whined and shook as the twin props gummed their way through the thin mountain air and achingly pulled the airplane from the runway into the sky. Joe kept his eyes closed and his hands gripped tightly on the headrest of the seat in front of him as the ground shot by and he wondered if they’d reach cruising altitude before the plane shook apart. For the longest time, he forgot to breathe. The aircraft was the oldest one in the state’s three-plane fleet, and Joe had heard it described as “the Death Plane” because it was the same make and model that had crashed years before and killed the popular governor of South Dakota. Joe wondered if his governor was sending them a message by ordering the old death trap out of mothballs in the Cheyenne hangar and sending it north to pick them up. Inside, the seats were threadbare and a detached curl of plastic bulkhead covering vibrated so violently in the turbulence that it looked like a white apparition. There were six seats in the plane, three rows of two. Randy Pope sat in the first row and had put his briefcase on the seat next to him so Joe couldn’t use it. Not that Joe wanted to. Instead, he took a seat in the third row so he could grip the headrest in front of him and, if necessary, pray and vomit unobserved.

Eventually, as the craft leveled out and stopped shaking, he relaxed his grip, took a breath, chanced looking out the cloudy window. It helped, somewhat, to get his bearings. The Bighorns rose in the west looking hunched, dark, and vast like a sleeping dinosaur, and the town of Buffalo slipped beneath them. He noted how the North Fork and Middle Fork of the Powder River, Crazy Woman Creek, and the South Fork flowed west to east, one after the other, like grid lines on a football field. Joe envisioned each from ground level where he was much more comfortable. It calmed him to put himself mentally on the ground on the banks of the rivers, either in his pickup or on horseback where he could look up and see the silver airplane like a fleck of tinsel in a blue carpet. He sat back, closed his eyes, and tried to slow his heart down.

JOE AWOKE WITH a start as the plane bucked through an air pocket that left his stomach suspended in the air a hundred feet above and behind him. He was surprised he’d actually fallen asleep. Joe gathered himself and looked outside and saw the rims and buttes of Chugwater Creek and the creek itself. It wouldn’t be long before they touched down in Cheyenne. His feet were freezing from what he guessed was a leak in the fuselage, and he lamented that he’d not had time to change out of his bloody clothes before leaving for Cheyenne to see Rulon. He rubbed his face and shook the sleep from his head, saw that Pope, two rows up, was staring ahead at the drawn curtains of the cockpit. Not reading, not talking on his cellphone. Just staring, deep in thought.

Joe unbuckled his belt and moved up a row until he was behind and to the left of his boss. “Why did you bring Wally Conway?”

The question startled Pope, who flinched as if slapped.

“I didn’t know you were there,” Pope said. “Quit sneaking up on me.”

“Why did you bring Wally Conway?”

Pope looked at Joe, his eyes furtive. “I told you. I wanted a friend with me. Someone I could trust.”

“Then why did you leave your friend?”

“He wanted to help. What, did you want to leave Robey up there all by himself while you and Buck Lothar went on your little walkabout?”

“So why did you leave?”

“I told you,” Pope said, his eyes settling on Joe’s forehead. Despite the cold inside the cabin of the plane, tiny beads of sweat had broken out across Pope’s upper lip. “I’ve got an agency to run. I can’t run it and communicate with the governor while I’m out running around in the woods.”

“Something’s not making sense to me here,” Joe said.

Pope squirmed in his seat and his face flushed red. “Wally Conway was one of my oldest and best friends.” Pope’s eyes misted. “I don’t have that many friends anymore.”

The admission startled Joe. Pope had never confided anything personal to him before.

“There’s something I want you to see,” Pope said, digging into the pocket of his coat and producing a small digital camera. He turned it on and an image appeared on the screen. He handed the camera to Joe with a hand that shook. “That’s Frank Urman’s head spiked to the wall of my room.”

Joe cringed and looked away.

“Look at this one,” Pope said, advancing the photo. “You can see the head of the spike he used to pound it into the wood. And here’s a close-up …”

Joe couldn’t bring himself to look.

“Disturbing, isn’t it?” Pope said. “I’m finding it real hard to get that image out of my mind. It’s hard to concentrate and think on my feet. I keep seeing that head on the wall.”

“We’re beginning our descent into Cheyenne,” the pilot drawled over the speaker. “Make sure you’re buckled up.”

Joe returned to his seat chastened. In the last few hours he’d accused his boss of getting two men killed and also tried to strangle him. Maybe, Joe conceded, what Pope said about him was true.

As the plane eased out of the sky and the landing gear clanked and moaned and locked into place, Joe closed his eyes and once again gripped the headrest in front of him as if the harder he squeezed it, the safer he would be.

But he still wondered why Randy Pope had brought Wally Conway into the mountains and left him to die.

CHEYENNE WAS COOL and windy and Joe clamped his hat on his head as he followed Pope down the stairs of the plane to the tarmac. A white Yukon with state license plate number one was parked behind the gate next to the general aviation building and he could see two forms inside the smoked glass. Joe recalled that the last white Yukon he’d been assigned from the state ended up a smoking wreck in Yellowstone Park. He doubted they would want him to drive this one.

Whoever was at the wheel of the Yukon blinked the lights on and off to signal them. Joe followed Pope, who walked briskly as if to signal to the people in the car he wasn’t actually with his subordinate, but simply traveling in the same plane with him.

A highway patrol officer, likely assigned to the governor’s detail, got out and opened the two back doors while a state aeronautics commission staffer unlocked the gate. Joe took a deep breath of the high-plains air. It was thin at 6,200 feet, and flavored with sagebrush and fumes from the refinery at the edge of the city. As he glanced to the south, the golden capitol dome winked in the sun over the top of a thick bank of cottonwood trees turning yellow and red with fall colors.

As they approached the gate, Pope said, “Try to keep your comments to a minimum when we talk to the governor.”

Joe said, “I work for him.”

“You work for me.”

Joe shrugged. He climbed into the backseat of the Yukon next to Pope and the doors shut, instantly killing the howl of cold wind.

She turned around in the front seat, said, “Hi, Joe.”

“Hello, Stella.”

Stella Ennis was ivory pale, with piercing dark eyes and full dark lipsticked lips. She wore a charcoal skirt suit over a white top with a strand of sensible business pearls. Her hair seemed richer and even more auburn than Joe remembered, and he guessed she was coloring it to hide the strands of gray. She looked at him coolly, assessing him in one long take that seemed to last for minutes although it really didn’t, and he couldn’t read what she concluded.

“I’m Randy Pope,” Joe’s boss said to her.

“I know who you are,” she said, not looking at him.

Joe saw Pope and the trooper exchange glances. Joe nervously fingered the wedding ring on his hand, something he’d done without realizing it the first time he met Stella in Jackson.

Stella said, “The governor wants to see you two immediately. As you can guess, there’s going to be an investigation by DCI to determine what happened up there, and no doubt there will be questions by the media and some members of the legislature. Governor Rulon wants to make sure we’re all on the same page before the shit hits the fan. There may be charges brought, so be prepared.”

“Charges?” Pope blanched.

“One never knows,” she said. “When three people are killed in an operation, there are always those who insist on some kind of accountability, someone to blame. Not that we want any scapegoats. But we think we can head off anything like that happening if we can get out in front of it.”

“We’ll work with you however we can,” Pope said, trying to get her eye. She finally broke her gaze with Joe and her eyes swept over Pope as if he were out-of-place furniture before she turned back around.

“Let’s go, Bob,” she said to the officer.

Stella said, “Word about what happened last night is tearing across the state like wildfire. We are very, very lucky the legislature isn’t in session, or it would be a sensation on the floor. This is the first time in the state’s history a governor has closed down state lands to hunting. And our understanding from the Feds is that they will follow suit this afternoon. We’re already getting e-mails and constituent phone calls saying Governor Rulon is a dictator and much, much worse.”

“I can imagine,” Pope said, but the words just hung there when she chose not to respond to him.

Stella said, “We called a press conference for three-thirty. The governor plans to let everyone know what’s happened and what measures he’s taken. It’s important that we have our story straight and our plan in place.”

Joe checked his watch. An hour and a half before the press conference.

As they traveled down Central to downtown, toward the gold dome, Joe looked out the window at the stately houses on the avenues.

Stella Ennis was still attractive and sensual and familiar. But she was also still a murderer, and only Stella and Joe knew it. This time, unlike the first time he’d met her, there was no zing.

For which he was grateful.
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“PARDON MY FRENCH,” Governor Spencer Rulon said after Joe detailed the events of the day and night before, “but it sounds like a classic clusterfuck.”

“It was,” Pope sighed, leaning away from Joe as if to distance himself both literally and figuratively.

Rulon asked Pope, “Did you come to that conclusion from the comfort of your hotel room after you cut and ran like a rabbit?”

They were crammed into Rulon’s small private office in the capitol building on Twenty-fourth Street, as opposed to the public office and conference room where Rulon could generally be observed by constituents and visitors touring the building. Rulon’s private office was dark and windowless with a high ceiling and shelves crammed with books, unopened gifts, and what looked to Joe like the governor’s eccentric collection of fossils, arrowheads, and bits of bone. Also in the room, in addition to Pope, who sat next to Joe facing Rulon across his desk, and Stella, who sat at Rulon’s right hand but managed to defer to him with such professional determination that she became an extension of him rather than his chief of staff, were Richard Brewer, director of the state Department of Criminal Investigation, and Special Agent Tony Portenson of the FBI. Joe and Portenson had exchanged scowls, and Rulon cautioned them, saying, “Now, boys …” They went back five years. Portenson was dark, pinched, had close-set eyes and a scar that hitched up his upper lip so that it looked like he was sneering. The last time Joe had seen Portenson was in Yellowstone Park, as the FBI agent set up a scenario to betray Joe and lead Joe’s friend Nate Romanowski away in cuffs.

Everyone was so tightly packed around Rulon’s desk that it was both intimate and uncomfortable in equal measures, and Joe guessed that was exactly the atmosphere Rulon wanted to create. The governor was the only one with room, with the ability to wave his arms or pounce across the desk like a big cat to make a point. To Joe, Stella’s silence and stillness only seemed to make her more conspicuous. Or at least it did to him.

Pope was obviously flustered by Rulon’s question, and he once again withdrew his digital camera from his coat, turned it on, and handed it across the desk to the governor.

“This was in my room,” Pope said gravely.

Rulon leaned forward, saw the image of Frank Urman’s head, and winced.

Pope handed the camera to Brewer, who turned white when he saw it. Portenson looked at it and rolled his eyes and shook his head, as if to say, “You people out here are savages.” When offered the camera, Stella shook her head quickly to refuse.

“The shooter knew I was up there,” Pope said. “He wanted to send me a personal message.”

“Looks like he did,” Rulon said. “Has the press gotten ahold of this yet?”

Pope shrugged.

“They will,” Rulon said, “and it will make a bad situation even worse.”

“Expect to see it on the Internet,” Brewer said. “Somebody will post it.”

Rulon sighed.

Joe noted how skillfully Pope had steered the topic away from his leaving them on the mountain. He wanted to hear the answer. And he still wanted to know why Pope had brought Wally Conway.

“What happened to your neck?” Rulon asked Pope, fingering his own.

Joe thought, Uh-oh.

“Just an accident,” Pope said quickly. “I walked into a branch up there in the mountains and nearly strangled myself.”

Joe stared at Pope, wondering why he was protecting him.

“I feel really damned bad about Robey,” Rulon said to Joe. “He was a good man. He was a buddy of yours, wasn’t he, Joe? Please let me know about the funeral arrangements so I can be there, okay?”

Joe nodded.

Rulon said, “I’ve already alerted the AG to get ready for the civil suit from Buck Lothar’s family, assuming he has one. Even though it sounds like the guy screwed up, according to Joe, it’s gonna cost us millions, I’m sure.”

“I’m sure,” Brewer echoed, gesturing toward Joe. “The potential suit may hinge on my investigation of the incident, which I’m prepared to do immediately.”

The governor waved him away, indicating there was no hurry.

“What about this other guy, Conway?” Rulon asked Pope. “Should we expect something from his family?”

Joe listened with anticipation.

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Pope said, casually dismissing the notion out of hand. “That’s the last thing I’m worried about. We’ve got a lot bigger trouble brewing.”

“No shit,” Rulon said.

Joe wondered what had just happened, what he’d missed.

“DO YOU BOYS remember the story of Eric Rudolph?” Governor Spencer Rulon asked in such a manner that it was clear he was going to tell the story no matter how Joe or Pope answered.

“Eric Rudolph,” Brewer said, answering the governor’s question. “North Carolina. Rudolph—”

Rulon proceeded as if Brewer had never spoken: “Eric Rudolph was and is a slimeball, a walking bucket of pond scum. But he may be relevant to our situation here. How? you ask. I’ll tell you.”

Joe settled back in his chair, wondering where this was going.

“Eric Rudolph was the miserable buckaroo who set off a bomb at the Atlanta Olympics in 1996 that killed two people and injured a hundred and eleven others. He also bombed an abortion clinic in Atlanta and a gay and lesbian nightclub in Birmingham, which killed a cop. Eric Rudolph was a true believer,” Rulon said. “The problem was he was a true believer in a horseshit set of beliefs that included the Christian Identity Movement—whatever that is—and what he called global socialism. He said he was an anti-Semite who was against homosexuality, abortion, globalism, et cetera, et cetera. The only thing I agree with him about is he thought John Lennon’s ‘Imagine’ was a despicable song.”

Joe noted that Rulon’s last comment brought a hint of a smile from Stella.

After a few beats, Randy Pope said, “Sir, I don’t see what Eric Rudolph has to do with us.”

Rulon made a pained face. “You don’t?”

“No, sir.”

“You don’t see the similarities?” Rulon asked with incredulity.

“I’m afraid not.”

Rulon heaved a sigh, leaned forward on his desk, and lowered his voice. “Director Pope, Eric Rudolph was on the run for five and a half years before he got caught. Everybody knew who he was, knew what he looked like, knew all about him. Everyone knew he was in Appalachia, and most likely North Carolina, the whole time. But despite the best efforts of federal, state, and local law enforcement, he eluded them for five and a half years. Yes, five and a half years.

“Finally, in May of 2003, a rookie police officer in Murphy, North Carolina, caught Rudolph dumpster-diving outside a Save-A-Lot store. Rudolph was unarmed and clean-shaven, wearing new clothes and new shoes. They found his little camp, which turned out to be a stone’s throw from two strip malls and a high school. Apparently, the officers reported they could hear the highway traffic from where Rudolph’s camp was—it was that close to civilization.”

Rulon paused again. When Pope shook his head to indicate he still didn’t get it, Rulon said, “For five and a half years, the top fugitive on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list lived and prospered in the hills of North Carolina and was finally captured wearing new clothes and with a fresh shave, despite a one-million-dollar reward. Everyone was astonished when it happened, but they shouldn’t have been. What those law-enforcement people should have been paying attention to was the fact that ‘Run Rudolph Run’ T-shirts and bumper stickers were damned hot sellers in the area, and that there were enough local sympathizers—true believers—to keep Rudolph fed, clothed, and well taken care of right under their noses. Despite a massive ground search and the best experts and high technology, this guy lived two hundred yards from a strip mall in a densely populated area.”

Rulon slammed his desk with the heel of his hand. “The reason Eric Rudolph remained free was because of sympathizers who were true believers like him. Not the whole county, to be sure, but it doesn’t take a whole county—just a few true believers. They’d rather take care of him and give him food, shelter, and clothes than collect on a million bucks. They believed in him and his cause.

“Right now,” Rulon said, “Klamath Moore is up there in Saddlestring with a bunch of followers. Most of his people have come in from other states, but some, no doubt, are local. Joe, how many people in your county would you guess are pro-hunting?”

“It’s hard to say, but I’d guess sixty percent,” Joe said. “Maybe higher.”

“What percentage just couldn’t care less?”

Joe shrugged. “Twenty-five, thirty percent, I’d say.”

“Which leaves us what—ten percent anti-hunters?”

Joe nodded.

“How many of them are true believers?”

“I have no idea,” Joe said.

“Even if it’s five or ten people,” Rulon said, “that’s enough to create a support network for the guy who is out there. And that’s all he needs. Plus, he’ll have a good percentage of the press and a lot of sympathetic elitists who despise hunting on his side. And make no mistake, there are more people in this country against hunting than for it. Right now, today, even in my own state, Klamath Moore is up there preaching to the converted and radicalizing maybe just a few more folks over to his cause. His aim is to build something that will last a long time. As hard as it is to believe, gentlemen, there are already people all across this country and the world who look to Klamath Moore and the killer as heroes. Some of the news coverage is already being spun that way—‘Neanderthal hunters in Wyoming are finally getting their comeuppance.’ The world is going mad, as we know, but all these years we’ve been isolated from that. Not anymore.

“I predict there will be T-shirts and bumper stickers printed within the week. That unless we find this killer real fast, we won’t find him for years. And that for every week that passes, this murderer will grow in stature among the loonies until he’s a legend. And so will Klamath Moore.”

Rulon turned his attention to Randy Pope. “Now do you see the connection? Do you follow?”

“Yes, sir,” Pope said, unable to swallow. “My agency will be decimated by the lack of revenue from hunting licenses.”

“Not to mention how it’ll kill sales tax revenue,” Rulon said. “But Director Brewer and Special Agent Tony Portenson have some information and a new theory,” Rulon said, leaning back in his chair, using the words Special Agent as if they were curse words. “Much of this was unknown to me until about an hour ago, and I’d very much like you to hear it.”

Portenson glared at the governor with naked hatred. Joe thought, There’s something going on here.

“KLAMATH MOORE REALLY wasn’t on our radar screen until recently,” Richard Brewer said, withdrawing a file from his briefcase and placing it on the governor’s desk. “Not until Director Pope contacted us with his suspicions that the ‘accidental’ hunting deaths of John Garrett and Warren Tucker might be connected in some way. For that, we sincerely thank you, Randy, for your prescience in this matter.”

Pope sat up and nodded to Brewer, obviously thankful for the compliment.

“Most of what we know about Mr. Moore comes from his website,” Brewer said. “I put three of our best investigators on it. They’ve produced this report”—Brewer tapped the file he’d produced—“which is, frankly, very disturbing.”

Brewer spoke formally with a deep, melodious voice. He sat ramrod straight in his chair. He had dark hair, a prominent jaw, and heavy eyebrows that conveyed his “I am a serious man” persona.

Joe could hear shuffling and murmuring coming from the conference room next door where the press conference would be held. He checked his watch—ten minutes until the governor was scheduled to address the media.

Brewer continued, “On his website, Moore stokes the fires of the extreme animal-rights movement. He makes no bones about the fact that he finds hunting abhorrent and hunters demented. He advocates interfering with hunters in the field, and sabotaging hunting seasons across the country and the world. He’s clever in how he does it, though, always couching his advocacy in phrases like ‘We’re not asking you to break the law, but …’ or ‘We don’t advocate violence or criminality in any shape or form, but …’ types of caveats. Obviously, he’s been advised by lawyers so that his words are clear but he covers himself so he can’t be held accountable for what happens.

“The most interesting thing we found on his website is called ‘The Forum,’ ” Brewer continued, opening the file and pulling out a thick stack of printouts. “It’s where his followers can post messages and have discussions. Sometimes, Mr. Moore joins in. And in doing so, he is often not as careful about his words and meaning as he is in his more formal statements on the website.

“For example, there was a post three weeks ago from a person who calls himself Wolverine. Rather than read it, I’ll let you,” Brewer said, handing copies to Joe and Pope.

Joe glanced at the pages, recognized the comment format of a blog.

I Had A Dream.

Last night, I had a dream. In my dream, a brainless American hunter was struck down and his body mutilated in the same way he had been mutilating innocent animals all his life. When he was found, people were horrified at what had been done to him. And then they began to realize this is what millions of Mighty Men do all the time. And it made them think about the pathetically sad and disgusting people in their midst who derive pleasure from killing creatures who have just as much right to be on this earth as they do.

I know, dreams are just dreams. But I’m a gambler. I like the odds that turning hunters into prey will make a difference and change some minds.

It was a good dream.

by Wolverine on Mon Sept 05 08:37:26 AM PST.

Wolverine Dreams.

I think it was a good dream, too. Sometimes it takes a shock to the system to make folks sit up and say, “There’s something wrong going on here.”

I’m just talking out loud, but this might be the thing that would actually make a difference if one were brave, committed, and a warrior.

by Klamath on Tues Sept 06 08:53:22 AM PST.

Re: I Had A Dream.

Especially if it happened slowly, over time. First an incident that made them scratch their heads while recoiling in horror at the same time, followed by another incident worse than the first. And another. And another. Until there was no doubt the hunters were being hunted and that none of them were safe. Until they began to realize the terror they feel is what they put animals through every time they go out to get their jollies.

There are warriors among us.

by Wolverine on Wed Sept 07 01:37:26 AM PST.

Re: Wolverine Dreams.

In your dream, where would the campaign begin? That’s important to know, because it would be important for the enlightened to be there and offer support and encouragement. There is no news unless the trees falling in the forest are pointed out in loud voices to a sympathetic press. And believe me, they looooove me.

by Klamath on Wed Sept 07 02:02:12 AM PST.

Re: Re: I Had A Dream.

In my dream, it would definitely take place in the reddest of the Red States, both in terms of politics and the color of blood. Hit ’em where they live, is what I think.

by Wolverine on Wed Sept 07 03:37:26 AM PST.

Re: Re: Wolverine Dreams.

Although IT’S ONLY A DREAM, I am absolutely charged up by the pure boldness of the vision. While none of us advocate violence or criminal acts in any way, WE CAN DREAM, TOO.

Please contact me offline, Wolverine. MAYBE I CAN TALK YOU DOWN.

by Klamath on Wed Sept 07 03:55:12 AM PST.

BREWER SAID, “THIS exchange took place two weeks prior to John Garrett’s death near Lander. Obviously, Klamath came to his senses at the end there and tried to cover his enthusiasm for the concept. And by the next day, the entire thread had been pulled from the Forum page. Luckily, my tech guys had somehow automatically archived it during the night so we have it. Did you note the reference to gambling? Gamblers use poker chips.”

Joe was suddenly wide awake, his mind spinning.

“Obviously,” Brewer said, “we don’t have enough to make any charges or even a serious accusation at this point. But when we saw this we wanted to trace the IP address of Wolverine and see if we could find him. That was beyond our expertise, so we turned to our brothers in law enforcement who are proficient in this kind of thing,” he said, gesturing to Portenson, who was now smoldering.

“I’ll take it from here,” Rulon said, “since it is now three-twenty-five and my friends in the press are clamoring to take a chunk out of me just outside the door.”

The governor pushed his face across the desk as if it were a balled fist, aiming it at Portenson. As he spoke, his voice didn’t rise so much as get harder-edged, until he was biting off his words and spitting them out, flecking the top of his desk and Brewer’s file with moisture.

“So my DCI takes the information to the FBI just down the street, where we get absolutely stonewalled. In the meantime, another innocent man, Frank Urman, gets butchered, which leads to three more deaths last night in a clusterfuck and a severed head mounted on a wall. Finally, we get our entire congressional delegation on the same line this morning and pressure is applied by them on Homeland Security to such a degree that Mr. Portenson and his pals have to talk to us. And when they do, we find out they’ve been monitoring Mr. Klamath Moore and his followers for months because they’re considered to be potential domestic terrorists, and they even have a man on the inside! And while we won’t accuse the FBI of being an accessory to murder since they didn’t know all we knew—”

“Oh, come on!” Portenson shouted. “We were doing our jobs! We couldn’t blow our undercover investigation for an office that leaks like a sieve!”

“We can say to the press out there,” Rulon continued, “without equivocation, that if the FBI had cooperated with us when we first asked for cooperation we might not be here today.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Portenson seethed. “We had no idea this Wolverine person was going to start killing people—and we still don’t know it was him. We have no idea who Wolverine is. We don’t even know if he’s in this country. The IP address he used was from one of those Internet kiosks in the Atlanta airport, so we can’t trace him. You’re speculating and trying to point the finger at us.”

Rulon nodded his agreement.

“Who do you have on the inside?” Joe asked Portenson.

“Oh,” the agent replied, deflated, “some guy. I can’t give you his name. But we asked him a couple of weeks ago to see if he could figure out who Wolverine is. He’s working on it, but he doesn’t know yet.”

“We need his name,” Joe said. “I need to talk with him.”

“Not a chance,” Portenson said. “We’re in the middle of breaking this thing. This is what we do now—domestic counterterrorism. We can’t blow his cover and put him in danger.”

“A name,” Joe said, thinking of the promise he’d made to Nancy Hersig.

“Stella,” Rulon said calmly, “please go tell the press I’ll be out in a moment with a very big announcement.”

Stella nodded dutifully and stood up.

Rulon said, “Let them know we’ve learned that Special Agent Tony Portenson of the FBI withheld information that resulted in the deaths of six people and the shutdown of state and federal lands across Wyoming.”

“You can’t do that!” Portenson shouted. “You’re out of your mind!”

Rulon arched his eyebrows. “This isn’t the first time someone has said that.”

“I’m this far,” Portenson said, pinching his index finger and thumb together, “from breaking this Klamath Moore thing and getting my transfer out of this hellhole. I should have been moved up a year ago, but it didn’t happen. This will absolutely kill me! This might get me sent to Butte, Montana!”

“What’s wrong with Butte?” Joe said. “I like Butte.”

“It’s where bad FBI agents are sent to die,” Portenson whined.

“That’s your choice,” Rulon said, nodding to Stella to go.

“No!” Portenson said.

She hesitated at the door.

“What do you want?” Portenson pleaded with Rulon.

“Access to all your files on the Wolverine investigation and the name of your snitch so Joe can question him,” Rulon said.

“Okay,” Portenson said as if in physical pain. “You’ve got it.”

“What’s my role?” asked Randy Pope, the forgotten man.

“You stay here,” Rulon said. “I want you in your office leading your agency and deflecting the outrage we’re already getting from constituents about the state lands closure. Plus, I don’t want you in a dicey situation where you might run like a rabbit again. That kind of behavior makes me want to puke.”

“You don’t understand,” Pope said, pleading. “The head was in my room … this is personal. I have to be involved.”

“No,” Rulon said bluntly.

Pope dropped his head into his hands. Joe was put off and embarrassed by the reaction.

“Okay, then,” Rulon said, gesturing to Stella to open the door.

Joe sat up. “That’s not all.”

Portenson and the governor both looked at him. Stella hesitated, with her manicured hand poised above the door handle.

“No,” Portenson said, his face flushing red. “I know what you’re going to ask, and the answer is: absolutely not. Don’t even ask.”

Joe turned to the governor. “Nate Romanowski knows the area and he has contacts with extremist groups all across the West. I don’t condone it, but he does. He’s got special insight into somebody like Wolverine because, frankly, Wolverine reminds me more than a little bit of Nate. If you want me to continue this investigation, I need his help.”

Portenson continued to shake his head.

“If he was released into your custody,” Rulon said, “do you give me your word you’ll bring him back for his trial when and if this investigation is over?”

Joe swallowed hard. “I’ll do what’s right.”

Portenson hissed, “We can’t release a federal prisoner on Joe Pickett’s word! We can’t release him, period!”

Pope surprised Joe by saying, “I concur. We need all the help we can get.”

Joe said to Portenson, “You charged him with flimsy evidence that hasn’t gotten any better. You’re just hoping something falls into your lap between now and the trial or you know you’re going to lose.”

“We’re building our case!”

“Just like you were building the case against Klamath Moore and Wolverine?” Joe asked.

Rulon stood up. “Stella, tell them I’m coming out with explosive news.”

“No!” Portenson shouted again, his voice cracking. Then: “Okay, okay!” He pointed his finger at Joe. “But if he doesn’t live up to this agreement, I’m going to throw both of them in jail.”

“Agreed,” Rulon said breezily.

Joe wanted to tell the governor he’d perhaps spoken too soon. Although he had some influence over Nate and Nate had promised years before to assist Joe and protect his family, he didn’t own the outlaw falconer. Nate had always gone his own way, used his own methods, lived under his own code.

“Governor …” Joe said, as Rulon turned and Stella preceded him out the door. His words were drowned out by Rulon booming, “Men and women of the press, we’ve got a break in the case! Due to an unprecedented partnership between the state of Wyoming and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, I can tell you today that we’re closing in on the vicious killer who …”

As he went on, Joe slumped back in his chair, as did Portenson.

Joe listened to Rulon assure the media that the end of the investigation was now in sight, that leads were being vigorously pursued, that the forests and high-country plains of Wyoming would once again be reopened for hunting, fishing, and recreation.

“I can’t believe I just agreed to release Nate Romanowski,” Portenson said sourly to Joe.

I can’t believe it either, Joe thought.

“That governor of yours,” Portenson said, jabbing a finger toward the conference room. “He fucked us both.”

“And that’s why we love him,” Stella said, overhearing Portenson and leaning in the door, flashing her biggest smile at Joe.
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STELLA DROVE THE Yukon with Joe in the passenger seat to meet Tony Portenson at the Federal Building before it closed at five. Joe knew the layout of Cheyenne well enough to know she was taking an unnecessarily circuitous route via Lincolnway and Depot Square downtown. When she stopped at a red light under the galloping plywood horse and rider of a massive western wear store, she said, “I’m really sorry for the families of the dead hunters, but I can’t help but think that maybe some good can come of this in the long run. I never knew that’s what hunters did to animals. I guess I never thought about it before. It repulses me. I told the governor that.”

“And what did he say?” Joe asked.

“He just shook his head. He’s a hunter.”

Joe said nothing. She had the radio on a news station, and the reporter was excerpting portions of Rulon’s press conference, saying the authorities were following every lead and closing in on the killer.

“Well spun,” she said, nodding at the radio with professional admiration.

“I wish I agreed with it,” Joe said.

She laughed. “If the governor says we’re closing in on the killer, we’re closing in on the killer. Come on, get with the program.”

“I’ll never get used to this,” Joe grumbled.

“Back to where we were,” she said, turning the radio off. “So you’re a game warden. How can you stand to be around the kind of killing and mutilation that happens out there? You have daughters—how can you stand to see Bambi murdered?”

He eyed her closely to see if she was baiting him. She was, but there was a grain of sincere incredulity as well.

“I’ve yet to see Bambi murdered,” he said.

“You know what I mean.”

“In a shallow and very superficial way, I do,” he said. “But that isn’t what this is about. It’s about the murder of innocent men. This has nothing to do with hunting. That’s just what the shooter and Klamath Moore want you to think.”

“Struck a nerve, eh?” she said, a slight smile on her lips.

Joe sighed. “In order to process a game animal properly, the carcass needs to be field-dressed and the head and hide removed. Otherwise, the meat can be ruined. It’s not a pretty thing, but it’s necessary. And it’s not the purpose of the hunt.”

“What is?” she said. “To drink whiskey and grunt and run around in the hills with a rifle?”

“I don’t think we have the time for this,” Joe said wearily, thinking he was sitting at the longest red light in the state of Wyoming. “I just hope you ask the same questions the next time you sit down to eat dinner. What events occurred behind the scenes and out of your view to deliver that food to you? Some eggs get broken to make your breakfast omelet, you know. Do you ever think of that?”

“That’s different,” she huffed. “The food producers didn’t do it for pleasure. It is just a job to them.”

“Most hunters don’t kill for pleasure either,” Joe said, “and at least they’re honest enough to get down and dirty and take part in the harvesting of the food they eat. They’re honest enough not to use proxies to do their killing for them.”

“Honest enough?” she said with some heat.

“Struck a nerve, eh?” Joe said, and smiled. “Hey, the light’s green.”

“SO ARE YOU surprised I’m here?” Stella asked as she swung into the parking garage of the Federal Building.

“Very,” he said.

“Have you ever told anyone about what happened in Jackson?”

“I told Marybeth there was an attraction but nothing happened.” Joe said. “She doesn’t like you very much.”

“Not that,” she said, whacking him on the shoulder with the back of her hand. “I mean about my relationship with Will Jensen. Does anyone know but you?”

“No,” he said.

“I helped him do what he was incapable of doing at the time.”

“So you say,” Joe said.

She pulled the big SUV into a dark parking space and turned off the motor and handed him the keys. “The governor is assigning this to you until you get your truck back,” she said. “Despite your reputation for destroying government property.”

“What about the state plane?” Joe asked. “I thought it was flying me back.”

“He said he wouldn’t send his worst enemy on that death trap.”

“But …”

“Don’t even ask, Joe. That’s what I’ve learned.”

He took the keys from her.

“I really like my new life here,” she said. “I like working for the governor. I’m damned good at my job. This is my second chance in life, and I’d like to leave my past behind me. You’re one of the few who know anything about it.”

“Okay.”

“What I’m asking you is if you’ll let it all go, what happened.”

“I already have,” Joe said.

She let a beat go by. “Do you ever think of me?”

“Only in the past tense,” Joe said.

Her eyes misted, and she wiped at them angrily. “I hate it when I do that. I don’t even mean to,” she said. “There is nothing about you to make me react this way. You are no Will Jensen, that’s for sure.”

Joe nodded. “Agreed. And you’re no Marybeth. Now let’s go see Portenson and get Nate before they close the building on us.”

As they walked to the elevator, she briefly locked his arm in hers, said, “I can be your best friend or your worst enemy, you know.”

As the elevator doors opened, Joe turned to her. “Likewise.”

THE FBI’S MAN on the inside of Klamath Moore’s movement was named Bill Gordon, according to the file handed over to Joe by a reluctant special agent. Gordon was from Lexington, Kentucky. There were three photos of him in the file. The informant was tall and lean with a ponytail, a long nose, and soulful eyes. Joe thought he recognized him from the gathering in front of the county building that morning.

Joe skimmed the documents behind the photo, learning that Gordon had encountered Klamath Moore and a few of his followers on a tract of heavily wooded and undeveloped land outside Lexington two years before when Moore was searching for a good place to set up a camp and hold a rally. Gordon was a solitary, bookish outdoorsman who knew of Moore and his beliefs but didn’t tell Klamath he vehemently disagreed with him. Instead, he shared tales of the Kentucky woods and helped Moore set up a campsite on the shore of a lake. Keeping his inclinations to himself, he stayed around for a small firelight rally where Moore spoke. Once Gordon felt he’d gained Moore’s trust, he visited the FBI office in Lexington and offered to become their informant in exchange for travel expenses and enough compensation to buy a small cabin he had his eye on next to a fine trout stream. The FBI, flush with Homeland Security cash and a new emphasis on domestic counterterrorism, thought it was a good deal all around.

The file contained Gordon’s reports from rallies across the United States and trips to Bath, England, and Tours, France. Joe closed the file, planning on reading later.

“Can you please let Bill Gordon know I’ll be contacting him?” Joe asked the agent, who answered by looking over his shoulder toward the corner office where Portenson sat with his door closed and the blinds half-drawn, trying unsuccessfully to ignore Joe and Stella.

“I’ll have to get permission to do that,” the agent said.

“I’ll need it before I can leave,” Joe said.

The agent got up and approached Portenson’s office and rapped on the door. Portenson signaled him in and Joe could overhear a sharp exchange.

When the agent came out, he looked chastened. “We’ll do it, but we have to wait until Gordon checks in. We can’t just call him on his cellphone in case he’s in a meeting with Klamath Moore or something.”

“How often does he call in?”

“Twice a week, Mondays and Thursdays. He calls during working hours.”

“Did he call in today?”

“I didn’t take the call, but he must have.”

“So you won’t hear from him for three days, until next Thursday?” Joe asked.

The agent nodded.

“I hate to wait that long,” Joe said, mostly to himself.

The agent shrugged. “Nothing I can do.”

“There’s something else,” the agent said. “Agent Portenson asked me to tell you they’re bringing up the accused and the paperwork assigning him to your custody. He said Ms. Ennis needs to sign as well on behalf of the governor’s office.”

Joe and Stella exchanged glances.

“Don’t screw this up, Joe,” she said. “If my name’s on the document you better make sure you bring him back.”

Joe shrugged. “I’ll do my best.”

“I hope you’ll do better than that.”

Joe’s phone burred in his pocket and he drew it out. It was Pope.

“You need to keep me apprised, Joe,” Pope said, “every single step of the way. Every. Single. Step.”

“I don’t work for you,” Joe said.

“You don’t understand,” Pope said, his voice cracking. “This means everything to me. My agency, my career—”

Joe snapped his phone shut as the heavy doors opened and Nate Romanowski was led into the room in an orange jumpsuit, his cuffs and leg irons clanking.

But it wasn’t the Nate he knew, Joe thought. The man who shuffled forward with the crew cut, sallow complexion, slumping shoulders, and haunted blue eyes just looked like the container that used to house Nate.
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THEY DROVE NORTH on I-25 under a wide-open dusk sky striped with vermilion cloud slashes stacked on the western horizon. The lights of Cheyenne were an hour behind them. Mule deer and pronghorn antelope raised their heads as the Yukon passed by, the tires sizzling on the highway, acknowledging the fact that Joe Pickett and Nate Romanowski were reunited. Or at least to Joe it seemed like it was what they were doing.

Nate had a smell about him that hung in the closed space of the state Yukon. Sterile, institutional, vapid. A jail smell. He wore his orange prison jumpsuit and a pair of blue boat shoes without laces.

“Nice sunset,” Nate said in a whisper so low Joe asked him to repeat it.

When he did, Joe said, “Yup.”

“They’ve got nice sunsets down here on the high plains,” Nate said. “I know this because I’ve watched three-hundred-and-five of ’em straight through a little gap in the window of my cell. This makes three-hundred-and-six.”

NATE SEEMED TO relax as they hurtled into the night, Joe thought, as if his friend were shedding bits of defensive armor that had formed on his body over the past year, leaving them to skitter across the highway behind them like chunks of ice from the undercarriage of a car. Nate said, “It’s no fun to be in prison, I don’t care what anyone says.”

Joe grunted.

“Can you pull over here?” Nate said, gesturing to an exit off the highway that led to a ranch a mile away whose blue pole lights twinkled in the darkness.

Nate was out of the vehicle before Joe fully stopped it. Joe watched Nate stumble out and walk briskly into the brush, his broad back reflecting moonlight. Nate dropped to his knees and bent over forward, as if praying or in pain.

Joe called, “Are you all right?”

“Fine.”

It took a moment for Joe to realize Nate was burrowing his face into the ground, breathing in the sweet dusky smell of sagebrush and grass, filling himself with fresh outdoor air as if fumigating his lungs of tainted, indoor oxygen.

While he waited for Nate, Joe called Marybeth on his cellphone.

“I’ve got him,” he said.

“Nate? How’s he doing?”

“I can’t tell yet.”

“Where is he now?”

“Outside the car smelling sagebrush.”

She chuckled.

“How’s Nancy?” he asked.

“Doing well, considering. I just left her at her house. She’s got relatives on the way. I’m going to go home and bake her a casserole and bring it by tomorrow.”

“How are the girls?”

“Fine. Joe, it’s only been two days since you went up into the mountains.”

“It seems longer than that.”

“A lot has happened, hasn’t it? You need to come home and get some sleep.”

“I need you.”

“That’s sweet, Joe. But you need sleep even more.”

He shook his head, not thinking that she couldn’t see him. “Did you hear the governor’s press conference?”

She laughed drily. “Yes, it’s good to know you’re closing in on the bad guy.”

“We aren’t,” Joe said with a sigh.

“I didn’t think so. Maybe Nate can help you out.”

Joe looked up to see Nate shedding his jumpsuit and rolling it into a ball, which he threw into the darkness like a football. Nate turned and walked back toward the Escalade in his laceless boat shoes, kicking off his baggy, dingy jail boxers. He left them draped in the branches of a mountain mahogany bush.

“You might not say that if you could see him now,” Joe said.

“Tell him hello,” she said. “Tell him we missed him.”

“I’m going to tell him to put some clothes on,” Joe said.

“What?”

“I’ll explain later,” Joe said.

“Call when you get close to town. Try to stay awake.”

Nate climbed into the passenger seat, briskly rubbing his arms, chest, and thighs.

“It feels good to get that shit off,” he said, closing the door.

Joe eased onto the highway and set his cruise control at two miles under the speed limit. He didn’t want to risk being pulled over in the governor’s car by a trooper and trying to explain why there was a naked man sitting next to him.

*

“JOE,” NATE SAID as they got back on the highway, “I’m not going back.”

“But—”

“I’m not going back.”

“We’ll discuss it later.”

“There’s nothing to discuss,” Nate said with absolute finality.

TO KEEP AWAKE and try to make some sense out of the last two days, Joe detailed to Nate what had happened to the hunters and the investigation thus far. Nate listened silently, grunting and shaking his head.

At a convenience store near Casper, Joe filled the Yukon with gas and bought a set of extra-large Wyoming Cowboys sweats inside from a discount rack. He handed them to Nate, said, “Put these on.”

“I was just starting to feel good again,” Nate said sourly.

THEY WERE SOUTH of Kaycee when Nate finally said, “Amateurs.”

“Who?”

“All of you. Everyone except the shooter. He’s been playing with you people.”

“Maybe I ought to take you back,” Joe said.

Nate snorted. “Don’t be so sensitive. When I think about what you’ve told me, there are some things that just don’t fall into place like they should. When you lay it all out, there are some wrong notes in the narrative.”

“What wrong notes?”

“I’m not sure yet,” he said. “I’ve got to think about it more, let it settle and see what rises to the top or sinks to the bottom. But something just doesn’t work right here. It all seems so neat while at the same time there’s something wrong.”

“I have no idea what you’re saying,” Joe said, taking the exit for kaycee.

“Neither do I,” Nate said. “But I get the feeling none of this has much to do with hunting.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Great minds.” Nate smiled. “Hey, I’m hungry. Pull over here.”

AS THEY ENTERED the town of Kaycee, Joe and Nate both raised imaginary glasses and clinked them, said, “To Chris,” referring to the late, great singer, rodeo champion, and wyoming icon Chris Ledoux, who died young and once lived there on a ranch outside the town limits. His family still did.

Nate and Joe pretended to toast and drink. It was something they did every time they drove by.

THE ONLY RESTAURANT in Kaycee was closed, but Nate knew where the owner lived and directed Joe to a shambling log home in a bank of cottonwood trees outside the town limits. Nate got out and banged on the front door until a massive man threw open the door, ready to pound whoever was disturbing him. The fat, bearded man at the door was nearly seven feet tall and dressed in a wife-beater undershirt and thick leather gloves up to his elbows. Joe hung back while the man recognized Nate—a fellow falconer—and enthusiastically invited both of them into his home. The man pulled off the gloves he’d been wearing so his falcons could sit on his forearm while he groomed them, and started pan-frying two of the biggest steaks Joe had ever seen.

While they ate, Nate and the restaurant owner—he introduced himself to Joe as Large Merle—talked falconry and hunting. Joe looked around the house, which was dark and close and messy. Merle obviously lived alone except for his falcons, four of them, all hooded and sleeping, perched on handcrafted stands in the living room. The place smelled of feathers, hawk excrement, and eighty years of fried grease and cigarette smoke.

“D’you get your elk this year?” Large Merle asked Nate.

“No,” Nate said. “I was in jail.”

“Poor bastard,” Merle said. “And now you can’t go, since Governor Nut closed the state down. Man, if I could get my hands on the guy who shot those hunters I would break him in two.”

Large Merle eyed Joe for the first time. “You gonna find that guy?”

“We hope to,” Joe said.

“You better,” Merle said. “Or we’re going to do it for you. That’s why we live here. And it won’t be pretty. How’s your steak?”

“Huge.”

Merle smiled and nodded. One of his prairie falcons dropped a plop of white excrement onto his ham-sized forearm like a dollop of toothpaste being squeezed from a tube.

“Borrow your phone, Merle?” Nate asked.

“You bet, buddy,” Merle said, then turned back to Joe as Nate took the phone into the other room.

“I’ve heard of you,” Merle said, looking at Joe’s name-plate with narrowed eyes.

“Is that good or bad?” Joe asked.

“Mostly good,” Merle said, not expounding. “Me and Nate go way back. He’s the only guy I know who scares me. Whoever that knucklehead is killing hunters? He don’t scare me. But Nate scares me.”

Joe sat back and put his knife and fork to the side of his plate. He’d eaten half the steak and couldn’t eat any more.

Merle leaned forward. “Did Nate ever tell you about that time in Haiti? When the four drugged-out rebels jumped him?”

“No.”

Merle shook his head and chuckled, the fat jiggling under his arms and his chin. “Quite a story,” Merle said. “Especially the part about guts strung through the trees like Christmas lights. Ask him about that one sometime!”

Joe nodded.

“It’s a hell of a story,” Merle said, still chuckling.

BACK IN THE Yukon, Joe said, “Don’t ever tell me about Haiti.”

“Okay.”

“Because I don’t want to know.”

“Okay.”

“It’s gone pretty well so far over the years with you not telling me what you do for a living. I think that’s best.”

“Since you’re in law enforcement, I’d agree.”

“And let’s not eat at Large Merle’s again soon.”

“I needed a big steak. Merle and I go way back.”

“So I heard.

“So,” Nate asked, “how’s my girl?”

“Marybeth?” Joe asked, feeling the hairs on the back of his neck bristle.

“Sheridan,” Nate said, rolling his eyes. “The falconer’s apprentice.”

Joe calmed. “She’s sixteen. That’s a tough age. She can’t decide if her parents are idiots or what. All in all, though, considering what she’s been through in her life, she’s doing well, I’d say. I sort of miss her as a little girl, though.”

“Don’t,” Nate said. “From her letters, she sounds smart and well adjusted. And she doesn’t really think you’re an idiot. In fact, I think she admires her parents very much.”

Joe had forgotten about the letters. “So why did you ask? You know more about her than I do now.”

Nate laughed but didn’t disagree.

IT WAS NEARLY midnight as Joe crossed over into Twelve Sleep County. The full moon lit up pillowy cumulus clouds over the Bighorns as if they had blue pilot lights inside, and the stars were white and accusatory in the black sky.

“You can drop me here,” Nate said, indicating an exit off the two-lane that led eventually to his stone house on the banks of the Twelve Sleep River. Joe slowed.

“You’ve got a ride?” Joe asked.

Nate nodded. “Alisha. I called her from Large Merle’s. It’s been a while.”

Alisha Whiteplume was a Northern Arapaho who had grown up on the reservation and returned to teach third grade and coach girls’ basketball at the high school. She was tall, dark, and beautiful with long hair so black it shimmered blue in the sunshine. Nate and Alisha had gotten together the previous year, and Joe had never seen him so head over heels in love.

Joe stopped and got out with Nate. The night had cooled and Joe could see his breath. The air smelled of sage, drying leaves, pine, and emptiness.

“You don’t have to wait,” Nate said.

“I don’t mind. I don’t want to just leave you out here.”

“It’s okay,” Nate said. “Really.”

Joe looked at his watch—after midnight.

JOE FELT IT before he actually saw it, a falcon in the night sky, silhouetted against a cloud. The falcon, Nate’s peregrine, dropped from the cloud into the complete darkness beneath it and Joe lost track of it until it streaked through the air directly above their heads with a swift whistling sound.

“How could the bird know you’re back?” Joe asked, as much to himself as to Nate.

“The bird just knows,” Nate said.

The falcon turned gracefully before swooping against the wall of a butte and returned, landing in the darkness of the brush about a hundred feet from the truck with a percussive flap of its wings.

Nate turned to Joe. “You can go now. Let me get reacquainted with my bird.”

“I’ll be in touch tomorrow, then,” Joe said. “Where will you be? Here or at Alisha’s?”

Nate shrugged.

“Nate, I’m responsible …”

Nate waved him off. “Give me a couple of days. I need to get reoriented, get the lay of the land. I need to spend some time with Alisha and get my head back on straight.”

Joe hesitated.

“Besides,” Nate said, “you’ve gone the tracking-and-forensics route on this shooter, right? And you figured out exactly nothing. I need to try another angle.”

“What other angle?” Joe asked.

“Go home, Joe,” Nate said. “I’ll be in touch.”

Joe sighed.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be in touch. Get going—go home and see Marybeth.”

AS NATE RECEDED in the rear-view mirror, Joe had a niggling feeling about the brusque way Nate had said goodbye. While Joe had witnessed, in the past, Nate doing some horrendous things—like ripping the ears off suspects—he’d never known his friend to be rude.

After cresting a rise and dropping down over the top, Joe killed his lights and pulled off the highway and took a weeded-over two-track to the north. The old jeep trail serpentined through the breaklands and eventually culminated at the top of a rise. When he used to patrol the area, the rise had been one of his favored places to perch and glass the high meadows and deep-cut draws of the terrain. With his lights still out and using the glow of the moon and stars, Joe climbed the vehicle up the rise and carefully nosed it just short of the top, carefully keeping the mass of the hill between himself and where he’d left Nate on the highway. He was thankful there were binoculars in the utility box of the Yukon.

On his hands and knees, Joe scuttled across the powdery dirt, crying out when he kneed a cactus whose needles easily pierced through the fabric of his Wranglers.

He eased over the top of the rise, fighting back feelings of suspicion and guilt, trying to convince himself he was looking out for Nate, not spying on him.

He couldn’t see Nate in the darkness, but he could see the black ribbon of highway where he’d left him. And from the direction of Nate’s stone house, he could see a pair of headlights slowly picking their way across the breaklands toward Nate. Joe pulled the binoculars up and adjusted the lens wheel until the vehicle came into sharp focus. It was a light-colored Ford or Chevy SUV. He couldn’t yet see the plates. He didn’t know what Alisha Whiteplume drove these days so he didn’t know if it was her car.

As the vehicle drew closer, Nate, with the peregrine on his fist, became illuminated in its headlights. He stood out, bathed in the halogen lights, darkness around him in all directions. Nate raised his arm with the falcon on it in greeting. The SUV stopped twenty feet from Nate. Dust from the tires lit up in a slow-motion swirl in the headlights. Joe swung the binoculars back to the car.

When the passenger door opened, the dome light inside the SUV lit up and Alisha Whiteplume, looking tall and thin and striking, hurled herself out into the brush and ran toward Nate with open arms. Joe started to follow her with the glasses when he realized there were others in the vehicle, something he hadn’t expected.

Steadily, he moved the binoculars back. The dome light was still on because the passenger door was open. The man behind the wheel was Bill Gordon. In the backseat were Klamath Moore and his wife.

Joe’s mouth went dry and his heart thumped in his chest. His hands went cold and slick and the binoculars slipped out of them into the dirt.
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ON TUESDAY MORNING, Joe Pickett stood at the stove in an apron and made pancakes for his daughters whom, he hoped, would eventually wake up and want to eat them. When the pancakes were cooked he moved them to a large serving plate that he warmed in the oven so they’d be hot and ready. Bacon sizzled in his favorite cast-iron skillet and maple syrup warmed in a pan of water. The morning smells of breakfast cooking and brewed coffee were good smells, and he tried not to think of the roof that needed repair or the fence that needed fixing. It was nice to be home and doing something routine, although he didn’t yet consider this house on this street to be home. He could see his neighbor Ed outside already in his perfectly appointed backyard, prowling the lawn while smoking his pipe, apparently targeting thin places in the turf where weeds might get a stonghold and grow when spring came. While Joe watched, Ed raised his eyes to look over the fence at the Pickett house, and then shook his head sadly, as if the mere sight of it made him want to weep.

For years, whether at the state-owned house on Bighorn Road or the old homestead house they’d lived in on the Longbrake Ranch, there had been no neighbors except wildlife. When the bathroom was occupied, which was nearly full-time with a houseful of females, Joe was used to going outside to relieve himself, which felt normal and good because there was no one around. Sometimes, he would go outside and sit on a stump and smoke a cheap cigar and watch antelope or deer moving cautiously toward water. On the ranch it was cows. Sometimes he would just sit and think and dream, trying to figure out why things were, how they worked, what his role was in the scheme of life. He ended up short on answers. His only conclusion was that his purpose, his reason for being, was to be a good husband and father and not to shame either his wife or his daughters. Why he’d been chosen by the governor to be his point man in the field still baffled Joe. Rulon once said, “When I think of crime committed out of doors, I think of Joe Pickett. Simple as that.” But it wasn’t as simple as that, Joe thought.

In this house in town Joe felt contained, bottled up, tamped down. He longed to look out the window and see an antelope or a cow and not Ed. But he didn’t have a choice at the moment other than to make more pancakes and try not to speculate that Nate Romanowski had betrayed him.

MARYBETH RETURNED from her morning walk with Maxine on a leash. She’d scarcely unclipped the leash before the Labrador collapsed in a heap and went immediately to sleep. “Poor old girl,” she said, patting their old dog. “She still wants to go, but she sure doesn’t have the energy she used to have.”

Joe nodded. He didn’t like contemplating Maxine’s inevitable demise and tried not to think about it. Marybeth was much more practical about life-and-death matters and had said she would continue to take Maxine out until Maxine could no longer go. Then they’d have a decision to make.

“Breakfast smells good,” she said. “I’ll wake up the girls in a minute.”

Joe handed her a mug of coffee.

“How are you doing?” she asked, taking it and sipping. “You tossed and turned all night long. Did you get any sleep?”

“Some.”

They’d talked briefly the night before when he got home after one. He was still reeling from what he’d seen through the binoculars.

“Have you heard from him?” she asked.

“No.”

She nodded. “On my walk I was thinking a lot about what you saw last night. I can’t come up with a good explanation. What it all boils down to is you either trust him or you don’t.”

“He’s never given me a reason not to trust him,” Joe said.

“That’s all you’ve got,” she said, taking her coffee with her to wake up Sheridan and Lucy.

AFTER THE BREAKFAST dishes were cleared away, Marybeth took Lucy to school and Joe read over the file he’d been given from the FBI. Bill Gordon was indeed deep inside Klamath Moore’s organization, and one of the few of his followers to travel with Moore from rally to rally. The reports in the file were records of the calls Gordon had made to the FBI when he checked in on Mondays and Thursdays. They went back two years.

Six months before, an enterprising agent had summarized the reports up to that date.

The Klamath Moore Animal Rights Movement KM is the self-appointed leader and spokesman of the movement.

The number of “members” is unknown and as far as BG knows there is no formal membership list. Based on the attendance at rallies, BG estimates the membership to be more than 200 and less than 500 hard-core followers. KM enjoys telling the media his sympathizers are “ten thousand strong,” but there is no evidence to confirm this.

The movement has no formal name or charter. There are no officers or leadership structure. This is by design. BG describes the movement as “nonlinear,” like Al-Qaeda.

BG says KM has studied Al-Qaeda and used the terrorist organization as a model for structure and purpose. KM says he can never mass enough followers to mount a legitimate, large-scale fight against hunting in the United States. But like AQ, he can—with a very small organization of loyal followers—strike surgically and create chaos far beyond their actual strength.

Communication with sympathizers is done exclusively via the Web. Access to the nonpublic URLs is password-protected and changed at random. It’s unknown how many followers visit the nonpublic websites.

The financing of KM and his effort is murky. BG says KM always seems to have enough money to travel, self-publish pamphlets, and pay organization costs for staging rallies. The hat is passed around at rallies but BG says he’s seen the results and the cash collected isn’t substantial enough—amounting to a few hundred dollars, usually—to sustain such an effort. BG speculates that KM has a trust-fund inheritance and that he draws from it when he needs money. BG says only rich people never talk of money so he figures KM is rich. We have asked BG to investigate the funding angle further.

KM has close relationships with sympathetic reporters at two major television networks and one cable news network (names deleted). These reporters are rewarded for their sympathetic treatment of his cause by being tipped off ahead of time to the staging of events so they will have exclusives. KM will only talk to sympathetic reporters so portrayals of him in the media are generally positive.

KM claims to “own” two congressmen and one senator (names deleted).

KM’s last known address is Boulder, CO, but he keeps constantly on the move. He lives like a fugitive, staying with sympathizers across the nation and around the world.

KM keeps in contact with like-minded organizations including PETA, the Animal Liberation Front, Earth First!, Animal Defense Alliance, and similar organizations around the world dedicated to animal rights and the anti-hunting movement (list attached).

JOE FLIPPED TO the list and was shocked by the sheer number of animal rights organizations. He counted 248 groups in the United States and Canada alone, and thirty-six more in other countries. Most of the organizations stated that they were against “hunting, the fur trade, circuses, rodeos, and animal experimentation.” The names were all unfamiliar to him, but varied from the Animal Crusaders in Tucson to Action for Animals in Oakland to SKUNKS, an acronym for the Palmdale, California, Society of Kind Understanding and Not Killing Skunks.

He shook his head and read on:

KM travels with a laptop computer from which he manages his public website and the nonpublic websites. BG says KM claims not to need more than three hours of sleep a night, and spends countless hours communicating with followers.

KM told BG a week prior to the trespass and arson at a Texas hunting ranch near Waco that “something big is about to happen,” but KM could not be physically placed in Texas during the crime. BG didn’t know KM’s whereabouts during that week, but assumed he was involved.

KM was in nearby Wyoming when David Linsicomb, the most prominent of Idaho’s domestic trophy elk breeders, was run off the road near Driggs and killed when his vehicle rolled over. On the night of the accident, BG could not verify KM’s whereabouts.

KM’s wife, Shannon, and his infant daughter frequently travel with him. BG gets along well with Shannon, who is Native American.

At rallies, KM traces his hatred of hunting and hunters to his boyhood in Oregon’s Klamath Valley (hence the name he is known by, his actual name is Harold). KM’s uncle used to take him deer hunting. KM says his uncle shot and wounded two deer but didn’t pursue them because it was too much trouble. When he finally killed a large trophy near the road, his uncle stood by and watched the buck bleed out instead of putting it out of its misery. The instance so scarred KM that his life’s mission was revealed to him at that moment, he claims. BG says KM hinted that his uncle eventually “got what was coming to him” but didn’t elaborate. Bureau follow-up reveals that KM’s uncle, one Everett Dysall of Klamath Falls, OR, died in 1997 from food poisoning. No foul play was suspected at the time. A bureau review of the autopsy and interview with the attending coroner corroborates the cause of death but provided no solid link to KM.

BG says KM seems excited about something about to happen, something BG thinks will be bigger than anything else thus far. Says KM hints that “something is in the works that will blow everybody away.”

“GEE,” JOE SAID aloud, “I wonder what he’s referring to?”

He sat back and rubbed his chin. He was looking forward to talking with Bill Gordon. The hunting story concerning Moore’s uncle made him angry. Nothing made him angrier than cruel acts by thoughtless hunters.

“If the story is true,” Joe mumbled, “he deserved it.”

“Who deserved what?” Sheridan asked as she entered the kitchen. She’d just showered and she wore a towel wrapped around her head.

“Hey, nice hat,” Joe said.

She made a face at him because he’d made it a practice over the years to greet her that way when she was turbaned. Joe was surprised to see Sheridan.

“Why aren’t you at school?”

“In-service training day for high school teachers. We’ve got the day off.”

“Who deserved it?” she asked, sitting across from him at the table. “What are you reading?”

“Files on Klamath Moore,” Joe said.

Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t like him. He’s a bully.” “You’ve met him?”

Joe was astounded by both the coincidence and the fact that a teacher had arranged for an in-school program by a man on the FBI’s domestic terror watch list.

She told him the story from her class the day before.

“This was your teacher’s idea?” Joe said, astounded.

“Mrs. Whaling’s kind of, well, passionate about some things. I don’t think she knew what kind of jerk he is. But I didn’t call him a jerk. I called him an asshole.”

Joe flinched.

“I liked his wife, though,” she said. “She was kind to me.”

“Shannon?”

“I didn’t get her name. He didn’t introduce her, which was just not cool. So,” she said, tapping the file, “what does it say about him?”

“I really can’t get into the specifics,” Joe said. “Sorry.”

“Do you think he has something to do with the murders?” “

I’m not sure,” Joe said, “but he may know something about them. But please, keep this between us. I can’t believe I’m even discussing this with you.”

“I’m interested in this kind of stuff,” Sheridan said, rolling her eyes. “I’ve been around it all my life, you know.”

“I wish you hadn’t,” Joe said, stung.

She shrugged. “It is what it is.”

“My, you’re philosophical these days.”

He could tell she had something on her mind, so he waited her out.

“What about what Klamath Moore says?” she asked. “I mean, he’s a jerk and all, but …”

“But what?”

“Do people really need to hunt? I mean, there’re easier ways to get food. Like go to the store.”

“Do you really think that?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I’m not sure. On the one hand I do. But on the other …” She reached for a banana from a bowl of fruit on the table and began to peel it. “In order to eat this I need to literally pull the skin off. That’s pretty gross if you think of it that way. And in order to get milk, some guy has to yank on the private parts of a poor old cow. I mean, yuck.”

Joe smiled.

She took a bite of the banana. “It’s too bad we can’t figure out a way to live without making other creatures give up their lives, is what I’m saying. Or something like it.”

“It’s a dilemma,” Joe said. “But let me ask you something. As people build more and more homes in places where wildlife lives, there are more and more encounters. Add to that the fact that the population of many species—deer, bears, mountain lions, elk—are increasing beyond carrying capacities. Is it better for that excess wildlife to starve to death, to be slaughtered by sharpshooters or hit by cars, or is it better for the animals to be harvested by hunters, who thank them for their meat and their lives? And you can’t not choose one of them. People can’t just say how much they love animals and turn their heads away and not have some kind of responsibility. My job as a game warden is to make that last choice—hunting—as efficient, biologically responsible, and sporting as possible.”

Sheridan nodded slowly.

“I talked too much,” Joe said, looking down.

“No, I appreciate what you said,” Sheridan mused. “And there’s another thing I think about. If I were given a choice to live in a world where some people still know how to hunt and survive in the wilderness or a world where it’s all been forgotten, I want to live in that first world. I remember watching television after nine-eleven when all the news people started praising those police and firemen like they didn’t even know those men were still around, like they’d sort of looked down on them for years and years. But all of a sudden, when people needed rescuing and somebody had to be physically brave, they were really glad those men were still around after all. It’s sort of like that.”

She said, “If something big happens and the electricity and Internet go out and we run out of gasoline and groceries, I’m not going to ask Ed Nedny next door or some computer game geek or Emo at school for help. I’m coming straight to you, Dad, because I know you know how to keep us alive.”

Joe grinned, embarrassed but proud.

“One thing I do know, though,” she said, chewing, “is that when somebody is as hateful as Klamath Moore is—even if it is sort of for a good cause—I don’t like them. It’s too much.”

Joe nodded. “You are philosophical. And maybe even wise.”

She grinned at the compliment. “When people want to control other people … it’s like those fascists, you know?”

Joe wasn’t sure what to say. His daughter amazed him.

Where had little Sheridan gone?

“Hey, nice hat,” he said.

WHEN THE TELEPHONE rang Sheridan sprang out of her chair to answer it, assuming it was for her. She said, “Just a minute, I’ll get him,” and handed the handset to Joe.

“Your boss,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Gotta go.”

Joe sighed. “Yes?”

Randy Pope said, “Any progress?”

“None.”

“None?”

“None.”

“What’s your plan of attack?”

“I don’t have one,” Joe said. “I’m reviewing the FBI files. I just got home at one in the morning.”

Pope cursed. “So you’re just sitting around? Do you not quite understand the significance of this case? Are you aware that your sheriff is assembling teams to go into the mountains and hunt the shooter down? That he is on the Associated Press saying, and I quote, ‘Since the governor has thrown up his hands and gone to ground, we’ve got to take on this thing ourselves.’”

“I hadn’t heard,” Joe said. “But wouldn’t it be good if the shooter was arrested? Isn’t that what we want?”

Pope paused uncomfortably long. “Of course that’s what we want.”

Joe wondered, Why the hesitation?

“Is there something you’re not telling me, Randy?”

Pope snorted. “Back to that again, eh? Why can’t you just do your job without constantly questioning me? If you spent half the time trying to find this killer that you do questioning my motives, we might actually have some progress. Have you thought of that?”

Nice dodge, Joe thought.

“I put my reputation on the line supporting your insistence on springing that Nate Romanowski,” Pope said. “I hope you’re in control of him. Is he there with you now?”

“No.”

“No? Where is he?”

I don’t have a clue, Joe thought, but said, “He’s following some leads on his own.” He hoped it didn’t sound like the lie it possibly was.

Pope took an audible breath before shouting, “On his own! He’s got federal charges against him and he was released to your custody! On his own? What are you thinking?”

Joe didn’t respond.

“Are you out of your mind? If either the governor or the FBI finds out he’s on his own you’ll be toast. I’ll be toast. And so will the governor! Jesus, what are you thinking?”

Joe swallowed. “Nate operates on different channels than we do. He works best with a loose rein.”

“All I can say is you had better rein him in! Like right now.” Pope moaned, and Joe could visualize the man pacing his office with his free hand flying around his head like a panicked bird. “I don’t know why the governor even trusts you,” Pope said.

Me either, Joe thought. “I’m calling you tomorrow,” Pope said, “and when I do, you had better be able to hand the phone over to your friend Nate Romanowski so I can talk to him. And if he isn’t there … there will be hell to pay.”

Joe raised his eyebrows.

“If he isn’t there, I’m coming up there again to take over this investigation. Do you hear me?”

Joe punched off the phone.

HE DIDN’T LIKE what Pope had told him about the sheriff, though. Not that the sheriff was disparaging the governor so much as McLanahan leading parties of armed men into the field was a recipe for disaster.

*

ATTACHED TO THE summary of Bill Gordon’s calls were several sheets of names Gordon had gathered from rallies around the country. Joe guessed it was the closest thing there was to a membership roster of Klamath Moore’s movement. A caveat at the top of the first page, written by the agent who compiled the list, said the spelling of the names couldn’t be verified.

Joe skimmed the list. A couple of names jumped out at him because they were Hollywood actors.

On the third page he saw it: Alisha Whiteplume.

He moaned and raked his fingers through his hair.

Joe recalled what Marybeth had said about Nate: “What it all boils down to is you either trust him or you don’t.”
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FOR THE REST of Saturday and Sunday, Joe tried to reach Nate Romanowski while at the same time avoiding calls from Randy Pope. Joe tried Nate’s home on the river and his cell (both long disconnected) as well as Alisha Whiteplume’s home (no answer, but Joe left repeated messages) and her employer (Wind River Indian High School), who said she’d called in sick both Monday and Tuesday. As each hour went by with no contact from Nate, Joe knew he was digging himself deeper and deeper into a professional hole he may never be able to climb out of. He considered calling Bud Longbrake, Marybeth’s stepfather, to see if the rancher could use a ranch foreman again, but decided to wait.

There were no more murders.

Joe’s only progress, and it was minimal, was to learn via Deputy Mike Reed that Klamath Moore’s followers were staying at the Blue Moon Motel, an ancient but clean twenty-room throwback to the 1950s at the edge of town. The motel was a favorite of budget-minded fishermen because it catered to weekly rentals and had kitchenettes. During hunting season, the owners allowed hunters to hang antelope and deer from a huge cottonwood in the courtyard. Joe wondered how Klamath’s people would react to that—until he remembered that the state was all but shut down for hunting while the shooter remained free, so there would be no hunters.

He assumed that Bill Gordon would be at the Blue Moon Motel, and planned to contact the informant that evening after he’d checked in with the FBI and was notified of Joe’s assignment.

Joe and Reed had agreed to meet for breakfast Wednesday morning at the Chuckwagon Diner to compare notes and catch each other up on new information or lack thereof. Maybe, Joe thought, Reed or someone in the sheriff’s department had seen Nate.

JOE WAS DOWNTOWN early to exchange the Yukon for his repaired pickup and to meet Reed for breakfast. As he drove to the Chuckwagon he happened on a spectacle taking place in front of the county building, something out of an old western movie, as the sheriff organized a posse to search for the shooter in the mountains. Each team consisted of at least four men, all heavily armed and recently deputized. Joe recognized many of the volunteers from out in the field or at high-school sporting events or simply around town. These were not the small-town elite, the city council types or the lawyers or cronies of the politicians or business leaders who met each morning at the Burg-O-Pardner to drink coffee and plot how to run the town. These men were the blue-collar guys, the ones who fixed cars and dug septic systems and stacked hay and kept Saddlestring operating. The men who worked hard so they could go hunting for two weeks out of the year, the men who asked, “Get your elk yet?” to one another by way of greeting. Joe knew them, liked them for the most part, respected them for both their work and their outdoor ethic, and wondered if the sheriff had any idea what he was doing.

The sheriff had assigned each team a sector and given them radios to check in with his dispatcher on the hour. McLanahan milled among them, slapping backs, shaking hands, asking if they wanted any of the coffee or doughnuts that had been donated to the cause by a bakery.

Joe pulled over to watch the assemblage and recognized Chris Urman lining up to be one of the volunteers. Leaving his truck running, he approached Urman and tried to keep out of McLanahan’s view.

“How are you doing?” Joe asked. “Is your family okay?”

Urman shrugged. “My aunt is a mess, of course, but we’re hanging in there.”

“Be careful up there,” Joe said. “It could be chaos.”

Urman nodded toward the sheriff. “I get that impression. We’re not exactly being organized here with military precision. But I’ve got to do somethimg to redeem myself.”

“You are blameless for what happened.”

“I wish I felt that way,” Urman said. “I mean, I killed a man. It’s the worst feeling in the world. I hope you never have to experience it.”

Joe looked down at his boots. “I have and you’re right.”

“It changes you.”

“Yup.”

A SMALL GROUP of Klamath’s followers stood to the side of the volunteers, jeering them. One of the protesters saw the same similarity to a western Joe had noted and started humming the theme to the old western television program Bonanza, and the rest eventually joined in …

Bum-duh-duh-Bum-duh-duh-Bum-du-duh-Bum

BONANZA!

Bum-duh-duh-Bum-duh-duh-Bum-du-duh-Bum

BONANZA!

… until the theme got stuck in Joe’s head like musical peanut butter and he couldn’t get rid of it the rest of the morning.

AT BREAKFAST, Reed shook his head and looked down at his uneaten eggs. “I felt real sad when those boys roared out of here all full of piss and vinegar. They’d love to find the shooter and bring him back so the moratorium will be lifted and they’ll be a bunch of heroes. But I don’t see it happening.”

Joe said to Reed, “I don’t think our shooter is just roaming around up there waiting to be caught. I doubt he’s still up there at all.”

Reed looked over the top of his coffee cup at Joe.

Joe said, “I would speculate that the shooter was there on the street this morning singing the theme to Bonanza.”

Reed snorted.

“I didn’t see Klamath Moore or his wife in that assembly this morning,” Joe said. “Did you?” Or Bill Gordon or Alisha Whiteplume or Nate Romanowski, Joe thought.

“Nope,” Reed said.

“I wonder where he is.”

Reed shrugged. “I hear the guy keeps on the move.”

Joe hoped Gordon was still around.

Reed sat back and put his coffee cup down. He looked like a man with a pain in his stomach. “I just wish Klamath Moore and his ilk would go away,” Reed said. “When they’re around it’s like I don’t know this place anymore. Everything seems off-kilter, if you know what I mean. We’ve always been sort of insulated from all of that activist crap here in our nice little town.”

Joe said, “Yup.”

“Maybe this is the beginning of the end,” Reed said. “Maybe all that stuff from the outside about animal rights and such has found us.”

JOE PARKED HIS pickup at the side of Nate’s house near the Twelve Sleep River and got out. It was high noon, still, cloudless, in the forties but dropping by the minute. He could hear the gossipy murmur of the river as he circled the house and the empty falcon mews. There was no point knocking on the door because there was obviously no one inside. And there were no birds in the sky.

What he noted, though, was a set of tire tracks coming in and going out. And the footprints—at least five sets—in the mud and dust near the front door. They’d been there, the whole carload of them, Joe thought. Nate, Alisha, Klamath Moore, Moore’s wife, Bill Gordon. The footprints led to the threshold and came back out again.

So Nate, Mr. Neighborly, had invited them inside, Joe thought. Perhaps they’d all taken chairs around Nate’s old dining table and sipped cocktails? Maybe Nate baked them a cake? Maybe they laughed and joked about how it had all come together as planned and Nate was now free to move about the country.

Just to make himself feel a little better, Joe kicked Nate’s door with the toe of his boot before leaving.

Hard pellets of snow strafed the ground and bounced off the hood of his truck. He was glad he’d thrown his thick Carhartt jacket into his vehicle that morning because, blink, it was winter.

*

THE SNAP WINTER storm roared through the Bighorns throughout Wednesday and into Thursday. Sheriff McLanahan’s search for the killer was postponed indefinitely Wednesday night when one of his volunteers—Joe and Marybeth’s plumber—was mortally wounded by another volunteer who mistook him for someone suspicious and shot him in the chest in close to zero visibility conditions.

That night, Joe reread Bill Gordon’s files and tried to watch television with Marybeth and Lucy but found himself wondering when, and if, Nate Romanowski would appear.
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ON THURSDAY, JOE cruised his pickup on the gravel roads of the Wind River Indian Reservation. Fallen leaves like tiny cupped hands skittered across the lawns to pile up against fences and brush. Woodsmoke from the chimneys of small box houses refused to rise in the cold and hung close to the ground. Some houses had lawns, fences, trees, hedges. Some had pickup trucks mounted on blocks without engines or doors.

He had always been struck by the number of basketball backboards and hoops on the reservation. Nearly every house had one, and they were mounted on power poles and on the trunks of trees. In the fall, during hunting season, antelope and deer carcasses hung from them to cool and age. In the summer, they were used by the children. Joe counted six fat mule deer hanging in one block and realized the moratorium the governor had placed on state lands wouldn’t apply to reservation lands, which were sovereign.

The reservation high school was a modern redbrick structure with well-kept lawns and nothing about to suggest the students were Northern Arapaho or Eastern Shoshone. The only student Joe saw outside was wearing a gray hoodie, smoking a cigarette, and listening to his iPod.

After checking the teachers’ lot for Alisha Whiteplume’s car (the SUV he’d seen through the binoculars), Joe parked and went in.

THE MAIN HALLWAY of the school was dark and empty. His boots echoed on the linoleum. Classes were in session, and he glanced through windows in the closed doors to see teachers teaching, students sprawled at their desks, a few catching his eye as he passed. The teachers’ names were printed on construction paper outside each door, and he paused at the one reading MISS WHITEPLUME. Inside was obviously a substitute teacher—a man in his mid-twenties with shoulder-length hair and round wire-rimmed glasses. He was explaining something to the students but their glassy-eyed response unveiled his ineffectiveness.

Student artwork decorated the walls, pen-and-ink the medium. Joe was struck by how similar the work was to what he saw in the hallways of Saddlestring High School in town; how little distinctively Indian was included in subject and theme. In fact, he thought, he’d seen more warriors and mystical American Indian scenes in town than he saw on the reservation. Plenty of typical teenage dark-minded fantasy stuff, though, as well as NBA, hip-hop, and NASCAR-themed scenarios. Farther down the hall, closer to the office, were framed photos of graduating classes dating back more than forty-five years, many of which had once been displayed in the old high school before this new one was built. The graduate displays slowed him, and his eyes looted through the cameo photos.

The faces that looked back at him from year to year reflected the styles and attitudes of the sixties, seventies, eighties, nineties, to the present. The number of graduates grew and receded from year to year, and he couldn’t tell if there were many more students at present than there had been forty years ago. There were sullen faces, hopeful faces, fierce faces, doomed faces. Because of the high mortality rate on the reservation, he recognized some of the recent names as accident victims, overdose victims, shooting victims. Too many from the recent classes were already gone, he thought.

THE RECEPTIONIST LOOKED up from behind the counter when he entered the school office. She was oval-faced and kindly-looking, a Native whose eyes showed she’d seen a lot over the years in that school. The name plaque on her desk read MRS THUNDER. He liked that name and wished his name was “Joe Thunder.”

Because he was wearing his uniform, Mrs. Thunder said,

“Okay, who did what?”

“Nobody I’m aware of,” he said.

“None of my boys shot a deer out of season or without a license?”

“Not this time,” he said, placing her because of the way she said “my boys” as the heart and soul of the school, the Woman Who Knew Everybody And Everything. He always felt blessed when he met up with such women because they were generally the key to unlocking the secret doors to an institution.

“Ah,” she said, “that’s good to hear.”

“I was going to ask to see the principal if he’s in, but you can probably help me.”

Mrs. Thunder shook her head, an impish grin on her lips. “I could, but it’s not protocol. You should see the principal and he’s a she. And she’s in. I’ll see if she has a minute. May I ask what you need from her?”

Joe said, “I want to ask about a teacher here, Alisha Whiteplume.”

Mrs. Thunder’s eyes flashed and Joe couldn’t interpret the reaction.

“I’ll be back,” Mrs. Thunder said.

Joe wondered what he’d just done.

In a few moments, Mrs. Thunder reappeared and said, “Principal Shoyo is waiting for you in there,” gesturing to an open door at the back.

Mrs. Shoyo was surprisingly young, Joe thought. She was dressed in a white blouse and business suit and wore a gold medicine-wheel pendant. She stood as Joe entered and they shook hands. Mrs. Shoyo had black hair that was swept back and piercing brown eyes. She was Native. He noted the pin on her lapel, a horizontal piece with a red wild rose on one side and a flag with parallel red and black bars on a field of white on the other side. The pin represented the two nations on the reservation: the rose the symbol of the Eastern Shoshone and the Northern Arapaho flag.

“Joe Pickett,” he said. “Thanks for taking a few minutes.”

“My pleasure,” she said, sitting back down.

He glanced at the wall behind her where she displayed photos of her family: three beautiful dark-haired, dark-eyed girls, a shot of her husband, he assumed, on a knee next to a dead bull elk he was very proud of; her diploma from the University of Wyoming; a certificate naming her one of the “Top 100 American Indian Women Leaders of 2001.”

“Mrs. Thunder said you were asking about one of my teachers, Alisha Whiteplume.”

“Yes,” Joe said.

“What about her?” Shoyo asked, her eyebrows arching, “Did she commit some kind of game violation?”

Joe laughed. “Not at all. I wish I weren’t wearing this uniform shirt right now. No, I’m here because she was last seen in the presence of a friend of mine I’m trying to track down. I was hoping she could help me find him.”

Mrs. Shoyo narrowed her eyes as if to read him better.

“I hope that’s all this is about because Alisha is one of my best, if not the best teacher I’ve got here. She left the reservation after graduating from here and went off and made a success of herself. Then she chose to come back, to help her people. She’s such a role model because she’s bright and attractive and her students always do the best on the aptitude tests. She’s also one of my closest friends.”

Joe now knew why Mrs. Thunder had flinched.

“Then you know of Nate Romanowski,” Joe said.

Mrs. Shoyo smiled gently, but Joe could see that she had placed an invisible shield between them. “Everybody knows Mr. Romanowski,” she said, which somewhat surprised Joe. “But my understanding is he’s in Cheyenne in jail waiting for his trial.”

“He’s out,” Joe said. “He’s supposed to be in my custody.”

“But he isn’t,” she said.

“But he isn’t,” he sighed.

“Are you saying you think Alisha is with him, wherever he is?”

“Possibly.”

“And by finding her you might find him.”

“That’s the idea,” he said.

She raised her hand and fitted her chin into her fist, studying him across the desk, making a determination, he assumed, about how much she should tell him and what she should keep to herself.

“Is Alisha in trouble?” she asked.

“No.”

“Why should I believe you?”

Joe shrugged. “Because I’m telling you the truth. I just want to find Nate.”

Mrs. Shoyo nodded as if she’d come to a conclusion. She leaned forward on her desk and showed him her palms. “I’d like to know where Alisha is as well because I’m starting to worry about her. She called in yesterday morning so we could line up a substitute teacher. I didn’t talk with her, Mrs. Thunder did. Alisha told her she might be out for a few days so to try and get a good replacement. I don’t think we did, though. I think we hired a man who spends all his time telling the students how hip and sympathetic he is to them instead of teaching them math and science.”

Joe recalled the man in Alisha Whiteplume’s classroom: it fit.

Joe asked, “Did she say where she was calling from?”

“No, she didn’t,” Mrs. Thunder answered from just outside the doorway, where she’d been listening.

“You can come in, Alice,” Mrs. Shoyo said, doing a quick eye roll for Joe’s benefit. “Nothing goes on in this school that Alice isn’t aware of.”

“I understand,” Joe said, looking over his shoulder at Mrs. Thunder, who came into the room.

“I don’t think she was calling from her house, though,” Mrs. Thunder said. “I could hear the wind in the background, like she was outside somewhere. I assumed she was calling from her cellphone. I didn’t question her. It’s her right to call in sick and she hardly ever has until this year. She’s had trouble shaking cold after cold this year, and she’s missed quite a few days the past few months.”

“Outside,” Joe said. “Could you hear anything else? Background talk? Highway noises?”

“No.”

“And she didn’t call again this morning?”

Mrs. Thunder shook her head.

Joe dug in his pocket for two business cards and handed one to Mrs. Shoyo and one to Mrs. Thunder. “If she shows up or calls in again, can you let me know? And if she calls, can you please try to find out where she is and when she’ll be back? I’m not asking you to rat on her—she’s not in trouble at all. I just want to make sure she’s safe and knows what she’s doing.”

Both women took the cards and looked at them in the long, contemplative, and deliberate way Joe had noted before in many American Indians.

“Alisha is a smart woman,” Mrs. Shoyo said, finally. “I’m sure she wouldn’t do something stupid.”

“But she’s with Nate Romanowski,” Joe said, immediately regretting he’d put it that way.

“How can she be,” Mrs. Thunder said slyly, “if he’s in your custody?”

“Not you too,” Joe moaned, and both women laughed.

AS JOE WALKED back down the long hallway toward the parking lot, the bell rang. The hall was suddenly filled with students pouring out of doors, gathering books, chattering, bound for their next class. Rather than swim against the tide, he stepped to the side and flattened himself against the wall. Due to his uniform and sidearm he got his share of inquiring looks. A pack of fifteen- or sixteen-year-old boys passed close by him talking loudly to one another in a staged exchange:

“Benny, are we still on to go poach some antelope after school today?”

“Absolutely, man. I got two guns and a bunch of bullets in my car! We can shoot a whole herd of ’em just like we did last night!”

“It’s a good thing there ain’t no smart game wardens around here, huh, Benny?”

“Yeah, that’s a good thing. Otherwise, he’d know we were killin’ and poachin’ fools!”

“Ha-ha,” said Joe, and the boys broke up into self-congratulatory laughter.

AS THE HALLS thinned and cleared he found himself looking at the framed photos of the Class of 1991, which had graduated seventeen years before. There she was, Alisha Whiteplume. Her beauty was striking, and intelligence shone in her eyes. But there was another female student two rows up from Alisha who was familiar as well. This girl exuded brash self-confidence. Her eyes seemed to challenge the photographer to take the picture, and she had an inscrutable smile of self-satisfaction. Joe knew her now as Shannon Moore, Klamath’s wife.

“THAT DIDN’T TAKE long,” Mrs. Thunder said when Joe returned to the office.

“I was hoping you could give me some background on another student I saw in one of the photos in the hallway,” Joe said.

“I’ll try,” Mrs. Thunder said. “I’ve been around this place for thirty years. If it’s before that I might not be able to help you.”

“Class of ’ninety-one,” Joe said.

“That”—Mrs. Thunder beamed—“was a very good year. That’s when Alisha graduated.”

Joe nodded. “And the other student I think I recognize. Her name is Shannon Moore now, but I don’t know her name at the time she graduated.”

Mrs. Thunder sat back, puzzled. “Shannon?”

Joe’s heart sank for a moment. Had he screwed up and mistaken one face for another? Then: “Maybe I can point her out to you.”

“Show me,” Mrs. Thunder said, plucking the 1991 high-school yearbook off a shelf behind her and opening it on the counter.

Joe used his index finger to guide him through the photos of graduating seniors. It settled on the one he’d seen in the hallway. As he read her name, Mrs. Thunder said, “So she goes by Shannon now, huh?”

“It says here her name was Shenandoah Yellowcalf,” Joe said. “Do you know her?” Mrs. Thunder snorted. “Do I know her? She was only the best girls’ basketball player we’ve ever had here. I’m surprised you don’t know her.”

Joe explained he’d only been in the valley for 10 years.

“Here,” Mrs. Thunder said, flipping through the yearbook pages, “let me show you.”

Joe looked at countless photos of Shenandoah Yellowcalf in the activities section of the yearbook. There were action photos of her on the court, at the foul line, and in the lane, another of her cutting down the net at the state championship.

“You’ve never seen a girl play like Shenandoah played,” Mrs. Thunder said softly, caressing the photos with a stubby fingertip as if drawing memories from them. “She had a blinding crossover dribble as good as any great NBA point guard as she brought the ball down the court, and she left her opponents flailing at air in her wake. She made us gasp the way she played. There has never been a player here with so much determination. She was so fierce. Shenandoah led our team, the Wyoming Indian Lady Warriors, which was made up of only seven girls, to win the state championship game.”

Joe read from the yearbook. “She scored fifty-two points in the championship game?” he said. “Good Lord!”

“Oh, she was good,” Mrs. Thunder said, shaking her head. “Alisha was on that team too,” and pointed her out in the team photo.

“Was Shannon—um, Shenandoah—recruited by colleges?” Joe asked.

Mrs. Thunder nodded enthusiastically. “She was offered full-ride scholarships to over twenty universities, including Duke and Tennessee, all the national powers. We were so proud of her.”

“Where did she go to school?” Joe asked.

“She didn’t,” Mrs. Thunder said sadly.

Joe shook his head, confused.

“Shenandoah’s grandmother got really sick, so she stayed on the reservation to take care of her. I think she was scared—there was so much pressure on her—and I told her that, but she said she would go to college and play basketball when her grandmother was better. Like all those schools would just wait for her.”

She looked up at Joe, moisture in her eyes. “I get disappointed to this day when I think about the potential she had and the opportunity she missed.”

Joe nodded, prodding her on.

Mrs. Thunder looked down, as if she didn’t want Joe to see her eyes, didn’t want to see how he reacted to an alltoo-common story on the reservation. She said Shenandoah did, in fact, nurse her grandmother for a year, then two. Her devotion was extraordinary for a girl her age, she said, but didn’t entirely mask the fact that part of the reason she stayed was because of her fear of leaving the cloistered reservation for the punishing high-profile world of big time college sports—or at least that’s what Mrs. Thunder surmised. Plus, there was the pressure from those she’d grown up with, her friends and family and coaches. Too many people lived vicariously through her, saw her triumphs as their triumphs. When she failed, they failed too.

“Kind of like me,” Mrs. Thunder said. “I’m guilty of that as well. I think of a lot of these kids as my own, and I wanted her to do so well, to make us all be able to say, ‘I knew her when.’ ”

“Where did she go?” Joe asked gently, knowing where she ended up but not how she got there.

“Nowhere, for way too long, I’m afraid,” she said. “The time away from sports didn’t do her any good. She gained a lot of weight the way kids do when they’re used to playing sports all the time and they just stop. It was pretty obvious after a couple of years that it would be tough if not impossible for her to get a recruiter interested, even if they still remembered her. But that’s me speaking … I don’t even know if she tried.”

Shenandoah started running with the wrong crowd, she said, a bad mixture of Indians and town kids. She got involved with alcohol and drugs, and was arrested for dealing crystal meth, the scourge of the reservation as well as small-town Wyoming. Her grandmother died and Shenandoah drifted back and forth from the res to town. Mrs. Thunder said she’d hear of Shenandoah from time to time, that she worked as a barmaid, a waitress, even as a roughneck on a coal-bed methane crew. She hired out as a cook and a guide for elk camps as well, Mrs. Thunder said, raising her eyebrows as she said it.

Joe grunted. While there certainly were legitimate cooks for elk camps, there were also “cooks”—mainly younger women—who provided other services for well-heeled, mainly out-of-state hunters. Joe had seen and met some of the camp cooks in the mountains, and it was obvious few knew anything about making breakfast. He felt the same irony and sadness Mrs. Thunder conveyed as he imagined the scenario and looked at Shenandoah Yellowcalf’s bold face and eyes in the yearbook. Those hunters had no idea that the chubby twenty-year-old Northern Arapaho “camp cook” they’d hired was once one of the greatest basketball players in the state of Wyoming, he thought. He searched his memory; there was something familiar about the story. Something about a young female Indian camp cook. Something he’d heard years before when he was a trainee working under the former game warden Vern Dunnegan …

But he’d sort that out later.

He asked, “Do you know if Shenandoah and Alisha were friends?”

Mrs. Thunder smiled. “They were best friends. I think Alisha did everything she could to help Shenandoah.”

“Did they keep in touch?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I assume they did.”

Joe said, “Hmmmm.”

“What?”

“I’m not sure,” he said. “But I can tell you that Shenandoah is back and doing very well. I saw her recently. She looks good and she has a little baby. She’s married to a guy named Klamath Moore.”

It was obvious from Mrs. Thunder’s expression that she was grateful to hear the news but didn’t know who Klamath Moore was.

“I’m so happy to hear that,” she said, growing misty again. “That’s so good to hear. Please, if you see her again, tell her to come by the school. Tell her I’d love to see her again.”

Joe smiled. “If I get the chance, I’ll pass along the invite.”

“Tell her that old Alice Thunder wants to give her a hug.”

JOE WAS BUOYED as he walked out into the parking lot. The best entree to Klamath Moore would no doubt be through his wife, Shannon … and Alisha. Maybe that was the angle Nate was working.

If his friend was working on anything at all.

HE SAT IN the pickup without starting the motor. His mind raced. What was it Vern Dunnegan had once told him about the Indian camp cook?

Vern told a lot of stories. He talked nonstop. Joe had learned to tune him out because the chatter was incessant and many of Dunnegan’s stories were mean-spirited. Joe had tried to forget everything Vern had told him once Vern showed himself to be a liar and a criminal nine years before; he’d done all he could to expunge Vern Dunnegan from his mind. But he tried to remember this particular story about the camp cook. He hoped he’d written it down in his notebook at the time, and he planned to locate his old notes to try to refresh his memory.

THERE WERE TWO messages on his cellphone and he punched in the access number to hear them.

The first was from Stella, saying Randy Pope was doing everything he could to meet with the governor to get his blessing to leave Cheyenne and take over supervision of the case. She was running interference, but she said she couldn’t hold him off forever. What, Stella asked, was going on?

The second was from Portenson of the FBI, saying Bill Gordon was prepared to meet Joe that night in the little town of Winchester. He said Gordon wanted to talk and he had something to say. Portenson said Joe was to be at the park promptly at eight. No earlier, no later. If Joe wasn’t there on time and alone, Gordon, Portenson promised, would flee. And if something bad happened—if Joe was late or Gordon smelled a trap—there would be no more meetings, because the informant couldn’t risk them and, frankly, he had no idea if Joe could be trusted in the first place.

“You’ve got one shot at our man,” Portenson said. “Don’t fuck it up.”

Joe was grateful Portenson didn’t mention Nate, which meant he didn’t yet know. But Joe assumed the FBI would know soon, one way or another—possibly even Pope would tell them in an effort to take over—and he wondered if he’d hear the explosion from 350 miles away.

IT WASN’T THE new knowledge of Shenandoah Yellowcalf, or the calls from Stella or Portenson that suddenly unnerved Joe, caused the hairs on his forearms and the back of his neck to stand on end, his flesh to crawl. It wasn’t something that had happened or what he’d learned as much as what he was feeling: there was something malevolent in the air.

He was being watched.

Over the years, he’d come to trust his instincts in this regard. When he had felt he was being watched he habitually discarded the notion, convinced himself he was imagining things, tried to move on, only later to learn that he had been correct in the first place.

He raised his eyes, surveyed the cars in the parking lot. No one. He scanned the school grounds, anticipating the sight of a student skulking in the shadows and alcoves, maybe sneaking a smoke, keeping his eyes on Joe. He scanned the windows of the school for a face. Maybe Mrs. Thunder and Mrs. Shoyo looking out at him, seeing him off. Maybe those boys who had been pretending to be “poaching fools” were having another laugh at his expense.

He scanned the sagebrush-covered hillsides that flowed like frozen swells toward the foothills and the mountains beyond. There were pockets of pine and aspen, plenty of vantage points to hide in.

Joe saw no one.
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IWATCH THE game warden through my binoculars as he leaves the school building. He is wearing his red uniform shirt. He clamps his Stetson on his head and climbs into his green pickup truck. He’s doing something in front of him or on his lap, eyes down. Probably checking a PDA or his cellphone.

Following him wasn’t a problem and I’m sure he never suspected I was there.

The stand of aspen is behind me, the dried leaves rattling in the wind. I’ve parked my vehicle on the side of the old road in back of the trees, so it’s hidden from view. My rifle is beside me, pulled from its case. I estimate 250 yards at most across the flat. It is a clear, sunny day. The wind is so slight it wouldn’t be a factor in aiming.

Two things, though: I don’t like long shots, and killing the game warden now would hurt me more than help me.

Shots at this distance can be problematic. There is no guarantee. I like them much closer; close enough there is no doubt. Beyond the game warden’s pickup is the school, and the windows of the classrooms are at the same height as the windshield of his truck. I’ve heard of occasions when bullets were deflected by glass. If I missed—not likely, but always possible—I could kill a teacher or a student. An innocent.

More important is that I have nothing against the game warden, although I fear in his clumsy way he’s getting closer. I don’t fear the sheriff, or the sheriff’s men in the mountains right now. They’re hunting a ghost. But this game warden has worried me since the first time I saw him. There is something earnest and relentless about him that scares me in a way I can’t articulate. He reminds me of me.

But why would he be at the school, if not to ask about Alisha Whiteplume? Or question the staff about the person once known as Shenandoah? If he makes the connection, it is a big step toward finding out about me. I can only hope in this case I am mistaken. I’m not ready to be found out.

Not yet.

The game warden has frozen up in a way that I think he must know I’m here. I can see a certain stiffness to his movements, an attempt not to give away the fact that he’s looking for me, trying to find the eyes that he feels on him. I wriggle backward on the hill, in case he uses his binoculars or spotting scope.

I wait until I hear him start his pickup and drive down the road. I hear the crunch of his tires on the gravel road.

I don’t need to follow him. I know where he’s going.
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PORTENSON HAD SAID Bill Gordon would be waiting for Joe in the public park at 8 P.M. in the little town of Winchester, population 729, which was eighteen miles north-west of Saddlestring via the interstate north to Montana. Joe was familiar with the park because years before he’d taken Sheridan, Lucy, and Maxine to a local dog show there. Maxine didn’t place in any of the events but was awarded a “Most Unusual Color” consolation certificate that his girls were very proud of and that still hung on the refrigerator with magnets. None of the judges had ever seen a Labrador that had once been scared completely white. Nobody had.

The park consisted of a few picnic tables, a shelter, some benches, and a jungle gym and slide erected and maintained by the Winchester Lions Club, according to a sign. The park was a perfectly square town block. It was sealed off on four sides by neat rows of ancient cottonwood trees, which made it a good place to meet because of its seclusion on a cold fall night and because of its location off the main street.

As instructed by Portenson, Joe wore street clothes—Wranglers, boots, snap-button cowboy shirt, his worn Carhartt ranch coat—and drove the family van instead of his game and fish pickup. Any suggestion that he was official would blow the meeting, expose Gordon if someone saw them together. The interstate was clear of snow but black and wet in his headlights. His twelve-gauge Remington Wingmaster shotgun rested against the passenger seat, muzzle down, and his .40 Glock was clipped to his belt and out of view under the coat. He was edgy, unsure, which is why he’d brought his weapons. But he wanted to talk to Gordon. Joe had the feeling—and it wasn’t more than that at this point—that he was getting somewhere, that momentum was finally with him. Not that he was solving the murders or understanding what was going on, but that finally he was in motion toward an end.

Winchester was primarily a ranching and timber town, five hundred feet higher than Saddlestring, where the foothills paused for rest before beginning their climb to become the Bighorns. Winchester’s lone public artwork, located on the front lawn of the branch bank, was an outsized and gruesome metal sculpture of a wounded grizzly bear straining at the end of a thick chain, its metal leg encased in a massive saw-toothed bear trap. Joe thought it was one of the most grotesque and disturbing pieces he had ever seen, while at the same time reflecting the rough sensibilities of the little town.

At 7.45, Joe took the Winchester exit. He was close enough to the town limits he could smell wood smoke from the two hundred or so homes already battened down and prepped for a long winter when the whoop of a siren came out of nowhere on the side of the road and his van was lit up by the flashing red-and-blue wig-wag lights of a police car.

Joe looked at his speedometer—forty-five, the speed limit—before slowing down and pulling over onto the shoulder of the road. The cruiser eased in behind him.

“What?” Joe asked aloud. “Why now? Why me?” A burned-out taillight? What?

The thought that Portenson had set him up crossed his mind.

In his rearview mirror, Joe could see the inside lights go on in the police car. The lone Winchester town cop looked to be in his mid-twenties, with a heavy shelf of brow, a buzz cut, and a slight mustache. He wore a neat blue police vest over a crisp blue shirt. The cop was calling in Joe’s license plate for a vehicle check before getting out and approaching. The look on the officer’s face was serious and zealous. Joe had seen that look on overeager cops before, and it was rarely a good thing.

Joe groaned, bit his lip, debated getting out first to head off what could quickly become ugly if the cop shone his flashlight inside the van and saw the shotgun or his sidearm. Joe’s badge was pinned to his red shirt on the back of a chair in his bedroom at home. He ran through his options quickly: get out, hope the cop recognized him as the local game warden and let him go quickly so he could meet Gordon in ten minutes (at the risk of the cop becoming alarmed by the armed violator he’d just pulled over); wait for the cop to approach him and try to explain away why he was entering Winchester with a shotgun and no badge or official identification, and beg the officer to let him pass; lie—say he was hunting coyotes or taking the shotgun to a gunsmith in Winchester to fix something, hope the cop didn’t check for concealed weapons. But he was no good at lying. Maybe he could hide the weapons under the seat where they may or may not be found, accept a ticket for whatever it was he was pulled over for, promise to buy a new bulb for the tailgate or whatever, hope the transaction would be done quickly enough so he would be at the park by eight; confess everything—I’m working directly for the governor and I’m undercover in order to meet with a confidential informant for the FBI who may have information on the murders of those hunters so you have to let me go right now—and hope the cop believed him even though Joe, in the cop’s place, wouldn’t buy it for a second. Or he could peel away when the cop got out of the cruiser and try to lose him on the two-lane highway before doubling back to meet Gordon in the park …

Joe thought, All bad options.

He watched the cop nod as he got confirmation on the plate and hung up his mike, then opened his door. His approach was textbook—Maglite in his left hand, his arm bent so the barrel of it rested on his shoulder with the beam directed into Joe’s van to illuminate the backseat, the floor, the side of Joe’s face. The cop’s right hand rested on his pistol grip. He walked close to the side of the van and Joe read his name badge backward in the mirror: NORYB.

Joe toggled the switch to open his window.

“Officer Byron,” Joe said, “I’m not sure why you pulled me over—”

“Put both of your hands on the steering wheel where I can see ’em,” the cop barked. He’d seen the shotgun.

“Look,” Joe said, “my name is Joe Pickett. I’m a game warden in Saddlestring—”

The cop stepped back and squared into a shooter’s stance, his pistol out and aimed at Joe along with the blinding beam from the flashlight. “Get out of the car!”

Joe briefly closed his eyes, took a deep breath.

“I said, get out of the car, sir. Now!”

“Okay, I’m getting out,” Joe said. “But I need to tell you right now I’m a peace officer myself and I’ve got a concealed weapon.”

Byron, eyes wide and mouth set, aimed down his semi-automatic. Joe kept his right hand aloft while he opened the door with his left and stepped out onto the cold wet pavement with his hands visible. He couldn’t believe what was happening.

Byron said, “Turn around and put your hands on the roof of the car and spread your feet.”

Joe hated to turn his back on the cop, but he did. He said, “This is a mistake. I’m on duty myself if you’d just let me explain.”

Byron kicked the inside of Joe’s left ankle hard, nearly taking his legs out from under him. The pain shot through his body.

“I said, spread ’em,” the cop yelled. “There. And lean forward. Put your weight on your hands.”

Joe felt his coat being pulled back and the weight of the Glock suddenly wasn’t there.

“And what do we have here?” Byron asked, playing the tough guy.

“I told you I had it,” Joe said, looking over his shoulder. “Now would you listen to me for a minute?” Byron tossed Joe’s weapon into the borrow pit where it landed with a soft thud. Joe said, “Now, why did you do that?”

“Shut up. How many more guns do you have with you?” Byron asked, pulling the shotgun through the open window butt-first and tossing it into the wet grass as well.

“I don’t have any more guns,” Joe said, his anger rising. “Come on, this is ridiculous. What is it you think I did?”

“You mean before I pulled you over and found the guns? Start with speeding—forty-five in a thirty.”

“Thirty? What are you talking about?”

Byron shone his flashlight down the highway until the beam lit up a speed limit 30 sign so new and white it sparkled. “See?”

“When did you change it?” Joe asked, hot.

“Doesn’t matter. It’s thirty now.”

“It looks like you guys put that up this morning.”

“It was last week,” Byron said, “but it doesn’t matter when we put it up. It’s up, it’s the law, and I clocked you at forty-five. That gives me probable cause to look inside the car.”

A set of headlights appeared coming from the town of Winchester. The vehicle—a light-colored SUV like the one he’d seen in his binoculars picking up Nate—barely slowed as it neared the van and the police car and swung wide in the road to avoid them. Joe tried to see if the driver was Bill Gordon, but the driver looked straight ahead, didn’t look over, which was odd in itself. Wasn’t the driver curious as to what was going on? Joe got only a glimpse of the profile behind the wheel as the SUV shot by, and he thought how much it resembled Klamath Moore. The red taillights receded on the highway.

“Hey,” Joe said, wheeling around, “we need to stop that car!”

“Turn back around!” Byron hollered, pointing his gun in Joe’s face, his trigger finger tightening. Joe could tell from Byron’s eyes that he was ready—and willing—to fire.

“Okay,” Joe said, trying to calm Byron, “but you just made a big mistake.”

Byron laughed harshly. “I’d say the only guy making mistakes around here is you. And you just keep making ’em.”

Joe tried to keep his voice reasonable. “I’m a game warden for the state of Wyoming. I’ve got ID in my wallet and a badge at home to prove it.”

“Oh, I know who you are,” Byron said.

“You do?”

“Yeah. You’re the guy who busted my uncle Pete and me up on Hazelton Road four years ago. You said we forgot to tag the elk we had in the back of the truck, and you gave Uncle Pete a damned citation.”

Joe looked over his shoulder at Officer Byron, who’d probably been seventeen or eighteen at the time. His face did look vaguely familiar, and he recalled how filled with attitude the boy had been at the time. He’d told Joe, “I’m gonna remember this.”

“Your elk didn’t have tags,” Joe said. “I was doing my job.”

“And I’m doing mine,” Byron said, grinning.

Joe sighed deeply, and turned his wrist a little so he could see his watch. Eight on the nose.

“Look, just give me my speeding ticket,” Joe said. “Let me get the hell out of here. Here’s the situation: I’m working undercover for the state, for Governor Rulon. I’m here to meet a confidential FBI informant, right now, in Winchester. This is about the murder of those hunters and Robey Hersig. You knew Robey, right? This guy may know something. If I’m not there he’ll bolt and I may not get a chance to talk to him. Take my weapons and wallet and anything else you want. As soon as I meet my guy, I’ll come to the station and turn myself over to you and you can check it all out. I promise. I swear.”

And Byron laughed. “That’s a new one. You must think I’m an idiot.”

Well, yes, Joe thought.

Byron said, “Just keep your mouth shut and don’t move. I’m going to check your ID. And I’ll need to see your registration and insurance card.”

Joe moaned with frustration and anger. Had Marybeth even put the registration in the car? And if so, where? It was her car, and he normally had very little to do with it other than maintenance.

He imagined that Gordon would be checking his watch and probably walking toward his vehicle with his keys out.

And what was Klamath Moore doing in Winchester, if that was him?

Byron said, “Never mind getting your wallet, I’ll get it,” and Joe could feel the cop lift up the back of his coat again. Dropping his chin to his chest and looking back under his armpit, he could also see Byron lower his weapon to his side while he dug into Joe’s pocket with his other hand.

Joe swung back as hard as he could with his right elbow and connected with Byron’s nose, the impact making a muffled crunching sound like a twig snapping underfoot. Joe spun on his heel and grabbed the cop’s gun with both hands and twisted, wrenching it free. Byron backpedaled clumsily to the center stripe in the highway, reaching up with both hands for his broken nose.

Joe pointed the gun at the cop while at the same time not believing he was doing it. Dark blood spouted through Byron’s fingers.

“Get in the van,” Joe said.

“What are you going to do?” Bryon asked with a mouthful of blood.

“We’re going to the park.”

“The park?”

JOE STEERED THE van into Winchester with his left hand on the wheel and Byron’s weapon, pointed at the cop in the passenger seat, in his right.

“Don’t hurt me,” Byron burbled.

“I’ll try not to,” Joe said.

As he turned from the main street toward the park, Joe said, “I had my gun taken from me once. It sucks, doesn’t it?”

“Mmmff.”

BILL GORDON WAS sitting partially in shadow on a park bench when Joe arrived. Gordon appeared to be looking him over as Joe parked and opened his door.

“What about me?” Byron asked.

“Stay here. I’ll be back in a few minutes and we can get this all straightened out.”

“You’re gonna shoot me, aren’t you?”

“Of course not,” Joe scoffed, “and I’d probably miss if I tried. I’m a horrible pistol shot.”

Byron’s eyes did a “now you tell me” roll.

Joe hoped Gordon wouldn’t get nervous and run when he saw the cop inside the van. He was relieved when he shut the door and saw that Gordon was still there.

“Bill?” Joe called, walking across the grass that was stiffening with cold. “It’s Joe Pickett. I’m sorry I’m late. I got nailed in a speed trap coming into town.”

Gordon didn’t move, just sat there slightly slumped to the side, a wash of pale moonlight on the side of his face.

“Bill?”

Joe froze when he was ten feet away. He saw it all at once—the gun held loosely in Gordon’s fist, the small hole in one temple and the larger exit hole in the other, bits of brain and bone flecked across the backrest of the bench.

Joe whispered, “Oh. No.”
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JOE SAT ALONE at a scarred table in Witness Room Number Two in the Twelve Sleep County Building at one in the morning, waiting for Sheriff McLanahan and Deputy Reed to return. They’d been gone over an hour. On the table was a mug of weak coffee that had gone cold.

The amoral eye of a camera mounted in a high corner of the room watched him. The mirrored plate of one-way glass in the wall reflected the image of a man who very much wished he was home in bed. Anywhere but where he was.

He groaned and sat back, staring at the blazing light fixture inset in the ceiling. He thought, I’ve really done it this time.

AFTER HE FOUND Gordon’s body and confirmed he was dead, Joe called county dispatch and asked Wendy, the dispatcher, to locate the sheriff and send him to Winchester right away. He told Wendy he’d stay at the crime scene until the sheriff and the coroner’s team arrived.

“And please put out an APB for a light-colored SUV heading toward Saddlestring from Winchester on the highway. The subject inside I believe is Klamath Moore, and he may have information on the death of the victim here on the park bench.”

“That Klamath Moore?” Wendy asked. “

That Klamath Moore,” Joe said, punching off.

“Jesus, is that guy dead?” said Officer Byron. Joe hadn’t heard Byron walk up to him.

“Yes.”

“This is my first dead body,” Byron said. “I mean, other than a car wreck or some old lady dying of a heart attack. It sure looks like he ate his own gun, don’t it?”

“That’s what it looks like.” But Joe had his doubts.

“I want my gun back now.”

“No,” Joe said. “Go sit down until the sheriff gets here. Don’t get any closer to the crime scene.”

Byron turned from Gordon’s body to Joe. “You are in so much trouble.”

“I know.”

Joe made two more calls before the sheriff’s department arrived, the first to Marybeth advising her not to wait up for him because he’d discovered a dead body and assaulted a police officer. She was speechless.

“Don’t worry,” he said.

“You assaulted a cop?”

“Sort of, yes.”

“And you say not to worry?”

“I’ll be home soon,” he said, wishing it were true.

The other call was to Special Agent Tony Portenson, telling him his confidential informant had just been found dead.

Portenson had predictably exploded, and Joe told him he’d get back to him with more details and closed his phone.

ANOTHER HOUR. JOE paced the witness room, tried to see if anyone was looking at him through the one-way mirror into the hallway. The repercussions of what he’d done, what had happened, crushed in on him from all sides. At one point, he had to hold himself up with one hand on the wall and breathe deeply, get his wits back. His heart raced and slowed, raced and slowed.

When the door opened he jumped.

It was Deputy Reed, looking furtive. “I really shouldn’t be in here,” he said.

“What’s going on?”

Reed pulled out a hard-backed chair from the other side of the table, the legs scraping across the linoleum like fingernails on a blackboard. He sat down heavily.

“Klamath Moore is in the other witness room,” Reed said. “We found him where he was staying here in town. At Shelly Cedron’s place. You know Shelly? She runs the animal shelter and I guess she’s a sympathizer to his cause. Who would have guessed that? Man, you think you know people but you don’t know what’s in their hearts, I guess.”

Joe nodded, urging him on.

“There was a light-colored SUV outside her home that sort of matches your description. Shelly herself is out of town at a conference, so she wasn’t even there. But do you know how many vehicles match that description? I mean, this ain’t LA. It would be unusual if you’d seen a sedan, or a coupe. Everybody’s got an SUV. Hell, I’ve got two, and a pickup. Anyway, we woke him up—”

“He was sleeping?”

Reed nodded. “Says he was, anyway. And claims he was there all night doing IM conversations with his followers and talking with his wife. She vouches for him.”

“Do you believe her?”

Reed shrugged. “Without anything more than your ‘It looked kind of like Klamath Moore’ story, we have nothing else to go on. One thing, though, his hair was wet. I asked him about that and he said he took a shower before he went to bed.”

“That would clean off any gunpowder residue on his skin,” Joe said. “Did you find the clothes he was wearing?”

“He pointed at a pile of dirty laundry in the corner of the bedroom,” Reed said. “I bagged it up. But Shelly Cedron has a woodstove, just like everybody else. It’s one of those really good airtight ones that burns hot inside.”

“Will your crime-scene guys search the SUV?”

Reed shrugged. “You mean search for hair and fiber from Gordon? Sure. But we both know Gordon has been in the car before. That wouldn’t give us anything.”

“What about Bill Gordon?” Joe asked. “Have the crime-scene people looked at him?”

“Doc Speer says—preliminarily, at least—it looks like a suicide. The gun was fired so close to his head it’s a contact wound consistent with suicide. No short-range or mid-range powder burns or anything indicating it wasn’t self-inflicted. The weapon was a .45ACP Sig Sauer P220. Nice gun. And the suicide theory looks completely clean except for one thing: there were two bullet wounds in his head.”

“What?”

Reed pointed at his own head to show Joe. “One in his temple; that was the wound you could see. But there was another one a couple of inches up from that covered by hair.”

“Who shoots himself twice in the side of the head?” Joe asked.

“Someone who wants to be dead,” Reed said. “Hey—that was the first thing I thought too. But Doc Speer says it isn’t inconceivable that a suicide victim shoots himself deliberately and that his death reflex makes him pull the trigger again before he’s even dead. There’s only a four-point-five-pound trigger pull on that gun. I could see it happening. The second shot would be fired as the first one kicked the gun up, so you’ve got that second hole higher up in his skull.”

Joe shook his head. “But it makes no sense. Why agree to meet me at that park and take every precaution in the world and then kill yourself?”

“I don’t know. Guilt? Maybe there was something else going on in his life. Maybe he saw you drive up with a bleeding cop in your car and thought the jig was up.”

“I didn’t hear a shot, much less two shots,” Joe said. “It was quiet in Winchester. I would have heard a shot. He was sitting on that bench like that when I got there. He got shot before I ever showed up.”

“Or shot himself. We bagged his hands. They’re checking for residue on his hands to confirm he fired the gun himself.”

Joe shook his head, not believing it. “Or Klamath Moore shot Gordon in the head at close range, then put the gun in Gordon’s hand and shot again so there would be plenty of residue on the dead man’s skin. Klamath left the weapon in Gordon’s hand so it would look like a suicide. Then Klamath went home and burned his clothes and took a shower and waited for you guys to find him. Reed, you’ve got to question his wife again, see if you can catch her in an inconsistency.”

“We can try.”

“Maybe if you sweated her,” Joe said.

Reed shook his head. “No chance without more to go on.”

Joe looked up at the light fixture again, trying to think of a way to snare Klamath Moore, trying to come up with a way to show the man was involved. Nothing.

“There’s another theory,” Reed said.

“What?”

“That maybe our governor’s got such a hard-on for Klamath Moore and wants him out of the state so bad that you’re seeing him everywhere, even in the dark on a two-lane with no highway lights.”

Joe was surprised by the theory and hadn’t seen it coming. It was then he felt the presence of someone outside in the hall, watching him through the one-way mirror, assessing his reaction. He looked hard at Reed, who broke off his gaze. Reed had been sent in to see if Joe would admit something.

Joe took a step back, his chin in his hand, as if mulling things over. Suddenly, he lashed backward and hit the mirror with the flat of his palm.

“Christ!” McLanahan yelled from the hallway, his voice muffled by the glass.

“Reed …” Joe said. “I thought you were better than that.”

Reed looked down, mumbling so low it couldn’t be picked up outside. “He sent me in here to see how you’d react. No offense, Joe.”

“None taken,” Joe whispered back. Then, loud enough so the sheriff could hear him again: “I’m not accusing Klamath Moore of pulling the trigger, although it could have been him. Or one of his sympathizers. And I’m damned sorry Bill Gordon is dead, because I think he was one of the good guys. But I want it known that while I do work for the governor, I’m not a hack. I’m doing this job for Robey, and Nancy Hersig. Not for the governor.”

Joe turned to the mirror, addressing McLanahan. “You might as well come in, Sheriff.” Reed looked up from the table. “Just so you can be prepared, Randy Pope is on his way here. McLanahan called him at home tonight and told him what happened. He’s not happy, from what the sheriff said.”

“Great,” Joe said. McLanahan opened the door and came into the witness room and sat on a corner of the table. “You like to scared me to death with that stunt,” he drawled, nodding toward the mirror.

Joe shrugged.

“Do you know what night it is? What night it was?” he said, looking at his wristwatch.

Joe was confused.

“It’s American Idol night. My daughter and my wife and I pop some popcorn every week and sit down and watch it. But not tonight, because I get a call right after the first singer saying we’ve got a body in Winchester Park and a busted-up town cop. Now here it is, one in the morning, and I haven’t been home and didn’t get a chance to vote. You may have ruined the whole season for me.”

“Sorry,” Joe said, feeling for perhaps the first time in his life some sympathy for McLanahan. Not because he’d prevented the sheriff from voting, but because McLanahan was denied a night with his family.

“He’s likely to press charges,” McLanahan said, meaning Byron. “You may be facing some time.”

“It was a speed trap but it was personal on his part,” Joe said, not even convincing himself.

“You busted his nose and kidnapped a cop. Think about it.”

“I have.”

“I don’t know who is going to get you out of this one. I don’t think even the governor’s gonna try.”

Joe sighed. McLanahan was right.

“Plus, I went against my better judgment and listened to my deputy here,” he said, putting a hand on Reed’s shoulder. “He said if you saw Klamath Moore leaving the scene, you saw Klamath Moore leaving the scene. So we rousted an innocent man who turns out to have an alibi, and we look like idiots and could face a civil suit. Klamath Moore’s claiming he’s a political prisoner, that the only reason we rousted him is because of his anti-hunting agenda. He says he’s got a shitload of high-powered attorneys working pro bono and he’ll unleash ’em on us. And I don’t doubt that he does.”

Reed looked away from both Joe and the sheriff. He looked like he could shoot himself, Joe thought.

“I saw what I saw,” Joe said.

“I’ve got a question,” McLanahan said. “Randy Pope asked me and I couldn’t answer.”

“Yes?”

“He claimed you’re working with Nate Romanowski, that he’s in your custody. He asked me if Romanowski was with you tonight. I had to tell him that not only was that son of a bitch not with you, he is nowhere to be found. So I learn from a state bureaucrat that the suspect in the murder of Sheriff Barnum was in my county but nobody bothered to let me know. So tell me where he is.”

Joe swallowed. “I don’t know.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not. I don’t know where he is.”

“And do you see a problem with that?” McLanahan asked, his face flushing. He was really angry.

“Yes I do.”

“You are in so much trouble.”

“I think I already heard that tonight,” Joe said gloomily.

“I’ve got to go release Klamath Moore now,” the sheriff said. “I’ve got nothing to hold him on and an eyewitness saying he never went to Winchester tonight. Then I’ve got to go see that little pissant Byron at the clinic and see if he wants to press charges against you. Then I’ve got to see Doc Speer to see where in the hell we’re going to put another body, since the morgue is full.”

“I wish you wouldn’t release Moore,” Joe said. “I’d like to talk to him.”

McLanahan laughed angrily. “Not a chance. We already know what happens when you want to talk to people.” The sheriff made a pistol of his hand and pressed his index finger to his temple and worked his thumb twice.

Joe winced.

“I should hold you tonight,” McLanahan said. “But I’m just too damned tired to file the paperwork. So get out of my building and stay the hell at home where I can find you tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

“I mean it. And make that son of a bitch Romanowski turn himself in.”

“That I can’t promise.”

The sheriff glared, on the verge of going into a rage but too tired to do so.

“Don’t go anywhere,” he said, and stomped out of the room.

Reed turned before following McLanahan, and showed a “what can I do?” palms-up gesture, and left the door open behind him.

JOE WAITED MISERABLY at the front desk for the duty officer to find the keys to his van so he could go home. He didn’t know if he’d ever felt so dirty, so gritty, so incompetent.

Finally, after ten minutes, the old deputy returned to the desk and handed Joe the keys.

“I’ve also got a shotgun and a service weapon, a .40 Glock,” Joe said.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” the old man said. “Come back tomorrow and get an okay from the sheriff.”

JOE WENT OUT into the night to find that a fine snow had started. It sifted through the cold dead sky like powdered sugar, coating windshields with a film. He breathed in the freezing air, tried to clear his head. He found the van at the side of the building where one of the deputies had left it.

As he reached for the door handle, a voice behind him, in the dark, said, “Out a little late for a family man, aren’t you?”

Joe froze, turned slowly to see Klamath Moore leaning against a light-colored SUV, arms crossed. Inside, in the dark, was the profile of Shannon Moore, looking straight ahead through the windshield as if she didn’t want to see what was happening outside.

Joe said, “Is that Shenandoah Yellowcalf in there? Isn’t she getting cold? You don’t even have your motor running.”

“She’s fine.”

“She’s a legend around here,” Joe said. “I just found out about her today. She’s the greatest athlete the reservation high school ever produced. They love her. How can you make her sit in there like that in the cold?”

“I don’t see where that’s any business of yours,” Moore said, ice in his voice.

“I just think you should appreciate her a little more, is all.”

“I appreciate her plenty.”

Joe said, “She enhances your image, for sure. It looks good for you to be married to an Indian. Makes you seem authentic. But you need to remember to introduce her to people. That way folks will think you like her.”

Moore worked his mouth, as if trying to suck something out from between his teeth. Joe saw it as a way not to say whatever it was he wanted to say in anger.

“That was you on the Winchester highway,” Joe said.

“I was home all night. I’ve got a witness.”

“Did you pull the trigger or did you talk Bill Gordon into doing it himself? That’s what I don’t know yet.”

Moore raised his chin, laughed at the sky. Unconvincing, Joe thought. As much an admission of guilt as if he’d signed a confession. But nothing Joe could use.

“You’re nuts,” Moore said. “You’re an embarrassment. Hell, you broke more laws than anyone in this county tonight, from what I understand. Assaulting a cop?”

“What do you want, Harold?”

“Why’d you call me that?”

“Isn’t that your real name? And another question: didn’t you do the same thing to Bill Gordon that you did to your uncle Everett? Make it look like an accident?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, his voice rising, clearly getting agitated.

“Where is Wolverine?”

Moore got suddenly quiet.

“Where is he?”

“Wolverine? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Who is Wolverine?” Joe asked. “Or are you one and the same?”

“You’re unhinged.”

“It won’t be long before I get you,” Joe said. “I owe Nancy Hersig this one.”

Klamath Moore shifted on the balls of his feet and clenched his hands into fists. Joe wouldn’t have been surprised if Klamath had attacked. In fact, he would have welcomed it. Moore had several inches and thirty pounds on him, but Joe thought he could do some damage before being overwhelmed. Plus, it would give Joe a reason to arrest Moore and haul him back inside the county building where he could keep him for the night. But as he watched, Moore seemed to cool down, seemed to channel his anger into calculation. The transformation sent a chill through Joe, made him realize what kind of man he was up against.

“I bet you think I despise all kinds of hunting, don’t you?” said Moore.

“That’s what I understand.”

“Not all kinds.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Some animals deserve to die,” Moore said, letting his face go dead. “Like rats. I don’t like rats.”
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IN THE SHED in back of my house I set up a stepladder against the far wall, where the shelves with old garden hoses, automotive parts, and sporting equipment have been for years. I don’t turn on the light because I don’t want to alert my neighbors I’m in here. Instead, I bite on a small Maglite flashlight and use the tiny beam to see. The shed smells of dust and long-dead grass.

As I climb, the beam of my flashlight illuminates the contents of the shelves—canning jars, paint cans, baskets, bags of fertilizer and grass seed, potting soil, containers of chemicals. A heavy coat of dust covers it all, and I take pains not to disturb anything.

On the top shelf, behind a barrier of ancient cans of deck stain, I grope for the handle of my duffel bag. I lift it over the cans and take it down to the shed floor. I unzip the long bag and inventory what’s inside: dark clothes, boots that alter my footprints, cap, rifle, cartridges. And one last red poker chip.

Randy Pope is coming back.

Soon, it will be over.
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JOE WAS SURPRISED to see lights on in the kitchen and living room of his house when he pulled into the driveway at 2 A.M. and killed the motor. He was exhausted and his stomach roiled. For a moment he sat in the dark and looked at the front door and thought, I don’t like this house very much. He knew it wouldn’t be many more hours before Ed next door would be outside getting his morning paper, smoking his pipe, commenting on the dusting of snow and finding it wanting, surveying the Pickett house to see if the fence was fixed yet, calculating how much the value of his property had dropped during the night due to his negligent neighbors.

But it wasn’t just his house that was bothering Joe. Klamath Moore had all but confessed to murder back in the parking lot and there was little he could do to nail the man on it. Joe didn’t have his digital recorder with him at the time, and it would be his word against Klamath Moore’s. With Joe’s apparent obsession with Moore—at least according to the sheriff’s office—this latest revelation would be greeted with the suspicion it probably deserved. Plus, Moore’s words about hunting rats could be taken different ways, although Joe knew what was meant.

While he ran it through his mind, the front door opened and Marybeth came outside in a sweatshirt and jeans. He was surprised she was dressed, and felt guilty for keeping her up so late waiting for him.

He hauled himself out of the van and trudged toward her.

“Sorry to keep you up,” he said.

“No bother,” she said. Her voice was light, airy, not what he’d expected given the circumstances. “There’s someone here to see you.”

“It’s about time,” Joe said, suddenly awake.

NATE ROMANOWSKI AND Alisha Whiteplume sat at the kitchen table. They’d obviously been there for some time judging by the empty plates, glasses, and coffee mugs that were pushed to the side.

“Nate,” said Joe, “where in the hell have you been?”

“Joe …” Marybeth cautioned.

“Around,” Nate said.

“Around,” Joe repeated. “Do you realize what kind of heat I’ve been getting from Randy Pope and everybody else? They all thought I’d lost you. You’re supposed to be in my custody, remember?”

Nate shrugged. “I said I’d keep in touch.”

“I can account for his whereabouts,” Alisha said coolly.

“And those whereabouts are … where?” Joe asked.

“Mainly in bed with me,” Alisha said evenly.

Nate had a smug look on his face, Joe thought.

“Would anyone like more coffee?” Marybeth asked in a mock-cheerful tone.

WHILE A POT of decaf dripped into the carafe, Joe filled the three of them in on what had happened over the past few days. He noticed how Alisha stared at him with barely disguised hostility while he described his visit to the high school, and how Marybeth covered her face with her hands and moaned while he detailed his assault on Officer Byron. Nate looked on skeptically when he heard about Bill Gordon’s wounds. Both Alisha and Marybeth gasped when Joe recounted what Klamath Moore had said about rats.

“So he did it,” Marybeth said. “My God.”

Joe talked mainly to Nate, but shot side glances at Marybeth and Alisha while he did so. He knew he’d have to explain himself further to his wife later on, and that she’d have questions. What he couldn’t understand was the antagonism from Alisha. Was it simply because he was the reason Nate had to resurface? Or something else?

“So that’s where we are,” Joe said. “Bodies everywhere, and the same suspect we’ve had all along but no proof to nail him with.”

“Meanwhile,” Marybeth said sourly, “Randy Pope is on his way up here to take charge or fire you again. But can he do that? Aren’t you working solely for the governor?”

Joe shrugged. “I don’t know what’s going on anymore.”

Nate and Alisha exchanged a long look. Joe stared. He felt Marybeth’s hand on his arm.

“Joe, do you have a minute? There’s something I want to show you.”

He looked at her, puzzled at what could be of such importance. She looked back wide-eyed, nodding, urging him on.

“Excuse me,” he said, getting up, following her from the kitchen and up the stairs to their bedroom.

“What?” he asked.

“Joe, you can be so dense sometimes,” she said, shaking her head. “Can’t you see what’s going on?”

“No, obviously.”

“Those two are deeply in love.”

“That I can see.”

“It’s not just that,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Nate wants to tell you something but Alisha isn’t sure she wants him to. She thinks he’d be breaking a confidence with her, and he’s asking her permission to do that. Alisha can’t decide if Nate’s relationship with you is more important than his relationship with her.”

Joe was flummoxed. “How can you possibly figure that out? Is that why she’s so angry with me? And what relationship are you talking about with me? Sheesh.”

She shrugged. “Trust me on this.”

“How can I look at them and not see any of that?” Joe asked. “How is that possible?”

“This is why you need me,” she said, smiling. “You can be as thick as a brick sometimes.”

He agreed. “So what is it Nate wants to tell me?”

“I’m not sure. But it’s about Alisha and Shannon—or Shenandoah Yellowcalf, and probably what Shenandoah has told Alisha about Klamath Moore. You know how it can be on the reservation—they don’t like to openly air their dirty laundry, and I don’t blame them. Alisha has let Nate inside, and he respects that. You should too.”

“But we’re talking about murders here,” Joe said. “I don’t care about reservation gossip.”

She sighed.

“What?”

“You might need to prepare yourself for losing him,” she said. “I hope you’ll be okay with that.”

Joe made a face. “Are we back to the relationship thing again? Come on, Marybeth, we just work together.”

“He may choose her and her secrets, is all I’m saying.”

“This is getting too complicated,” he said.

“It is what it is,” Marybeth said ruefully.

He turned and opened the closet and squatted down, shoving old boots and shoes aside and reaching for a cardboard box.

Marybeth asked, “What are you doing?”

“Looking for some old notes,” he said, sliding the box out and taking the lid off. “I’ve kept all of my old patrol journals since I was a trainee. I’m looking for the one from when I worked under Vern Dunnegan.”

“I despise that man.” She shuddered.

“Me too,” Joe said, digging through the thick spiral notebooks until he found the one from nine years before.

WHEN JOE AND Marybeth returned to the kitchen, Nate was still at the table but Alisha was across the room, leaning against the counter. She was stoic, avoiding his eyes, and Joe could tell nothing about what had gone on in their absence.

Nate cleared his throat, said, “When you told me about the governor hiring that master tracker and Randy Pope personally overseeing the murder of the hunters, it struck me as all wrong.”

Okay, Joe thought, Nate and Alisha had come to an understanding.

Joe said, “How so?”

“It was typical law-enforcement procedure. Get the experts in to look at the physical evidence, try to figure out what was going on scientifically. And when Klamath Moore showed up it established a motive and a philosophy for the murders. You all put yourself in that particular stream of thought and never got out of it. You’re like trout sitting in a channel waiting for insects to come to you. When the insects stop coming, you don’t move to another part of the river. You just sit there, finning in one place, wondering why you’re getting hungry. You, Joe Pickett, are right there with the rest of ’em in that stream.”

Joe nodded, said, “Finning,” with a hint of sarcasm. He was used to Nate’s circular and obscure reasoning and had learned to let it play out, see where it led. Sometimes it wound up nowhere, in the ether.

“There’s nothing wrong with hiring experts and gathering evidence and doing forensics tests and all of that,” Nate said, “but without on-the-ground intelligence it’s all just technical jerking off. It gives bureaucrats something to do. I learned a long time ago when I worked for the government myself that there is no substitute for intelligence, for talking to people where they live. By being sympathetic, actually listening to what they say and sometimes what they don’t. By doing that, you might find a whole other way to look at what’s going on.”

Joe flashed back to what Marybeth had told him upstairs, how they had both looked at Alisha and Nate and seen different things.

“But without hard evidence we can’t arrest or convict,” Joe said.

Nate shrugged. “It’s not about the how—it’s about the why. And until you can figure out the why, the how doesn’t matter. But when you determine the why, the how evidence you’ve gathered will support it and prop it up.”

Joe shook his head, confused.

Nate turned toward Alisha and arched his eyebrows.

She said, “Shenandoah was—is—my best friend. We’re not blood, but we’re closer than that. We were in cribs next to each other in the nursery at Fremont County General, and we grew up together. She is closer to me than my sisters. Since she’s been back we’ve had some long, intimate talks. What you’re asking me to do now is betray her.”

“I’m not asking that,” Joe said.

“If I talk to you, that’s what I’d be doing,” she said sadly.

Joe looked from Nate to Marybeth and back to Alisha. She looked both beautiful and sad.

“My friend Shenandoah is finally happy in her life,” Alisha said, almost whispering. “She’s a mother and at long last she’s happy and grounded. She loves her family but she has a blind spot when it comes to her husband. Many of us do when it comes to the men we love.” As she said it, she gestured toward Nate, who smiled a tiny smile. She continued, “This may destroy her family. I’m her best friend, and I could destroy her when she’s finally happy. Do you understand? Do you understand what you’re asking me to do?”

Joe grimaced, not sure what to say.

“I’ve only ever seen her this happy when we were playing basketball,” Alisha said, looking at Joe but not really seeing him. “She was so willful and determined. She was so good, and it was not as natural to her as many people thought. She made herself what she was. I was in awe of her. She’d practice by herself on the hoop above her grandfather’s garage until her hands bled from handling the ball. She’d shoot at night, in the snow and wind. She’d even practice when her grandfather and her uncle went hunting and hung antelope and deer from the hoop—she’d dribble around them and pretend the animal carcasses were opposing players. She gave herself confidence and it became grace, and I loved her for that because I learned from her. That’s one thing I fault many of my people on; we don’t give our children confidence. That’s why I’m back, to try to do that for them and help them see. But it was Shenandoah—she showed me how it was done.”

Alisha paused to angrily wipe a tear away, then continued.

“I’m sure you heard that she could have gone anywhere on scholarship, and she could have. And it wasn’t that she was scared like so many people think. It’s that her grandmother really was sick. Her grandmother raised her because Shannon’s mother was a violent alcoholic and her father could have been any one of seven men. Shannon owed her grandmother everything, so she stayed to take care of her because no one else would. I thought it was stupid and wasteful at the time because I didn’t have the right perspective. We all laugh about Indian time, but it can be a noble attribute in a circumstance like that. Shenandoah had only one grandmother and that grandmother had lung cancer. Shenandoah could go to college and leave her sick grandmother to die or she could stay and nurse her. She made the choice to stay because her grandmother had only a couple of years left but Shenandoah had many. Shenandoah put off her own reward to take care of the only woman who’d ever really loved her and encouraged her. What she did was noble, not stupid. How many high-school-age girls can make a sacrifice like that?”

Joe and Marybeth looked at each other. Their girls were upstairs sleeping in their beds. Would Sheridan or Lucy give up their dreams to stay home and take care of a parent? Joe hoped not. But in his heart of hearts, he also hoped so.

“So she stayed,” Alisha said.

“That’s what I’m curious about,” Joe said gently. “How did we go from there to here? When did she meet Klamath Moore?”

Alisha nodded. “I lost track of her for a while. I have to admit that for five or six years after I graduated high school and went to college and then on to my career, I really didn’t want to see her. I was ashamed of her. I heard she got fat and started bouncing from job to job, from man to man after her grandmother died. I am ashamed now that I felt so ashamed then. You know, this is tough for me,” she said, her voice cracking.

Joe heard Marybeth sniff back her own tears.

Nate rose to cross the room to comfort Alisha, but she shook her head at him.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Just let me get through this.”

She turned back to Joe. “Shannon got a little wild for a while there. It happens very easily here, and I hate to say it but there are many people on and off the res who enable and encourage a fall from grace for American Indians. Bigots expect it and it suits the worldview of many liberals. Too many people, both Indians and whites, are more comfortable with an Indian girl who gets fat and fails than one who breaks out and does well. Shannon let herself fall, and she got mixed up with the wrong people for a while. I wasn’t here to help her like I should have been. I was only too happy to use her as an example of victimhood because that served me at the time with my professors. It was only later that I realized the only person I knew who truly thought for herself and did the right thing was Shenandoah. She wasn’t a victim, she was a warrior who did what was right. She used to call me and write me, and I was so wrapped up in myself I let myself lose touch with her. When I abandoned her, she took it hard.”

Alisha paused to fight back another round of tears. Then:

“But she got right again, from what she told me recently. She decided to go to college on her own, even though no one was offering her any scholarships anymore. To make some money to pay tuition she started up a little business where she guided and cooked for hunting parties. She always liked being outdoors. She was really popular with hunters, and she made a lot of money. Guiding and outfitting is really hard work. I know because my father was an outfitter and I used to go with him. But something happened while she was working once, and it knocked her right off the wagon. She said she drifted and did drugs and drank for two years after that before finally getting right again and enrolling at CU in Boulder.”

“Where she met Klamath Moore,” Marybeth said.

Alisha nodded. “Klamath fell hard for her and she fell hard for him. Since they got married, she’s lost a lot of weight and become the Shenandoah I used to know. Especially since she had her baby.”

Joe rubbed his chin, asked, “What was it that happened at a hunting camp that sent her reeling for two years?”

Alisha shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’ve said too much already. I promised her I would keep that between us.”

Joe looked at Nate for help. He didn’t give it.

“Come on, Alisha,” Joe said, “it might be relevant. Something might have happened that completely turned her off hunting and hunters. Maybe that’s why she and Klamath Moore hit it off so well.”

“I’m not saying any more, I told you,” Alisha said. “Besides, this isn’t about Shenandoah. It’s about Klamath.”

“Granted,” Joe said, “but if you could give me some insight into their relationship—”

“No,” Alisha said firmly.

“Joe,” Marybeth said, reaching across the table and putting her hand on his arm again, “I think that’s enough for now.”

“Yup,” Nate said.

“Okay,” Joe said, raising his hands to her and smiling. “I’ll stop.”

She nodded her appreciation to him.

“One more question,” Joe said.

Marybeth sighed. Alisha arched her eyebrows, as if saying, What?

“Would she protect him, no matter what he’d done?” Alisha didn’t hesitate. “For the sake of her daughter, yes.”

JOE EXCUSED HIMSELF while Marybeth and Alisha cleaned up the glassware and dishes. He was tired, but he was also charged up, thinking at last he was on the verge of something. In the bathroom he shut the door and drew his old notebook out of his back pocket, flipping through the pages until he found what he was looking for.

JOE AND MARYBETH saw Nate and Alisha to the door. It was 4 A.M. and cold and still outside. Joe thanked Alisha and apologized for asking so many questions. Nate held out his hand to say goodbye, and Joe shook it.

“Nate,” Joe said, “are you available in three hours for a trip to Rawlins and back?”

“Rawlins? Three hours?”

“I’m not supposed to go anywhere, but I think we can get there and back by midafternoon before Randy Pope gets here and McLanahan even knows I’m gone.”

Nate looked at Alisha. She shrugged.

“Why Rawlins?” Marybeth asked.

“Because that’s where the state penitentiary is,” Joe said. “Home of Vern Dunnegan.”
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IT TOOK THREE and a half hours—pushing the speed limit—to get to Rawlins from Saddlestring via 1-25 south to Casper, then paralleling the North Platte River to Alcova, past Independence Rock and Martin’s Cove on the Oregon Trail, then taking US 287 south at Muddy Gap. Nate slept for most of it. Joe listened to Brian Scott on KTWO out of Casper taking calls about the hunting moratorium but he had trouble concentrating on either the radio or his driving because he was testing and discarding scenarios that had opened up since the night before and thinking Nate was right when he said the investigation had been too narrowly focused.

Nate awoke and stretched as Green Mountain loomed to the east. The landscape was vast and still, sagebrush dotted with herds of pronghorn antelope, hawks flying low, puffy cumulus clouds looking like cartoon thought balloons.

With Rawlins itself nearly in view, Joe spoke for the first time since they’d left.

“Nate, do you have any idea what we’re about to find out?”

“Do you mean did Alisha tell me?”

“Yes.”

“No, she didn’t.”

“One more question.”

“Shoot.”

“When I dropped you off, did you know you’d be picked up by Klamath and Shannon Moore as well as Alisha?”

“Yup. Alisha told me when I called her from Large Merle’s.”

“But you didn’t tell me.”

“Nope. I knew if I told you, you’d get all hot and bothered and you wouldn’t let me do my work on my own schedule.”

“You’re probably right,” Joe said sourly.

“Plus, you’d probably mention it to somebody—the governor or Randy Pope—and it could have gotten back to Klamath. He’s got sympathizers everywhere who keep him informed. He’s even got someone at the FBI who told him about your meeting Bill Gordon.”

“Apparently.”

“True believers,” Nate said, shaking his head.

WHEN HE WAS close enough to Rawlins to pick up a cellphone signal, Joe called the Wyoming state pen. Like all the inmates, Vern Dunnegan would have to agree to talk to Joe and put him officially on his visit list. If Vern declined, Joe would need to go to the warden and try to force a meeting where Vern could show up with his counsel and refuse to talk. The receptionist said she’d check with security and call Joe back. For once, Joe was happy he worked for the governor and therefore had some clout in the state system.

As Joe punched off, Nate said, “There are many things about this case that baffle me, but one really stands out for an explanation.”

“What’s that?”

“Your boss, Randy Pope.”

“What about him?”

“He hates you and me with a passion and a viciousness reserved for only the most cold-blooded of bureaucrats.”

“That he does.”

“So why did he become your champion?”

Joe shrugged. “I’ve wondered that myself. My only answer is that he’s more pragmatic than I gave him credit for. He values his agency and his title more than he hates me. I took it as sort of a compliment that when the chips were down he put our problems aside and even argued for your release.”

Nate said, “Hmmmm.”

“Maybe we’re about to find out,” said Joe.

THEY PASSED THROUGH town, dropped off the butte and saw the prison sprawled out on the valley floor below them, coils of silver razor wire reflecting the high sun. Joe’s phone chirped. It was the receptionist.

“Inmate Dunnegan has agreed to meet with you,” she said.

“Good.”

“In fact, he wanted me to relay something to you.”

“Go ahead.”

“He wanted me to ask why it took you so long.”

Joe felt a trill of cognition.

“Tell him I was finning in the wrong channel,” Joe said.

“Excuse me?”

NATE STAYED IN Joe’s pickup in the parking lot while Joe went in the visitors’ entrance of the administration building and put all his possessions including his cellphone into a locker. He’d left his weapon and wallet in the truck, taking only his badge and state ID. He filled out the paperwork at the counter, passed through security, and sat alone in the minibus that took him the mile from the admin building past the heavily guarded Intensive Treatment Unit (ITU) and other gray, low-slung buildings to a checkpoint, where he was searched again and asked the nature of his visit.

“I’m here to see Vern Dunnegan,” Joe said.

At the name, the guard grinned. “Ole Vern,” he said. “Good guy.”

Joe said, “Unless he’s trying to get your family killed.”

The guard’s smile doused. “You’ve got history with him, then.”

“Yup.”

To the driver, the guard said, “Take him to A-Pod.”

When they were under way, Joe asked, “A-Pod?”

The driver said, “A, B, and C pods are for the general population. A-Pod is the lowest security and it goes up from there all the way to E-Pod, which is Max and Death Row. You don’t want to go there.”

“No,” Joe said, “I don’t.”

At a set of doors marked A, the driver stopped. “When you’re done, tell the guard at the desk and he’ll call me.”

Joe nodded. “So this means Vern Dunnegan is considered low-risk, huh?”

“That’s what it means.”

Joe shook his head. “Man, he’s got you guys fooled. I guess he hasn’t changed.”

THE VISITATION ROOM was large, quiet, pale blue, and well lit. It was filled with plastic tables and chairs, the kind used on decks and in backyards. The feet of the chairs were bound with athletic tape so they wouldn’t squeak when moved. There was a bank of vending machines against a wall and a television set hanging from the ceiling with ESPN on with no volume. One corner of the room was filled with neatly stacked children’s toys and multicolored pieces for kids to climb on while wives or girlfriends visited. Joe had to sign in again with an officer behind a large desk in the southeast corner. The desk itself was empty except for a clipboard and a huge box of wet wipes and a smaller container of disposable latex gloves. On the sign-in sheet were listed categories for visits including “Friend/Relative,” “Legal counsel,” “Religious,” “Kissing Only,” and “Other.” Joe checked “Other,” and the guard gestured expansively, indicating Joe could sit wherever he wanted.

The only other occupants in the room were a couple at a table in the far corner and their child (he assumed), a toddler, playing quietly with plastic blocks. Although the couple was required to sit on opposite sides of the table (she’d checked “Kissing Only”), they strained forward across the tabletop to get closer. She was dark and Hispanic, her perfume so strong Joe could smell it from across the room. He wondered how she’d outmaneuvered the admin guards in regard to the posted “No skintight or revealing clothing” regulation. She wore jeans that looked spray-painted on and a tight white Lycra top that clung to her breasts like a film. He was lean, shaved bald, olive-skinned, and heavily tattooed. His arms were outstretched, his hands on her shoulders, pulling her toward him. She strained toward him, her own arms outstretched, her fingers furiously caressing the tips of the collar of his white jumpsuit with a kind of unrestrained animal lust that Joe found both riveting and revolting. The inmate looked as if he would explode at any second. He was red-faced, his eyes wide, his face inches from hers. Joe hoped the guard had his wet wipes at the ready.

“I think I’ll take the other corner,” Joe said.

“Good idea,” the officer said, then, shouting to the couple, “Hey, dial it back a notch over there! It’s kissing only—no fondling. You know the rules.”

A GUNMETAL GRAY door opened on the wall opposite where Joe had signed in and Vern Dunnegan entered the room. At the sight of his old supervisor, Joe felt his stomach and rectum involuntarily clench and his breathing get short and shallow. He hadn’t seen the man for 9 years, but here he was.

Vern wore an orange jumpsuit with no pockets and blue rubber shoes. He was thicker than he used to be, his face more doughy and his limbs and belly turned to flab. His hair was thinner and grayer and pasted back on his large head, and he was clean-shaven, which revealed a reptilian demeanor that had always been there but was masked by the beard he used to wear. Despite the avuncular smile on his face when he saw Joe, Vern’s eyes were obsidian black and without depth, as if blocked off from the inside. Joe remembered the whole package. Vern could smile at you while he stabbed you in the heart.

Vern Dunnegan had once been the Wyoming game warden for the Saddlestring District. Vern had considered Joe his protégé and Joe naively thought of Vern as his mentor. But Vern was one of the old-time wardens, the kind who bent the law to suit his needs and curry favor, a one-man cop, judge, and jury who used his badge and the autonomous nature of the job to manipulate the community and increase both his influence and his income. In those days, before the discovery of coal-bed methane, Twelve Sleep County was in an economic slump and those who lived there were scrambling to stay afloat. Vern and Joe, both state employees with salaries and vehicles and insurance and pensions, were the envy of most of the working people. Joe fought against the uncomfortable recollection of how it once was between them, when he was the green trainee and Vern the wily vet. Although Marybeth always distrusted the man, Joe refused to see it while he worked under him. It wasn’t until Vern quit and came back as a landman representing a natural gas pipeline company that Joe found out what Vern’s bitter worldview was all about, as his former boss set up a scenario that led to Marybeth’s being shot and losing their baby—all so Vern could enrich himself. The last time Joe had seen Vern was when he testified against him in court.

“Long time,” Vern said, nodding hello to the guard at the desk and sidling up to Joe’s table. “And here I thought you’d forgotten all about me, like you didn’t care anymore.”

The last was said with a lilt of sarcasm and anger.

Vern settled down heavily in the chair opposite Joe. In Vern’s face, Joe could see traces of green and purple bruising on his cheekbones and the side of his head, and when Vern spoke Joe saw missing teeth. The man had been beaten, which really didn’t bother Joe in the least. In fact, now that Vern was just a few feet away from him, all the things he had done came rushing back. Joe had to tamp down his own urge to leap across the table and pummel the man.

“Do you have any idea what it’s like to be a former peace officer in this place?” Vern asked softly, reaching up and touching the bruise on the left side of his face. “I have to be ready to defend my life every goddamned day, every goddamned minute. I never know when someone will take a whack at me just for the hell of it. I’ve been in H-Pod so many times I know all the nurses by name and they know me.”

Joe assumed the “H” stood for hospital but didn’t really want the conversation to be about Vern Dunnegan’s perceived victimization and self-pity.

“You probably noticed the color,” Vern said, patting himself on the breast of his orange jumpsuit. “Orange means I’m segregated from the general population for my own protection—supposedly. What it really means is I’m a walking target for these predators in here. You have no idea what it’s like. Some asshole will be walking behind me and for no reason at all he’ll elbow me in the neck and just keep going. Or he’ll cut me with a shiv …” Vern shot his arm out so his sleeve retracted, revealing a spider’s web of old scars. “Not enough to kill me, just enough for stitches.

“I’m all alone in here,” Vern said. “Nobody visits anymore. I get along with most of the guards but almost none of the population. It’s a living hell. At least if I were on Death Row I’d get the respect those guys get. As it is, I’ve got at least four more years of this. Bad food. Bad dreams. Eight head counts per twenty-four hours. This orange jump-suit. Having to live my life with deviants, reprobates, and human scum as my neighbors.”

“Gee,” Joe said, “it must be rough.”

Vern did his trademark chuckle, the one that meant exactly the opposite of how it sounded. “You’ve changed,” he said. “You’ve gotten harder.”

Joe glared at him.

Vern said, “I’ve been following your career with great interest. I’ve got to say that you’ve impressed me with your exploits. I never thought you had it in you, to be honest. I always thought you were a little slow—too naive, too much of a Dudley Do-Right. But you’ve matured, Joe. You’re as cold and calculating as I was.”

Joe shook his head. “Wrong.”

“I’m not so sure,” Vern said, leaning back and appraising Joe with his cold eyes, the pleasant grin frozen on his face.

“Then you must have left that wife of yours by now,” Vern said. “I always saw her as an emasculator.”

Joe took a deep breath. “Nope. We’re still together with our two beautiful girls.”

“I’m shocked,” Vern said, not shocked at all, but enjoying the game of getting Joe worked up. Just like he used to do.

“Enough,” Joe said. “You apparently know why I’m here.”

Vern nodded. “It took you long enough.”

Joe looked at his wristwatch.

“I understand you’re now buddies with the governor,” Vern said evenly. “And that he’s desperate to solve these murders so he can open the state back up. I can help him do that. But there are terms.”

Joe looked up. “Terms?”

JOE ASKED THE desk guard if he could use his phone, and he was able to get through to the governor’s office. He asked the receptionist to transfer him to Rulon. Joe stood waiting near the guard’s desk. The guard pretended he wasn’t eavesdropping. Vern sat perfectly still at the table, his big hands on the tabletop, fingers interlaced, watching the silent television flicker. He looked completely in control, Joe thought.

“Stella Ennis,” she said crisply.

“Stella, it’s Joe.”

A pause. “Hello, Mr. Pickett.” Did Joe detect an inappropriate purr?

“I’m at the Wyoming state pen and I’ve got quite a situation here.”

“From what I understand, you’ve got a situation back at home as well. What is it I heard about an agent of the governor assaulting a police officer?”

Joe shook his head, as if she could see him. “I’ll explain all of that later. Right now I need you to put that aside and listen to me.”

“My, my,” she said, “aren’t we the tough guy this morning.”

“Look, I’m here seeing my old boss Vern Dunnegan. He’s served eight years of a twelve-year sentence for conspiracy and being an accessory to murder. He claims that he knows where to find the Wolverine. He says he’ll tell me everything in exchange for the governor commuting the rest of his prison time.” Out of corner of his eye, Joe saw the guard spill coffee all over himself.

Stella said, “Do you believe him?”

“Yes.”

“This is very unusual.”

“I know it is, and I hate to even call you with this. Vern should spend the rest of his life in here; it’s where he belongs. But I really do think he knows how we can catch who we’re after.”

“How would a man eight years in prison know that?” she asked.

“That’s what we need to find out.”

“Hold on. I’ll ask Spencer.”

Not “the governor” or “Governor Rulon,” but Spencer, Joe thought.

Rulon came on the line so quickly Joe could only conclude that he had either been listening in on another line or Stella was so close to him physically that he heard what Joe had told her. Joe briefly closed his eyes, thought, Uh-oh.

The governor sounded annoyed. “Is he there?”

“Vern Dunnegan? Yes, he’s here.”

“Let me talk to the son of a bitch.”

“Okay,” Joe said, crossing the room and handing the handset to Vern. “It’s Governor Rulon.”

Vern’s eyebrows shot up, and a self-satisfied smirk crept across his lips. He took the phone. “Hello, Governor Rulon.”

Joe sat back down and listened to Vern’s side of the conversation. Occasionally, he could hear Rulon shout or curse through the handset. Again, he thought of how close Rulon had to have been to Stella to hear Joe clearly. He rubbed his eyes and listened.

“That’s right,” Vern said. “I can help you close this case and then you can reopen the state for hunting.”

Vern listened for a while, said, “Why didn’t I come forward sooner? Well, I have to admit that it didn’t really register when John Garrett was killed. I mean, I knew the name and I vaguely remembered him, and when I read about it in the paper nothing clicked. Then I read about Warren Tucker a couple of weeks later and it started to make some sense to me. I almost told the warden of my suspicions at that point, but that’s all they were, suspicions. A man can’t bargain with suspicions …”

A few moments later, “Right. Frank Urman was the clincher. When I heard his name I knew how the victims were connected. Wally Conway just drove the nail in the coffin, so to speak.”

Joe glanced angrily up at Vern, who chatted away with the governor.

“What? No. Not anymore. I’m a prisoner of the state, remember? I have no kind of obligation anymore,” Vern said, rolling his eyes.

Joe shook his head.

“Yes, there will be at least one more murder as it stands right now,” Vern said. “Maybe more. I can promise you that. But if we can make a deal, I can help you prevent it. And you can be the hero. I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

Fat chance, Joe thought, seething.

“No, I can’t give away any more. Not until we’ve got an understanding.”

Joe could hear the governor going on in his best growl.

“Sure, I understand,” Vern said into the phone. “If what I tell Joe here turns out to be wrong, I know the deal would be off. But I think we both know I’ve got very valuable information that I’m willing to share.”

As they negotiated, Joe glanced over at the table where the couple sat. It appeared that the inmate was chewing on her collar. He could see the man’s jaws working, and his eyes rolling back in his head in pleasure. Her gaze was focused above his head, and she looked detached. Joe couldn’t help but think of the old joke where the wife, beneath her husband in bed, says, “Beige. I think I’ll paint the ceiling beige.”

Joe tore himself away as Vern Dunnegan said, “So we have a deal then.”

Then: “Okay, I want it in writing. You can fax it to the prison. I won’t say a word to Joe here until I read it over and see that it says exactly what we discussed.”

Then: “Sure, I trust you. You’re the governor, right? What is there not to trust? But nevertheless, I subscribe to the Ronald Reagan notion of ‘trust, but verify.’ So I need that paper and your signature … Sure, I’ll wait. But visiting hours will be over in ninety minutes. I need the agreement by then. You’re a wordsmith and a former federal prose-cutor—it shouldn’t take long.”

“Here,” Vern said, beaming, thrusting the phone back across the table, “he wants to talk to you.”

“Yes,” Joe said.

“We made a deal,” the governor said wearily.

“So I heard.”

“What an asshole.”

Joe looked up at Vern, said, “Yup.”

“So you think it’s legit, then?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, we’ll fax the paperwork over within a half hour. Then he better spill the beans. Call me when you’ve got something solid and we’ll proceed from there.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And, Joe …”

“Yes?”

Hesitation. Joe frowned.

“Nothing,” the governor said. “Forget it.”

“Is it about Stella?” Joe asked.

Rulon barked a laugh. “She’s something, isn’t she?”

Joe cringed, and punched off the phone.

AS THEY WAITED for the agreement to arrive, Joe and Vern sat at the table in silence, each pretending the other man wasn’t in the room. Joe kept checking his wristwatch. He shot another glance at the couple in the corner, and looked away guiltily. Vern chuckled.

“Caught you,” he said.

“It looks like he’s eating her neck,” Joe mumbled.

“It’s a con trick,” Vern said. “The female cooks meth down into crystal and hangs it from her necklace chain like a pendant. She sits there while he sucks it and gets high. The guards haven’t figured that one out yet. They’ll do a full-body and cavity search, but they don’t think about testing the jewelry.”

“My God,” Joe said.

“It’s a different world in here,” Vern said. “I’ll be glad to be leaving it soon.”

THE DESK GUARD got a call, spoke a few words, and motioned Joe over.

“There’s a fax from the governor for Vern Dunnegan at admin. They’re bringing it over.”

Joe sighed.

The driver who had delivered Joe to A-Pod brought the fax. As Joe took it to Vern, he read it over. It was on official letterhead stationery and signed at the bottom:

I, Governor Spencer H. Rulon, agree to commute the remaining years of prison time for inmate Vernon Dunnegan in exchange for information that results in the arrest and conviction of the so-called Wolverine who has been responsible for the deaths of several Wyoming resident hunters. If no arrest and/or conviction is/are obtained, this agreement is rendered null and void.

AFTER VERN HAD told his story, Joe shut his notebook and said, “So this is all your fault.”

Vern shrugged. “I was never like you, Joe. I wasn’t in it to save Bambi.”

Joe shot his fist across the table and hit Vern Dunnegan flush in the face, snapping his head back.

“Hey!” the desk guard yelled, standing. “Do I need to call my boys in?”

Joe, still enraged, stood up quickly and walked away. He knew if he looked for another second at Vern’s self-satisfied face or heard his arrogant words that he wouldn’t be able to stop swinging.

“I need to get out of here,” Joe said through clenched teeth.

“Yes, you do,” the guard said, picking up his handset to call the driver.

“See you on the outside,” Vern called from the table, one hand at his face to stanch the flow of blood, the other waving and flittering his fingers in a toodle-do.

Joe turned, squared his feet, and stared Vern down. “If I do,” Joe said, meaning it, “you’re going to wish you were back in here.”
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NATE WASN’T OUTSIDE in the parking lot and neither was Joe’s pickup. Joe stood seething in the space where he’d parked, but his fury was not directed at Nate—yet. Vern’s words, I was never like you, Joe. I wasn’t in it to save Bambi, echoed in his ears, but what enraged him was Vern’s attitude, his casual disregard for what he’d set in motion so many years before. Vern’s action—or inaction, in this situation—had resulted in ruined lives and the deaths, so far, of seven men. And in the end, instead of accountability, Vern was able to use his malfeasance as a bargaining chip to walk away free from prison.

“This isn’t over,” Joe said aloud.

A thick bank of storm clouds pushed their way across the sun, halving it, then snuffing it out. In the distance he could hear the muted roar of semitrucks on I-80. The air smelled of dust, sage, and diesel fumes. In his ears he could hear a similar roar that stemmed from anger and betrayal. Joe called Marybeth, said, “It’s going to be a long night.”

“What’s going on?” she asked. “Did you meet with Vern Dunnegan?”

“I did.” Joe said tightly. “And everything has just gone nuclear.”

“Oh, no. What did he say?”

“It all goes back to Vern,” Joe said.

“What did he say?”

“Honey, you can’t say a word about what I’m going to tell you to anybody.”

“Joe, I won’t. I never do.”

“You’re right,” he said. “Sorry.”

As Joe explained, he looked up and saw his truck a mile away, descending toward the valley floor and the prison complex. In a couple of minutes it would be here. He hurried, rushing his words until all he could say was, “Nate’s here. I’ve got to go.”

“Joe!” she said. “You can’t do what I think you’re going to do.”

“I’ll call later,” he said, and snapped the phone shut as Nate pulled up in front of him and stopped the pickup.

Nate said, “I hope you don’t mind I borrowed your vehicle.” He got out and left the driver’s-side door open and walked around the front of the truck to get back in as a passenger. “I had to go downtown and check out a couple of pawnshops.”

Joe grunted and climbed in. The scoped five-shot .454 Casull revolver Nate had found at a pawnshop lay formidably on the seat cushion between them, along with a heavy box of ammunition. It was a massive weapon, the second most powerful handgun in the world, manufactured by Freedom Arms in Freedom, Wyoming. Joe knew that a .454 bullet was capable of punching a clean hole through a half inch of steel, penetrating the engine block of a car and stopping it cold, or knocking down a moose at a mile away. It was Nate’s weapon of choice, and he was an expert with it.

“I somehow figured I’d be needing that later,” Nate said by way of explanation. “The FBI still has mine. This baby’s a little beat up, but it’s got a nice scope and I got it for a song—eighteen hundred.”

Joe slipped the truck into gear and began to climb out of the valley.

“So,” Joe asked, “how does a man under federal indictment walk into a pawnshop and buy a hand cannon without raising any red flags in a background check?”

Nate smiled, handed back the wallet Joe had left in the pickup. “I didn’t,” Nate said. “You did. And tell Marybeth not to worry—I used your state credit card, not a personal one.”

Joe moaned.

“Did you find out anything?” Nate asked, gesturing toward the prison.

“You were right,” Joe said. “We were thinking Wolverine was targeting hunters in general. It turns out, the killer was after five specific men who happened to be hunters.”

Nate nodded slowly, waiting for more.

JOE SAID, “VERN was at coffee in the Burg-O-Pardner like he was every morning, even during hunting season, when Shenandoah Yellowcalf walked in the place. This was 11 years ago. I wasn’t in the picture then. The breakfast crowd consisted of the city fathers, or who thought they were. Vern, Judge Pennock, and Sheriff Bud Barnum.”

When he said the name Bud Barnum, Joe glanced at Nate and paused. Nate looked untroubled.

“What?” Nate asked. “Do you expect remorse?”

“I don’t know what I expected,” Joe said.

“Go on,” Nate said impatiently. It was clear to Joe that what bothered Nate was not Barnum’s involvement but Shenandoah’s.

Joe said, “This was when Shenandoah was operating her camp-cook-slash-guide service. She claimed she’d been hired by a party of five elk hunters who held her against her will and raped her. Vern said she said it in front of the whole table, and she demanded that Barnum and Vern go arrest the hunters. Vern thought the whole situation was uncomfortable because—according to him—it was pretty well known at the time that Shenandoah did a lot more for hunters than cook and guide.”

“That asshole,” Nate whispered.

“I don’t know if there’s anything to that charge,” Joe said. “I tend to believe there might be some truth in it, from what I’ve heard over the years and from what Alisha said last night. She said Shenandoah was wild back then, so it’s possible what Vern said is credible. That’s what I’ve got in my old notebook, that an Indian girl was prostituting herself under the cover of serving as a camp cook. No names, though. So there’s some corroboration. But if it is, there’s no evidence she made a claim of rape either before or after that incident. So in this particular case, she might have been forced and she wanted the hunters arrested.

“Vern said he went up to the elk camp with Barnum to talk to the hunters. There were five, like she said. The hunters were Wyoming men of some prominence. Vern said he recognized a couple of their names at the time. They said Shenandoah had been willing, even enthusiastic about taking them all on. They told Vern they’d been playing poker in their tent the night before and she invited them to her tent one by one. All of them were embarrassed, and begged Vern and Barnum not to tell their wives or girlfriends. They said Shenandoah must be shaking them down for money or something, because otherwise it made no sense to them that she’d come into town and make an accusation like that. The hunters said that if Shenandoah went public, it would ruin them for no good reason.”

Nate sat back in the seat, said, “I can see where this is headed.”

Joe nodded. “It’s even worse. What they ended up doing, Nate, was arresting her for public intoxication and putting her in the county jail until she realized her charge was going nowhere. That must have made her a very bitter woman.”

“And I don’t blame her,” Nate said.

Joe said, “She went from being seen as a star athlete to an alcoholic loser in the space of just a few years. There was plenty of gossip—probably some of it true—about her camp cook activities. So when she makes an accusation in public against five resident hunters, she gets charged. Whatever dignity she had left at that point must have been flushed away.”

Nate said, “I’m surprised she didn’t take it any further than that, like the Feds or the media.”

Joe agreed. “I asked Vern about that, and he said she didn’t take it any further because she realized she had nothing but her word against theirs. You see, Barnum and Vern ‘lost’ her original complaint. They didn’t order a rape kit done, or send her to the clinic for photos or an examination. By the time she realized all of that—when she was released on bail—any bruises she had were healed and there were at least three well-known city fathers lined up and ready to testify that she had shown up drunk and raving at breakfast. She had no case and an entire valley—whites who resented her for being Indian and Indians who resented her for doing too well—lined up against her.”

They drove in silence for the fifty miles from Lamont to Devils Gate under an unforgiving leaden sky. Joe could tell from the skitterish behavior of the antelope herds that low pressure and moisture were on the way. His stomach roiled and his hands felt cold and damp on the steering wheel. He’d told Nate the story Vern had relayed to him but he hadn’t told Nate everything.

“What were the names of our poker-playing hunters?” Nate asked, finally.

“I think you know,” Joe said. “Except for the fifth one.”

“But I can guess. Randy Pope.”

Joe said, “Yup.”

“Which is the reason he was all over this whole thing from the beginning,” Nate said. “It explains why he unleashed you and me. He thought we’d find and kill the Wolverine before the story got out and ruined his career and reputation. Or if you arrested the Wolverine, Pope would be on-site to shut him up. That’s why Pope is in Saddlestring right now, waiting for us.”

“Yup.”

“It also explains the poker chips. Only the men involved would know the significance of the poker chips.”

Joe nodded. “But that detail wasn’t released to the public. Only Randy Pope knew he was being sent a message.”

“But he wasn’t positive,” Nate said. “He was suspicious, but he wasn’t positive. So he invited his old friend Wally Conway up to the Bighorns with him, to see what would happen. And Wally got whacked.”

“Yup. Unfortunately, Robey was collateral damage.”

Nate shook his head. “Was Wally Conway dense? Didn’t he realize what had happened to his old hunting buddies?”

Joe shrugged. “He might have known. We don’t know what he discussed with Robey that night.”

Joe saw Nate’s hand drop and rest on the .454. “I don’t know who I hate worse,” Nate said, “Vern Dunnegan or Randy Pope.”

“You’re forgetting someone,” Joe said.

“Who?”

“The Wolverine. The killer.”

Nate shrugged. “Him, I can live with.”

“I can’t,” Joe said. His stomach churned. He remembered something Nate had said to him the first time they ever met, and he knew it was the core belief of Nate Romanowski. Nate had said he no longer believed in the legal system but he believed in justice.

It was a leap Joe couldn’t make, although there had been several times he’d stood at the precipice and measured the jump.

“SHENANDOAH FINALLY GOT herself straightened out,” Nate said, looking out the window, speaking as much to himself as to Joe. “Like always, she did it on her own, without anyone’s help. Eventually, she told her husband about what had happened. She named names. He hated hunters anyway, and now he knew the names of the hunters who had violated his very own wife, the way he’d been violated by his uncle but never told anyone but Shenandoah, who told Alisha, who told me. And Klamath made a plan.”

Joe said nothing, letting Nate go with it, mildly shocked at what Nate had revealed about Moore’s uncle. Finally, the burning flame behind Klamath’s obsession was clear.

“So it’s Klamath Moore after all,” Nate said.

AS THEY SHOT past Kaycee, Nate said, “To Chris,” and they drank another imaginary good-bye toast.

SOUTH OF BUFFALO, Joe speed-dialed the governor’s office. Again, Stella Ennis answered.

“Am I okay?” Joe asked.

“You’re okay as long as you get the killer,” she answered.

“I will, but the state may lose a game and fish director in the process. I’m going to use him as bait. Can the governor live with that?”

In his peripheral vision, Joe saw Nate turn his head and smile at him.

Rulon, who had been on the line all along, said, “Officially, you never made this call and I never got it. Unofficially, the answer is hell yes.”

Joe said, “What, is she on your lap?”

Rulon said, “Hell yes.”

Joe snapped the phone shut.

Nate said, “I like this plan so far, whatever it is.”

Joe thought, You won’t later.

“WHO ARE YOU calling now?” Nate asked, as Joe scrolled though the list of numbers on his cellphone while driving.

“The FBI in Cheyenne. I’m going to brief them on what’s going on.”

“Are you crazy? Klamath’s got an informer in that office.”

Joe said, “Exactly.”

“Ooooh,” Nate said.

JOE SLOWED AND swerved the pickup into a designated scenic pullout that overlooked a sweep of ranchland meadows rising up the foothills of the Bighorns.

Joe jumped out of the truck and took several deep breaths with his hands on his hips, trying to fight off nausea. When the turmoil in his stomach and soul were under control, he wiped moisture from his eyes and looked up. White shafts of afternoon sunlight poked through the cloud cover in a dozen places, making the vista look as if it were behind jail bars.

“Are you okay?” Nate asked from the pickup.

“Fine,” Joe said. “Something I ate.” Thinking, Something I’m about to do.
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RANDY POPE’S STATE Escalade was parked in the driveway of Joe’s house and Joe pulled in behind it.

“Rude bastard,” Nate said, “using your driveway like that.”

Joe grunted, angry that Pope had the temerity to come to his home to wait. Joe hated to involve his family any more than they were already involved, and hoped Sheridan and Lucy had after-school activities that had kept them away.

“Back in a minute,” Joe said, swinging out.

Randy Pope was sitting on the couch with a half-drunk cup of coffee and a plate of cookies in front of him. Marybeth was in the overstuffed chair in her work clothes, her knees tightly pressed together and her fingers interlaced on her lap. She was uncomfortable, and she turned to Joe as he entered with an expression on her face that seemed to say, “Help me!”

“I stopped home to grab some files and guess who was here waiting?” she said to Joe.

Pope stood up, brushing crumbs off his jeans. He looked pale, distressed, angry. But even Pope wouldn’t start yelling at Joe in front of his wife.

“Gee, Joe,” Pope said, “I was starting to wonder if you’d ever show up.”

“Here I am.”

“I’ve been very concerned. Mary said you called from the road, but my understanding was that you had to stay in town until they got that assault charge straightened out.” He spoke evenly, without intonation.

“It’s Marybeth,” Joe said, “and I needed to follow a lead. I spent the morning talking with Vern Dunnegan.” He paused. “Remember him?”

Pope’s face froze into a wax mask.

“Can we step outside?” Joe said calmly. To Marybeth, “I hope you don’t mind.”

She shook her head, but her eyes stayed on him, cautioning Joe to stay cool.

“Are the girls here?” Joe asked.

“Sheridan’s at practice, Lucy’s at the Andersons’ practicing a play.”

Joe nodded. “Good.”

Pope hadn’t moved. The only thing that had changed about him were his pupils, which had dilated and looked like bullet holes.

“Randy?” Joe said, stepping aside.

Woodenly, Pope shuffled toward the front door with Joe following.

Over his shoulder, Joe said to Marybeth, “I’ll call. Don’t worry.”

“Joe …”

The moment Pope opened the front door he broke to the left and slammed the door in Joe’s face behind him. Joe threw the door open and fumbled for his weapon, shouted, “Randy!”

But Pope didn’t get far. He stood in the middle of the neighbor’s lawn, backing up with the .454 muzzle pressed against his forehead. Nate cocked the revolver and the cylinder turned.

“Can I shoot him now?” Nate asked.

“Not yet,” Joe said.

“I’d really like to.”

“Later, maybe.”

Over Nate’s shoulder, Joe saw his neighbor Ed wander out onto his lawn from his open garage. Ed was smoking his pipe, inspecting the lawn for stray leaves. When Ed looked over and saw what was happening—on his very own property—his pipe dropped out of his mouth.

“Evening, Ed,” Joe said, as Nate backed Pope into Joe’s pickup. Joe climbed in the driver’s side and Nate shoved Pope inside between them. Ed was still standing there, openmouthed, as Joe roared away, headed for the mountains.

“THIS IS KIDNAPPING, assault, reckless endangerment …” Pope said, his voice trailing off.

“Insubordination,” Nate said, “that too.”

“Call the governor now,” Pope said to Joe. “Let’s get this thing straightened out.”

“I’ve already talked to him,” Joe said.

Pope mouthed something but no words came out.

“That’s right,” Joe said. “He’s willing to trade you for Wolverine, if necessary.”

“But we can work together,” Pope said, pleading. “You don’t have to do it this way. We can work something out now, and for the future.”

Joe seemed to think it over, to Nate’s consternation. Finally, Joe said, “Nope. I saw how you treat your friends.”

THEY WERE PAST Joe’s old house on Bighorn Road when Pope said, “It wasn’t like what you think.”

“What is it I think?” Joe said.

“That we gang-raped her. It wasn’t like that at all.”

“How was it, then?”

“She was more than willing. I didn’t even want her, but, you know, peer pressure and all. She was drinking and sitting in on the poker game, and she started rubbing herself all over Frank. We were all a little lit up by then, and Frank threw down his cards and took her to her tent. After a while, they came back and she started rubbing on Wally.”

“So it was all her, then?” Joe said woodenly.

“It really, really was.”

“But you all went along with it.”

Pope shrugged. “Yes, of course.”

“Even though you really didn’t want to.”

“In my case, yeah. I wasn’t all that attracted to her.”

“But you did it anyway.”

“Yeah, I did it too.”

“So why’d she try to get all of you arrested?”

Pope said, “It was extortion, maybe. And it was because she was ashamed. Of herself. She was ashamed of what she’d done, and she didn’t want anyone to find out. So she blamed us and cried rape. I mean, if she really was raped, as she claimed, do you think we all would have stayed up there in that camp and waited to be caught? When she got angry and left to go to town … we realized how it would look.”

Joe and Nate exchanged glances. Nate obviously didn’t believe Pope’s version. Joe wasn’t so sure.

“What we did know was what would happen if the story got out,” Pope said. “Five white guys, two married at the time, accused of gang-raping an innocent Native American girl in an elk camp. No matter what the facts were, do you think for one second that any of us would have had a chance? We’d have been tarred for the rest of our lives. I mean, all five of us grew apart after that incident and went on to become pretty successful. Frank was a bigshot in his community, and Wally was a great guy, head of his United Way campaign. I’m the director of the game and fish department. If she’d taken us to court, none of that would have happened, and for what good reason?”

Joe said, “So you made sure she’d be discredited and shamed. You contacted Vern Dunnegan and the sheriff and told them ahead of time she was off her rocker.”

Pope shrugged, held out his hands in a “what else could we do” plea.

Joe didn’t respond.

“What choice did we have?” Pope asked, heatedly. “And even if she sees things differently now than I do, how can anyone justify these murders? She obviously convinced someone—and I think we know who—the five of us were evil men.”

Joe had never seen Pope so desperate, so scared. He could smell his fear in the cab of the truck.

“What bothers me,” Joe said, “is how long you knew about the connection.”

“I wasn’t sure!”

“But you said nothing. You kept it to yourself. My guess is you thought about it for the first time after John Garrett was murdered. Especially when you heard about the poker chip. Am I right? That’s why you shut me down so fast when I brought it up.”

Pope said nothing. Joe took his silence as confirmation.

“And when Warren Tucker was killed, and again there was a poker chip, you knew there was a connection. Two of your old friends in a row. Each hunting at the time, each with a poker chip on them. You knew.”

Pope stared ahead as if Joe wasn’t speaking.

“That’s what hacks me off so much,” Joe said. “Neither you or Vern Dunnegan did the right thing. You sat there while two men were murdered, leaving behind widows, children, and grandchildren, and you didn’t do a thing because all you could think of was yourselves.”

“I wasn’t sure,” Pope said softly.

Joe shook his head. “You can say that now. But you knew. That’s why you were all over this when Frank Urman was butchered. You were just waiting for it. So for the first time in your professional career, you were on the scene. You wanted to be in charge so if we caught the killer you could mitigate the damage to you. And you offered up your buddy Wally Conway to get him out of the way so he wouldn’t start talking. You were appeasing the shooter, offering up Wally, hoping that would put a stop to it. But when you saw how Klamath could get to you, could put a severed head in your hotel room, well, you knew it wasn’t over after all. You knew you’d be next no matter what. Am I right so far?”

Pope snorted, as if Joe were amusing him. It wasn’t convincing.

“But more than anything, you were hoping we’d trail the shooter and take him out so nothing would ever get out. Right? That’s why you were there to help spring Nate, right? Because whatever you think of him, you know he’s lethal.”

“Damned right,” Nate said.

“You’re insane,” Pope said. But his shoulders slumped in defeat.

THE TREES CLOSED in around them as they ascended. The sky was gray, the air almost still. Two hours until dark. Joe pulled his truck off a two-track and turned off the motor.

“Recognize this place?” Joe asked Pope.

“Of course,” Pope said, annoyed. “It’s where Frank Urman was found.”

“And where Randy Pope will be found,” Joe said.

Pope’s red-rimmed eyes filled with tears.
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THERE IS A VERY specific way to skin an animal so that a taxidermist can create a flawless shoulder mount. It’s called caping. It works best if the animal to be caped is hung up by the back legs.

Caping requires a sharp skinning knife with a short, fat blade like the one in my sheath. A slit is made in the skin behind the shoulder at the midway point of the rib cage. Another is made around the legs just above the knees. Or the arms, in this case. A third precise cut is made to join the slits on the back of the leg (or arm). The skin is then peeled like a banana toward the jaw until the neck is exposed. Then the very delicate work begins: cutting the skin away from the ears, skull, nose, and mouth. The weight of the hide—skin is surprisingly heavy—helps because it pulls the skin-peel downward. The skin is sliced away from the flesh with extremely light knife strokes. If the procedure is done correctly, the skin will drop away into a wet pile in the grass, showing an inverted, inside-out face.

This is what will happen to Randy Pope. My only dilemma is whether I’ll cape him when he’s dead or still alive.

THE TERRAIN, OF course, is familiar. As I stride—careful to step on exposed rocks and to keep slightly to the side of established and muddy game trails—I weigh the advantage of knowing this mountain and the exact location of my prey against the possibility that I’m being led into a trap. Given the odds and what I know to be true—that the FBI informant has yet to give bad information and that an opportunity like this is too great to disregard—I proceed.

The sky concerns me. Even a skiff of snow makes tracking easy. I vow that if it starts to snow I’ll turn back the moment it begins, despite the opportunity offered me. I study the clouds and conclude it will snow, but later in the evening. After I’m done and back.

My backpack is empty except for several thick-ply plastic garbage bags. The pack will be heavier when I return due to fifteen pounds of skin.

I CAN’T SHAKE the feeling I’m being followed. I’ve neither heard nor seen anything to confirm my impression. Several times I stop and stand still, compelling my senses to reach out beyond their capacities to tell me something. The only thing I can point at that supplements my suspicion is the utter quiet—except for a slight breeze in the treetops—that remains in my wake. I’ve learned that after I’ve passed though an area, after a respectful period, the birds and squirrels begin talking to one another again. But I hear no resumption of sounds. It’s as if I’ve shut out all life by being in its presence.

There are conceivable justifications for the quiet. Low pressure can do it.

Either I’m imagining things or whoever is behind me is as good as I am. I proceed.

FINALLY, I’M CLIMBING the last rise and the trees start to thin. This is where Frank Urman was taken, just below the ridge I now approach. I drop to all fours, cradling my rifle on my forearms, crawl to the top and look over the other side.

A quarter of a mile away, in that stand of trees, is Randy Pope. He’s just standing there, his back against a tree.

JOE FELT THE presence of the shooter without actually seeing anyone. The hair on the back of his neck rose, and a shiver rolled up the length of his body from his boots to the top of his head.

He was behind the upturned root pan of an enormous fallen pine tree. He could see Pope’s shoulder through an opening in a gnarl of thick roots. He could tell by the way Pope shook that the man was sobbing.

They’d handcuffed Randy Pope behind his back to the same tree Frank Urman had been hung from and made a show of leaving the area. But instead of driving away, Joe snuck back and Nate hiked through the timber to a high granite knob that overlooked the tree stand, the ridge where Urman had originally been killed, and the mountain vista behind it. Both had radios turned low. Joe was armed with his shotgun filled with double-ought buckshot and the .40 Glock on his hip that he had no intention of using. Nate had the scoped .454 Casull.

Joe was thankful for the high breeze, the water sound of the wind in the trees, because it enabled him to communicate in low tones with Nate and remain out of Pope’s hearing range. Joe and Nate had agreed to check in with each other every ten minutes whether they saw anything or not. The procedure they’d agreed on was a click on the transmitter button, followed by a murmured check-in. Murmurs tended to meld with nature sounds better than whispers. Joe didn’t want Pope to know he was there and start begging and crying louder.

Joe wished Pope would stop crying. It made Joe feel cruel and awful, and he tried to shut Pope’s suffering out. But his effort was in vain. Despite the things Pope had done and not done to exacerbate the crimes committed, Joe couldn’t help but have sympathy for the man he’d handcuffed and offered up to the killer. Even Pope was a human being, although a diabolical and deeply flawed example of one. He didn’t know how long he could let this go on before he rose and dug in his pocket for the key to the cuffs.

But the feeling of the presence shoved his feelings aside. He raised his binoculars to his eyes and focused on the ridge across the meadow.

As he did, Nate clicked on the handheld.

Joe momentarily ignored the chirp and focused his binoculars on the top of the ridge and saw a slight movement. It was quick: the dull glint of a gun barrel behind a knuckle of rock.

Nate said, “I’ve got a visual.”

Joe pulled up the handheld from where it hung around his neck on a lanyard, said softly, “Me too.”

Nate said, “He just came out of the timber and he’s walking across the side of a meadow headed in your direction. Looks like he’s got a rifle. ETA is ten minutes.”

Joe was confused, and leaned into the binoculars. He could see no further movement, and certainly no one walking toward him.

“Nate, where do you see him?”

“To the east, about a mile from you. It’s Klamath Moore coming your way.”

Joe felt his chest clutch. Then who was up there on the ridge?

SHERIFF MCLANAHAN WAS exhausted. He stopped every ten to fifteen minutes to rest, falling farther behind his team of volunteers who were on foot, spread through the timber up ahead of him, sweeping the mountainside. He decided that as of tomorrow he would either suspend the investigation or at least not participate in the physical part of it. He was getting too damned old and out of shape for this, he thought. Besides, despite the enthusiasm from his boys for camping out, hiking in the woods with guns, and the horseplay in the camp at night, they hadn’t found a damned thing and the shooter was still at large. McLanahan doubted the shooter was even in the state anymore.

So when his radio crackled, he was in no hurry to reach for it.

“I just cut a fresh track,” someone said. McLanahan recognized the voice of Chris Urman.

“Where are you at?” It was Deputy Reed.

“Right here. See me? I’m waving my arm.”

“Oh, okay. On my way.”

“Oh shit,” Urman said. “I see somebody up ahead. On the game trail.”

A pause. McLanahan felt a trill and reached down for his radio as Reed came on, his voice excited: “I see him! I see him!”

The sheriff said, “Stay calm, boys, I’m on my way. Don’t lose sight of him.”

McLanahan holstered the radio, took a deep breath, and began to jog up the hill, his gear slapping him as it bounced.

NATE ROMANOWSKI PEERED through the scope of the .454, surprised that Klamath Moore was in the open. Moore skirted a small meadow, a break in the timber, the wall of dark pine on his left. Nate could see him clearly. Yes, Klamath had a rifle slung over his back. He appeared to be tracking someone because his head was down, not up. As Nate watched, Klamath unslung his rifle and held it in front of him at parade rest as he walked.

In Nate’s peripheral vision there was a dull flash of clothing through the timber to the side of where Klamath was in the meadow. Nate quickly swung the .454 away from Klamath into the trees. Through branches and breaks in the timber, Nate saw the heads and shoulders of several men moving toward Klamath. Nate frowned and brought his radio up to his mouth when he recognized McLanahan’s heavy-bodied gait and familiar battered cowboy hat.

Klamath Moore suddenly froze and turned toward the rushing group of men, and a beat later Nate heard a shout—the reason Klamath had wheeled.

Nate almost cried out as Klamath raised his weapon, pointing it at the men in the trees, when a crackling volley of shots punched through the air and Klamath collapsed in the grass.

Nate keyed the mike. “Jesus—they shot him. Klamath Moore is down! It’s McLanahan and his guys.”

Four men, led by Chris Urman, appeared in the meadow, cautiously circling Klamath Moore’s body.

“Joe,” Nate said, “they got him. He’s down and he looks deader than hell from here.”

Nate lowered his weapon. He could see McLanahan clearly now, wheezing his way across the meadow toward the body of Klamath Moore, who was surrounded by Chris Urman and other volunteers. Somebody whooped.

Nate said, “Joe? Did you hear me?”

He heard Joe’s voice, tight and forced. “I heard you.”

“Are you okay?”

“No.”

“What’s happening?”

“The shooter is coming down the hill toward Pope.”

Nate looked at his radio for a second, then shook it. “Come again?”

“Oh my God,” Joe Pickett said. “No.”

THE SHOTS IN the woods behind me sent a bolt of fear up my spine. So many shots, so quickly. I drop to a knee and thumb the safety off my rifle, anticipating more fire that doesn’t come. Who was it—hunters? The number of shots reminds me of when a group of hunters come upon a herd of elk—that furious fire as the herd breaks and runs. Is it possible there are hunters up here despite the moratorium? And if so, why didn’t I see their camp or cross their tracks?

I wonder if it had to do with my earlier sense of being followed. The sheriff has men up here, I know. But they’re incompetent. Maybe they circled in on themselves. Maybe I just heard friendly fire.

Or maybe Klamath followed me and got caught. I briefly close my eyes. It makes sense. He’s always been suspicious of me, and the way he looked at me today when I excused myself—yes, it’s possible. But there is no way to know for sure until later.

No matter. This was never about Klamath, despite what he thinks. Because in his world, everything is about Klamath Moore. Not this, though. This is about bestowing dignity and righting wrongs. Klamath just happens to be breathing the same air.

I look up. Randy Pope is within a hundred feet but somehow he has not seen me yet. His head is down, chin on his chest, arms behind his back. What is he doing?

The shots and Randy Pope’s demeanor and appearance unnerve me. I abandon my plans to cape him. Simply killing him—killing the last one and stopping this—will have to be enough. It will be enough.

I rise and walk toward him, striding quickly. I could easily take him from here but I want him to see me. I want to be the last person he ever sees and the last thought he ever has in his mind.

“OH MY GOD,” Joe said. “No.”

He watched Shenandoah Yellowcalf Moore approach Randy Pope down the length of his shotgun barrel. She wore cargo pants, gloves, a fleece sweater, and a daypack. Her expression was tight and willful, the same face he had seen in the yearbook photos as she drove to the basket past taller players. The breeze licked at her long black hair flowing out beneath a headband. As he looked at her his heart thumped, making his shotgun twitch; his hands were cold and wet and his stomach roiled.

And suddenly, things clicked into place:

She’d been at the airport to greet her husband, Klamath, meaning she’d been in the area prior to his arrival, when Frank Urman was killed.

While Klamath’s movements throughout the hunting season had been accounted for—mostly—by Bill Gordon, there had been no mention of Shenandoah’s travels.

She knew the state, the back roads and hunting areas from traveling with her team and later as a hunting guide.

She knew how to track, how to hunt, how to kill and process game.

She had a motive.

It fit, but he wanted no part of this. He’d been convinced the Wolverine was Klamath himself or one of his followers working under Klamath’s direction.

“Nate,” Joe said, speaking softly into the radio, “I need your help down here.”

“It’ll take me at least five minutes.”

“Hurry.”

At ten feet, she fitted the stock of her rifle to her shoulder and raised it until the muzzle was level with the crown of Randy Pope’s head.

She said, “Pope, look up.”

Joe could see Pope squirm, try to shinny around the tree away from her, but he could only go a quarter of the way because his cuff chain hung up on the bark. She took a few steps to her left in the grass so she was still in front of him.

I RECALL NOT the night it happened but the next morning, when I woke up feeling dirty, bruised, and sore. I was alone in my tent wearing only a T-shirt. They hadn’t even covered me up. I was damaged and it hurt to stand up.

The sun warmed the walls of the tent and as it did I could smell not only me but them. All five of them. I dressed—my clothes were balled up in the corner—and unzipped the flap and stepped outside where it was surprisingly cold. The campfire was going, curls of fragrant wood smoke corkscrewing through the branches of the pine trees, a pot of coffee brewing on my black grate. Three of them sat on stumps around the fire, staring into it as if looking for an explanation. They were unshaven; their faces told me nothing. They were blank faces, hungover faces. Maybe they were ashamed. But when they looked up and saw me, none of them said anything.

No one asked me if I wanted coffee. They weren’t going to talk about it. They were going to pretend nothing had happened.

That was the worst of all. That’s when the rage began. I was nothing to them. It was all about them, not me. This was apparently what they had expected when they hired me. The problem was, I felt the same way at that moment. I thought of their wives, their daughters, assumed they were having the same thoughts.

Randy Pope was there. He looked at me and then back toward the fire with a dismissive nod, as if I disgusted him. “If you say anything about this to anyone,” he said in words I can still hear clearly, “we’ll destroy you. You’ll end up as just another grease spot.”

That’s when I decided to find the sheriff and press charges.

AT THIS RANGE, Joe knew, a blast from his shotgun would practically cut her in half. But he couldn’t conceive of it—he didn’t want to fire. Hell, he admired her. He wanted her to turn or look behind her back up the hill so he could stand and shout at her to drop the rifle. As it was, with her finger tightening on the trigger, his sudden appearance could cause her to fire out of fear or reaction. And he thought, Would that be so bad?

“Please,” Randy Pope cried, “please don’t do this. You don’t have to do this.”

“Yes I do,” she said.

“No. Please. You know what happened in that camp. None of us hurt you. Nobody forced you.”

She said, “Actually, I don’t remember very much about that night. It’s still in a fog of alcohol to me. But I do remember how you wouldn’t look at me, how you threatened me. And I remember going to jail. I remember what was said about me afterward.”

“It was years ago,” Pope said. “We’re all different now.”

She laughed bitterly. “I have one more poker chip. Then it will all be over. You know, I carried those five poker chips in my pocket for years as a reminder to me of what you did and what I was. But I’m not like that anymore, and killing you kills what I was back then. I want my dignity back, and you’re the last man in my way. I have a daughter now, you know. I don’t want her to know about me then, or about you. She deserves better than both of us.”

Pope moaned a long moan, and Joe felt the pain of it.

“I’ve fought through self-loathing before,” she said. “This is how I cut the head off that snake.”

Before pulling the trigger, Shenandoah took a second to glance over her shoulder in the direction where the shots had been fired, to make sure no one was on the ridge.

Which gave Joe the opportunity to shout, “Drop the rifle, Shenandoah! Drop it now!”

He rose so she could see him behind the root pan. His shotgun was trained on her chest. She’d lowered the rifle when she turned and it stayed low.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Joe said. “Just let the rifle fall out of your hands and step back.”

She looked at Joe, surprised but not desperate. The look of single-minded determination was still on her face.

“This is over,” he said. “Please. You don’t want your daughter to be without her mother.”

He didn’t say, or her father.

Pope, for once, kept his mouth shut.

“I don’t want to go to prison,” she said softly.

“You may not have to,” Joe lied. “Lord knows you’ve got your reasons. Yours is a sympathetic case. This man assaulted you and then destroyed your reputation. Randy Pope will get what he deserves.”

She nodded as if acknowledging Joe’s words but discounting their meaning.

He hated himself.

“Just relax your hands, let the rifle drop.”

She did and it thumped onto the grass. Joe kept his shotgun on her as he walked around the root pan.

“Do you have any other weapons?” he asked.

She shook her head, then said, “I’ve got a skinning knife. I was going to cape him.”

“Don’t tell me that,” Joe said. “Now, ease out of your backpack and toss the knife aside.”

She slipped out of her pack and let it drop, then drew the knife from the sheath and tossed it a few feet away.

“Unlock me,” Pope said out of the side of his mouth as Joe passed the tree.

“Shut up,” Joe said. To Shenandoah, “Put your wrists together. You’re under arrest. I’ve got to take you in so we can sort this all out.”

He chose not to cuff her behind her back and humiliate her further. He slipped hard plastic Flex-cufs over her thin wrists and pulled them tight. She was small, almost delicate.

“I don’t want anyone to see me like this,” she said.

“Alisha doesn’t know, does she?”

“No.”

“You killed my friend Robey.”

“For that I’m eternally sorry,” she said, her eyes leaving Pope for a moment and softening. “That wasn’t meant to happen. It was an accident, and I’m so sorry.”

“Did Klamath kill Bill Gordon, or was that you?”

“It was Klamath. I’m very upset with my husband. I liked Bill very much.”

“Are you the Wolverine?”

She shook her head. “No. I think Bill was Wolverine. At least I always suspected he was leading Klamath on. I read the e-mail exchange and it inspired me.”

“Klamath is dead,” Joe said. “Those were the shots you heard. I’m sorry.”

She nodded, blinked. For a second the fire went out of her eyes.

“He was following you,” Joe said. “He ran into the sheriff’s men.”

“He knew it was me,” she said. “He never tried to stop me. I was accomplishing his goal while accomplishing mine.”

Joe couldn’t reply.

“I want Alisha to raise my daughter,” Shenandoah said.

“You don’t have to talk like that,” Joe said, feeling as if she’d kicked him in the gut. Her eyes were again fixed on Randy Pope.

She said, “Where is Nate?”

Joe chinned toward the granite ridge.

“Unlock me!” Pope shouted to Joe. “Get me out of here.”

Joe ignored him.

Shenandoah glared at Pope. “He was the worst of them all. He let his friends die. I need to finish this.”

“You don’t know what you’re doing, Joe,” Pope said. “This will ruin me if she talks, if she takes the stand. The girl was willing—more than willing. It happened years ago, the statute of limitations has passed. Why dredge it up again? Why let this woman bring it all back?”

It happened so quickly Joe could barely react. Like the point guard she once was, Shenandoah faked to her right, drawing Joe, then darted to her left under Joe’s outstretched hand. She ducked and snatched the knife from the grass at her feet and lunged at Pope.

Joe shouldered the shotgun, yelled, “Shenandoah, no! No!” but she sliced the blade cleanly through Pope’s throat at the same moment Joe fired, the buckshot hitting her full force in the neck and kicking her sideways. She landed in a heap like dropped wet laundry.

He was horrified by what he’d done.

JOE SAT ON a downed log and watched Nate walk down the slope. He was numb. He didn’t feel like he was all there. His hands sat in his lap like dead crabs. They were bloody from turning Shenandoah over, hoping against hope she would somehow pull through, even though he was the instrument of her death. He wished she wasn’t gone because of his failed effort to save Randy Pope’s worthless life.

Her body looked so small in the grass, maybe because the life in her had been so outsized. Joe thought, Promise kept, Nancy.

But it didn’t make him feel any better.

AS NATE APPROACHED, Joe could see his friend take it all in—Pope’s slumped body still cuffed to the tree, every pint of his blood spilled down his shirtfront and pants and pooling darkly around his feet. Shenandoah’s broken body thrown to the side, the knife still in her hand.

Nate holstered the .454 as he got closer and dropped to his knees in front of her body. He took her lifeless hands in his, closed his eyes.

“I saw it happen,” Nate said. “There was nothing you could do.”

“Nate, I’m so sorry,” Joe said, his voice a croak.

“No words,” Nate said.

Joe couldn’t tell if Nate was asking him not to speak or if no words could express what he felt.

JOE STOOD UP dully and changed the frequency on his radio to the mutual-aid channel, and as soon as he did he was awash in conversation from over the hill. He heard Sheriff McLanahan, Chris Urman, Deputy Reed, and others congratulating themselves over the shooting of Klamath Moore, the monster who’d killed the hunters. McLanahan was talking to dispatch, telling Wendy to contact the governor and tell him the state could be reopened for hunting.

“Sheriff,” Joe said, breaking in, “this is Joe Pickett. I’ve got the bodies of a couple more victims over the ridge.”

The chatter went silent.

“Come again?” McLanahan said.

NATE WALKED OVER to where Joe sat on the log and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder.

“I feel so bad,” Joe said. “I mean, a woman. And not just any woman. Shenandoah.” He looked up. “Did you know it was her?”

“Not until the end,” Nate said, raising his eyebrows. “Justice was done—all around.”

“Here.” Joe handed Nate his keys.

Nate looked at him for an explanation.

“Take them and get out of here before the sheriff sees you.”

“I can’t.”

Joe shrugged. “Go. You don’t have that much time.”

“What about you?”

“I said I’d do what was right. The governor assumed I meant I’d bring you back.”

“Joe, I—”

“Git,” Joe said.
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“BUY YOU A drink?”

Vern Dunnegan laughed, pulled the large woman with fire-engine-red hair on the next stool closer to him, said, “You bet. We’ll both have one.” And to the bartender: “Set ’em up, buddy.”

“Another Beam on the rocks?” the bartender said.

“Double Beam for me and my lady,” Vern said, “thanks to my benefactor here.”

His benefactor was tall, rawboned, with piercing, ice-blue eyes and short-cropped blond hair. He had not taken off his bulky parka. Snow from the late November storm outside had melted into drops on the fur trim of his hood. The drops reflected the neon beer signs at the windows. Outside the glass, thick flakes blew by horizontally, looking like sparks from a fire.

“You just get out?” the man asked, leaning on the bar with his hands clasped in front of him.

“Yes,” Vern said. “About four hours ago, in fact. This is my first stop. I plan to drink until drunk, eat until sated, and maybe later”—he squeezed the overweight redhead hard around her waist, nearly toppling her from her stool—“some sweet romance.”

“Romance,” she scoffed, blowing a cloud of cigarette smoke toward the back bar. The smoke curled around the framed front page of the Casper Star-Tribune with the headline KILLER OF HUNTERS SHOT DEAD and a photo of smiling anti-hunting activist Klamath Moore.

“That’s in a lot of bars around the state,” the man said.

“As it should be,” Vern said. “Hunters are hunting again and the bad guy is dead. Or so I read.”

“You don’t believe it?”

Vern said, “Rumor is the story’s more complicated. But that’s just jailhouse talk. Why should I doubt the word of the governor who set me free even though he took his own sweet time doing it? He said it was Klamath Moore, so as far as I’m concerned, it was Klamath Moore.”

“May that son of a bitch roast in hell,” the redheaded woman said, toasting the photo with her fresh drink.

“Perhaps she’d excuse us for a minute?” the benefactor said.

“Why?” Vern asked.

“Why?” she echoed.

“Just a little business.”

“Do I know you?” Vern asked.

“No.”

“Honey,” Vern said, patting her on the butt, “give me just a minute, please.”

“Fine,” she said, sliding unsteadily off her stool. “I need to pee, anyway.”

“Your girlfriend?” the benefactor asked.

“Of course not, come on. But she’ll do for a Tuesday night in Rawlins, Wyoming.”

The man smiled. It was a cruel smile, Vern thought. Did he know this guy? Had he met him on the inside, or on the outside? Did he arrest him once for poaching, back in the day?

“So today is the first day of the rest of your life,” the man said.

“In a way.” Vern was starting to get a bad feeling about this. “Have we met?”

“I said no. But we have a mutual acquaintance.”

“Who might that be?”

“His name is Joe Pickett.”

The light went out of Vern’s eyes. “Oh.”

“He’s my friend, and he’s in a bad way right now. The world has fallen in on him. I’m confident he’ll be able to pull out of it, though. He’s got the support of his family. He’s not so sure about his boss.” The man paused until it became uncomfortable. “And someone who looks out for him.”

Vern felt the blood drain from his face. “I better be going.”

“Not yet.”

Vern felt something long and heavy like a pipe laid across his thigh. He looked down at the barrel of the biggest pistol he’d ever seen, the gaping muzzle an inch from his crotch.

“I was kind of hoping my freedom might last more than one night,” Vern said, swallowing bitterly.

Nate said, “A false hope, as it turns out. Here, hold out your hand.”

“What’s this? A poker chip?”

“Yup,” Nate said. “The last one. I found it on Shenandoah’s body. Hold onto it tight and think about it while we go outside for your last walk.”
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For Don Johnson …
And Laurie, always
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PART ONE

Evolution loves death more than it loves you or me … We are moral creatures, then, in an amoral world. The universe that suckled us is a monster that does not care if we live or die—does not care if it itself grinds to a halt.

—Annie Dillard


1

Keystone, South Dakota

MARSHALL AND SYLVIA Hotle, who liked to list their places of residence as Cedar Rapids, Iowa, Quartzsite, Arizona, and “the open road,” were preparing dinner when they saw the dark SUV with Illinois plates drive by on the access road for the third time in less than an hour.

“There they are again,” Sylvia said, narrowing her eyes. She was setting two places on the picnic table. Pork cutlets, green beans, dinner rolls, iceberg lettuce salad, and plenty of weak coffee, just like Marshall liked it.

“Gawkers,” Marshall said, with a hint of a smile. “I’m getting used to it.”

The evening was warm and still and perfumed with dust and pine pollen particular to the Black Hills of South Dakota. Within the next hour, the smell of hot dogs and hamburgers being cooked on dozens of campground grills would waft through the trees as well. By then the Hotles would be done eating. They liked to eat early. It was a habit they developed on their farm.

The Hotles had parked their massive motor home for the night in a remote campsite within the Mount Rushmore KOA complex near Palmer Gulch, only five miles away from the monument itself. Because it was late August and the roads teemed with tourists, they’d thought ahead and secured this choice site—one they’d occupied before on their semi-annual cross-country trips—by calling and reserving it weeks before. Although there were scores of RVs and tents setting up within the complex below, this particular site was tucked high in the trees and seemed almost remote.

Marshall often said he preferred the Black Hills to the Rocky Mountains farther west. The Black Hills were green, rounded, gentle, with plenty of lots big enough to park The Unit. The highest mountain—Harney Peak—was 7,242 feet. The Black Hills, Marshall said, were reasonable. The Rockies were a different matter. As they ventured from South Dakota into Wyoming, both the people and the landscape changed. Good solid midwestern stock gave way to mountain people who were ragged on the edges, he thought. Farms gave way to ranches. The mountains became severe, twice the elevation of Harney Peak, which was just big enough. The weather became volatile. While the mountains could be seductive, they were also amoral. Little of use could be grown. There were creatures—grizzly bears, black bears, mountain lions—capable of eating him and willing to do it. “Give me the Black Hills any old day,” Marshall said as he drove, as the rounded dark humps appeared in his windshield to the west. “The Black Hills are plenty.”

Sylvia was short, compact, and solid. She wore a sweatshirt covered with balloons and clouds she’d appliquéd herself. Her iron-gray hair was molded into tight curls that looked spring-loaded. She had eight grandchildren with the ninth due any day now. She’d spent the day knitting baby booties and a little stocking cap. She didn’t have strong opinions on the Black Hills versus the Rocky Mountains, but …

“I don’t like to be gawked at,” she said, barely moving her mouth.

“I hate to tell you this, but it’s not you they’re looking at,” Marshall said, sipping coffee. “They’re admiring The Unit.” Marshall’s belly strained at the snap buttons of his Iowa Hawkeyes windbreaker. His face was round, and his cheeks were always red. He’d worn the same steel-framed glasses so long they were back in style, as was his John Deere cap. He chinned toward the motor home. “They probably want to come up here and take a look. Don’t worry, though, we can have supper first.”

“That’s charitable of you,” Sylvia said, shaking her head. “Don’t you ever get tired of giving tours?”

“No.”

“It’s not just a motor home, you know. It’s where we live. But with you giving tours all the time, I feel like I’ve always got to keep it spotless.”

“Ah,” he said, sliding a cutlet from the platter onto his plate, “you’d do that anyway.”

“Still,” she said. “You never gave tours of the farmhouse.”

He shrugged. “Nobody ever wanted to look at it. It’s just a house, sweetie. Nothing special about a house.”

Sylvia said heatedly, “A house where we raised eight children.”

“You know what I mean,” he said. “Hey, good pork.”

“Oh, dear,” she said, “here they come again.”

The dark SUV with the Illinois plates didn’t proceed all the way up the drive to the campsite, but it braked to a stop just off the access road. Sylvia could see two people in the vehicle—two men, it looked like. And maybe someone smaller in the back. A girl? She glared her most unwelcoming glare, she thought. It usually worked. This time, though, the motor shut off and the driver’s door opened.

“At least they didn’t drive in on top of us,” she said.

“Good campground etiquette,” Marshall said.

“But they could have waited until after our supper.”

“You want me to tell them to come back later?”

“What,” she said with sarcasm, “and not give them a tour?”

Marshall chuckled and reached out and patted Sylvia’s hand. She shook her head.

Only the driver got out. He was older, about their age or maybe a few years younger, wearing a casual jacket and chinos. He was dark and barrel-chested, with a large head, slicked-back hair, and warm, dark eyes. He had a thick mustache and heavy jowls, and he walked up the drive rocking side-to-side a little, like a B-movie monster.

“He looks like somebody,” Sylvia said. “Who am I thinking of?”

Marshall whispered, “How would I know who you’re thinking of?”

“Like that dead writer. You know.”

“Lots of dead writers,” Marshall said. “That’s the best kind, you ask me.”

“Sorry to bother you,” the man said affably. “I’m Dave Stenson. My friends in Chicago call me Stenko.”

“Hemingway,” Sylvia muttered without moving her lips. “That’s who I mean.”

“Sorry to bother you at dinnertime. Would it be better if I came back?” Stenson/Stenko said, pausing before getting too close.

Before Sylvia could say yes, Marshall said, “I’m Marshall and this is Sylvia. What can we do for you?”

“That’s the biggest darned motor home I’ve ever seen,” Stenko said, stepping back so he could see it all from stem to stern. “I just wanted to look at it.”

Marshall smiled, and his eyes twinkled behind thick lenses. Sylvia sighed. All those years in the cab of a combine, all those years of corn, corn, corn. The last few years of ethanol mandates had been great! This was Marshall’s reward.

“I’d be happy to give you a quick tour,” her husband said.

“Please,” Stenko said, holding up his hand palm out, “finish your dinner first.”

Said Marshall, “I’m done,” and pushed away from the picnic table, leaving the salad and green beans untouched.

Sylvia thought, A life spent as a farmer but the man won’t eat vegetables.

Turning to her, Stenko asked, “I was hoping I could borrow a potato or two. I’d sure appreciate it.”

She smiled, despite herself, and felt her cheeks get warm. He had good manners, this man, and those dark eyes …

SHE WAS CLEANING up the dishes on the picnic table when Marshall and Stenko finally came out of the motor home. Marshall had done the tour of The Unit so many times, for so many people, that his speech was becoming smooth and well rehearsed. Fellow retired RV enthusiasts as well as people still moored to their jobs wanted to see what it looked like inside the behemoth vehicle: their 2009 forty-five-foot diesel-powered Fleetwood American Heritage, which Marshall simply called “The Unit.” She heard phrases she’d heard dozens of times, “Forty-six thousand, six hundred pounds gross vehicle weight … five hundred horses with a ten-point-eight-liter diesel engine … satellite radio … three integrated cameras for backing up … GPS … bedroom with queen bed, satellite television … washer-dryer … wine rack and wet bar even though neither one of us drinks …”

Now Marshall was getting to the point in his tour where, he said, “We traded a life of farming for life in The Unit. We do the circuit now.”

“What’s the circuit?” Stenko asked. She thought he sounded genuinely interested. Which meant he might not leave for a while.

Sylvia shot a glance toward the SUV. She wondered why the people inside didn’t get out, didn’t join Stenko for the tour or at least say hello. They weren’t very friendly, she thought. Her sister in Wisconsin said people from Chicago were like that, as if they owned all the midwestern states and thought of Wisconsin as their own personal recreation playground and Iowa as a cornfield populated by hopeless rubes.

“It’s our circuit,” Marshall explained, “visiting our kids and grandkids in six different states, staying ahead of the snow, making sure we hit the big flea markets in Quartzsite, going to a few Fleetwood rallies where we can look at the newest models and talk to our fellow owners. We’re kind of a like a club, us Fleetwood people.”

Stenko said, “It’s the biggest and most luxurious thing I’ve ever been in. It’s amazing. You must really get some looks on the road.”

“Thank you,” Marshall said. “We spent a lifetime farming just so we …”

“I’ve heard a vehicle like this can cost more than six hundred K. Now, I’m not asking you what you paid, but am I in the ballpark?”

Marshall nodded, grinned.

“What kind of gas mileage does it get?” Stenko asked.

“Runs on diesel,” Marshall said.

“Whatever,” Stenko said, withdrawing a small spiral notebook from his jacket pocket and flipping it open.

What’s he doing? Sylvia thought.

“We’re getting eight to ten miles a gallon,” Marshall said. “Depends on the conditions, though. The Black Hills are the first mountains we hit going west from Iowa, and the air’s getting thinner. So the mileage gets worse. When we go through Wyoming and Montana—sheesh.”

“Not good, eh?” Stenko said, scribbling.

Sylvia knew Marshall disliked talking about miles per gallon because it made him defensive.

“You can’t look at it that way,” Marshall said, “you can’t look at it like it’s a car or a truck. You’ve got to look at it as your house on wheels. You’re moving your own house from place to place. Eight miles per gallon is a small price to pay for living in your own house. You save on motels and such like that.”

Stenko licked his pencil and scribbled. He seemed excited. “So how many miles do you put on your … house … in a year?”

Marshall looked at Sylvia. She could tell he was ready for Stenko to leave.

“Sixty thousand on average,” Marshall said. “Last year we did eighty.”

Stenko whistled. “How many years have you been doing this circuit as you call it?”

“Five,” Marshall said. “But this is the first year in The Unit.”

Stenko ignored Sylvia’s stony glare. “How many more years do you figure you’ll be doing this?”

“That’s a crazy question,” she said. “It’s like you’re asking us when we’re going to die.”

Stenko chuckled, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”

She crossed her arms and gave Marshall a Get rid of him look.

“You’re what, sixty-five, sixty-six?” Stenko asked.

“Sixty-five,” Marshall said. “Sylvia’s …”

“Marshall!”

“… approximately the same age,” Stenko said, finishing Marshall’s thought and making another note. “So it’s not crazy to say you two might be able to keep this up for another ten or so years. Maybe even more.”

“More,” Marshall said, “I hope.”

“I’ve got to clean up,” Sylvia said, “if you’ll excuse me.” She was furious at Stenko for his personal questions and at Marshall for answering them.

“Oh,” Stenko said, “about those potatoes.”

She paused on the step into the motor home and didn’t look at Stenko when she said, “I have a couple of bakers. Will they do?”

“Perfect,” Stenko said.

She turned. “Why do you need two potatoes? Aren’t there three of you? I see two more heads out there in your car.”

“Sylvia,” Marshall said, “would you please just get the man a couple of spuds?”

She stomped inside and returned with two and held them out like a ritual offering. Stenko chuckled as he took them.

“I really do thank you,” he said, reaching inside his jacket. “I appreciate your time and information. Ten years on the road is a long time. I envy you in ways you’ll never understand.”

She was puzzled now. His voice was warm and something about his tone—so sad—touched her. And was that a tear in his eye?

INSIDE THE HYBRID SUV, the fourteen year-old girl asked the man in the passenger seat, “Like what is he doing up there?”

The man—she knew him as Robert—was in his mid-thirties. He was handsome and he knew it with his blond hair with the expensive highlights and his ice-cold green eyes and his small, sharp little nose. But he was shrill for a man his age, she thought, and had yet to be very friendly to her. Not that he’d been cruel. It was obvious, though, that he’d rather have Stenko’s undivided attention. Robert said, “He told you not to watch.”

“But why is he taking, like, big potatoes from them?”

“Do you really want to know?”

“Yes.”

Robert turned and pierced her with those eyes. “They’ll act as silencers and muffle the shots.”

“The shots?” She shifted in the back seat so she could see through the windshield better between the front seats. Up the hill, Stenko had turned his back to the old couple and was jamming a big potato on the end of a long-barreled pistol. Before she could speak, Stenko wheeled and swung the weapon up and there were two coughs and the old man fell down. The potato had burst and the pieces had fallen so Stenko jammed the second one on. There were two more coughs and the woman dropped out of sight behind the picnic table.

The girl screamed and balled her fists in her mouth.

“SHUT UP!” Robert said, “For God’s sake, shut up.” To himself, I knew bringing a girl along was a bad idea. I swear to God I can’t figure out what goes on in that brain of his.

She’d seen killing, but she couldn’t believe what had happened. Stenko was so nice. Did he know the old couple? Did they say or do something that he felt he had to defend himself? A choking sob broke through.

Robert said, “He should have left you in Chicago.”

SHE COULDN’T STOP crying and peeking even though Robert kept telling her to shut up and not to watch as Stenko dragged the two bodies up into the motor home. When the bodies were inside Stenko closed the door. He was in there a long time before tongues of flame licked the inside of the motor home windows and Stenko jogged down the path toward the SUV.

She smelled smoke and gasoline on his clothes when he climbed into the cab and started the motor.

“Man,” he said, “I hated doing that.”

Robert said, “Move out quick before the fire gets out of control and somebody notices us. Keep cool, drive the speed limit all the way out of here …”

She noticed how panicked Robert’s tone was, how high his voice was. For the first time she saw that his scalp through his hair was glistening with sweat. She’d never noticed how thin his hair was and how skillfully he’d disguised it.

Stenko said, “That old couple—they were kind of sweet.”

“It had to be done,” Robert said quickly.

“I wish I could believe you.”

Robert leaned across the console, his eyes white and wild. “Trust me, Dad. Just trust me. Did they give you the numbers?”

Stenko reached into his breast pocket and flipped the spiral notebook toward Robert. “It’s all there,” he said. The girl thought Stenko was angry.

Robert flipped through the pad, then drew his laptop out of the computer case near his feet. He talked as he tapped the keys. “Sixty to eighty thousand miles a year at eight to ten miles per gallon. Wow. They’ve been at it for five years and planned to keep it up until they couldn’t. They’re both sixty-five, so we could expect them to keep driving that thing for at least ten to fifteen years, maybe more.” Tap-tap-tap.

“They were farmers from Iowa,” Stenko said sadly. “Salt of the earth.”

“Salt of the earth?” Robert said. “You mean plagues on the earth! Christ, Dad, did you see that thing they were driving?”

“They called it The Unit,” Stenko said.

“Wait until I get this all calculated,” Robert said. “You just took a sizable chunk out of the balance.”

“I hope so,” Stenko said.

“Any cash?”

“Of course. All farmers have cash on hand.”

“How much?”

“Thirty-seven hundred I found in the cupboard. I have a feeling there was more, but I couldn’t take the time. I could have used your help in there.”

“That’s not what I do.”

Stenko snorted. “I know.”

“Thirty-seven hundred isn’t very much.”

“It’ll keep us on the road.”

“There’s that,” Robert said, but he didn’t sound very impressed.

As they cleared the campground, the girl turned around in her seat. She could see the wink of orange flames in the alcove of pines now. Soon, the fire would engulf the motor home and one of the people in the campground would see it and call the fire department. But it would be too late to save the motor home, just as it was too late to save that poor old couple. As she stared at the motor home on fire, things from deep in her memory came rushing back and her mouth dropped open.

“I said,” Stenko pressed, looking at her in the rearview mirror, “you didn’t watch, did you? You promised me you wouldn’t watch.”

“She lied,” Robert said. “You should have left her in Chicago.”

“Damn, honey,” Stenko said. “I didn’t want you to watch.”

But she barely heard him through the roaring in her ears. Back it came, from where it had been hiding and crouching like a night monster in a dark corner of her memory.

The burning trailer. Screams. Shots. Snow.

And a telephone number she’d memorized but that had remained buried in her mind just like all of those people were buried in the ground all these years …

She thought: I need to find a phone.
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Saddlestring, Wyoming

FIVE DAYS LATER, on a sun-fused but melancholy Sunday afternoon before the school year began again the next day, seventeen-year-old Sheridan Pickett and her thirteen-year-old sister, Lucy, rode double bareback in a grassy pasture near the home they used to live in. Their summer-blond hair shone in the melting sun, and their bare sunburned legs dangled down the sides of their old paint horse, Toby, as he slowly followed an old but well-trammeled path around the inside of the sagging three-rail fence. The ankle-high grass buzzed with insects, and grasshoppers anticipated the oncoming hooves by shooting into the air like sparks. He was a slow horse because he chose to be; he’d never agreed with the concept that he should be ridden, even if his burden was light, and considered riding to be an interruption of his real pursuits, which consisted of eating and sleeping. As he walked, he held his head low and sad and his heavy sighs were epic. When he revealed his true nature by snatching a big mouthful of grass while Sheridan’s mind wandered, she pulled up on the reins and said, “Damn you, Toby!”

“He always does that,” Lucy said behind her sister. “All he cares about it eating. He hasn’t changed.”

“He’s always been a big lunkhead,” Sheridan said, keeping the reins tight so he would know she was watching him this time, “but I’ve always kind of liked him. I missed him.”

Lucy leaned forward so her cheek was against Sheridan’s back. Her head was turned toward the house they used to live in before they’d moved eight miles into the town of Saddlestring a year before.

Sheridan looked around. The place hadn’t changed much. The gravel road paralleled the fence. Farther, beyond the road, the landscape dipped into a willow-choked saddle where the Twelve Sleep River branched out into six fingers clogged with beaver ponds and brackish mosquito-heaven eddies and paused for a breath before its muscular rush through and past the town of Saddlestring. Beyond were the folds of the valley as it arched and suddenly climbed to form a precipitous mountain-face known as Wolf Mountain in the Twelve Sleep Range.

“I never thought I’d say I missed this place,” Lucy said.

“But you do,” Sheridan finished.

“No, not really,” Lucy giggled.

“You drive me crazy.”

“What can I say?” Lucy said. “I like people around. I like being able to ride my bike to school and not take that horrible bus.”

“You’re a townie.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Townie’s are … common. Everybody’s a townie. There’s nothing special about it.”

Lucy affected a snooty, Valley Girl inflection: “Yeah, I’m like, common. I should want to still live out here so I can curse at horses, like you. You’re the weird one, Sheridan. I keep telling you that but you don’t believe me.” She flicked a grasshopper off her wrist. “And I don’t constantly have bugs landing on me.”

“Stop talking, Lucy.”

Lucy sighed, mimicking Toby. “How long do you think Mom is going to be in there?”

“A long time, I hope,” Sheridan said.

Marybeth Pickett, Sheridan and Lucy’s mother, had brought them both out to their old house on the Bighorn Road. Their mom owned a business-consulting firm, and she was meeting with Mrs. Kiner, who was starting a bath and body products company using honey or wax or something. Phil Kiner was the game warden of the Saddlestring District, the district their dad used to manage. Because of that, the Kiners took over the state-owned home that was once occupied by the Picketts when the family moved to their Grandmother Missy’s ranch for a year, and then to town to a home of their own. Toby had been one of their horses growing up, and when Sheridan saw him standing lazily in the corral, she’d asked if she could ride him around until their mother was done. Lucy tagged along simply because she didn’t want to wait inside and listen to business talk.

“I’m getting hungry,” Lucy said.

“You’re always hungry,” Sheridan said. “You’re like Toby. You’re like his lazy spawn.”

“Now you shut up,” Lucy said.

“Lucy Pickett,” Sheridan said in an arena announcer’s cadence, “Lazy Hungry Spawn of Toby! I like the sound of that.”

In response, Lucy leaned forward and locked her hands together under Sheridan’s breasts and squeezed her sister’s ribs as hard as she could. “I’ll crush you,” Lucy said.

“You wish,” Sheridan laughed.

They rode in silence for a moment after Lucy gave up trying to crush Sheridan.

Lucy said, “I miss Dad. I miss his pancakes on Sunday morning.”

Sheridan said, “Me, too.”

“What’s going to happen? Is he ever moving back? Are we moving where he is now?”

Sheridan glanced at the house where her mother was and shrugged, “Who knows? He says he’s in exile.”

“It sucks.”

“Yeah.”

“It sucks big-time.”

“Mmmm.”

“It sucks the big one.”

“Okay, Lucy, I got it.”

“Ooooh,” Lucy said, “I see your boyfriend. I knew he was going to come out and stare at you.”

“Stop it.”

Jason Kiner, like Sheridan, was set to be a junior at Saddlestring High School. He’d come home from football practice a half hour before in his ancient pickup. He was tall, dull-eyed, and wide-shouldered with shaved temples and a shock of black hair on top, something all the players had done to show their solidarity to … whatever. He had seen Sheridan and Lucy when he drove up but pretended he hadn’t. Playing it cool, Sheridan thought, a trait in boys her age she found particularly annoying. He’d parked near the detached garage, slung his gym bag over his shoulder, and gone into the house.

He emerged now wearing a Saddlestring Wranglers gray hoodie, clean jeans, and white Nikes. He’d spiked his hair. Jason ambled toward the girls in a self-conscious, half-comatose saunter. Waved at them, nonchalant, and leaned forward on the fence with his forearms on the top rail and a Nike on the bottom rail. Trying to make an entrance of sorts, Sheridan thought. They were riding the horse toward the corner of the corral where Jason was waiting. It would be a minute before they’d be upon him.

“There he is,” Lucy whispered.

“I see him. So what?”

“Jason Kiner looooves you.”

“Shut up. He does not.”

“I’ve looked at his MySpace page and his Facebook page,” she whispered. “He looooves you.”

“Stop it.”

“Look at him,” Lucy whispered, giggling. “There’s loooove in his eyes.”

With the arm Jason couldn’t see, Sheridan elbowed her sister in the ribs, and Lucy laughed, “You’ve gotta do better than that.”

When Toby sleepwalked to Jason, Sheridan said, “Hi there.”

“How are you guys doing?” Jason said. “I didn’t see you when I drove up.”

“You didn’t?” Lucy asked, mock serious.

Sheridan gritted her teeth and shot a look over her shoulder at her sister, who looked back with her best innocent and charming face.

“It’s been a long time since I rode,” Sheridan said. “We asked your mom.”

Jason shrugged. “Nobody ever rides him anymore, so you might as well. I’ve been thinking about saddling him up, but with football practice and all …”

And the conversation went completely and unexpectedly dead. Sheridan could hear the insects buzz in the grass. She could feel Lucy prodding her to say something.

Finally, Jason’s face lit up with purpose. “Hey—did that chick call you?”

“What chick?”

“She called here a few days ago for you. She still had this number from when you lived here, I guess. I gave her your cellphone number.”

Lucy purred into Sheridan’s ear, “He has your cellphone number?”

Sheridan ignored her. “Nobody called. Who was it?”

“I didn’t know her,” Jason said, “She said she used to live here and still had the number for the house.”

“What was her name?”

Jason screwed up his mouth and frowned. “She said it, but I can’t remember for sure. It was a few days ago. Oh—I remember now. She said something like, ‘April.’”

Sheridan dropped the reins in to the grass. “What?”

Jason shrugged. “She said something like, ‘I wonder if she remembers a girl named April.’ Anyway, I gave her your number and …”

Lucy said to Sheridan, “Did he say what I thought he said?”

Sheridan leaned forward and felt Lucy grip her hard to keep her balance. “Jason, this isn’t very funny.”

“Who’s trying to be funny?”

“If you are,” Sheridan said, “I’ll kill you.”

Jason stepped back and dropped his arms to his sides as if preparing to be rushed by the two girls. “What’s going on? What’s wrong with you two? You’re acting like you see a ghost or something.”

Sheridan pointed toward the yard in front of the house but had trouble speaking. Jason turned to where she gestured.

The three Austrian pine trees their dad had planted so long ago in the front yard had all now grown until the tops were level with the gutter of the house. At the time they’d been planted, he’d joked that they were Sheridan’s Tree, April’s Tree, and Lucy’s Tree.

“April was our sister,” Sheridan said, pointing at the middle one. “She was killed six years ago.”

The door of the house opened, and their mother came out. Sheridan noted how Jason looked over his shoulder at her in a way that in other circumstances would have made her proud and angry at the same time. But now her mother looked stricken. There was no doubt in Sheridan’s mind that Jason’s mom had just mentioned the call they’d received.
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Baggs, Wyoming

WYOMING GAME WARDEN Joe Pickett, his right arm and uniform shirt slick with his own blood, slowed his green Ford pickup as he approached a blind corner on the narrow two-track that paralleled the Little Snake River. It was approaching dusk, and buttery shafts filtered through the trees on the rim of the river canyon and lit up the floor in a pattern resembling jail bars. The river itself, which had been roaring with runoff in the spring and early summer, was now little more than a series of rock-rimmed pools of pocket water connected by an anemic trickle. He couldn’t help notice, though, that brook trout were rising in the pools, feverishly slurping at tiny fallen Trico bugs like drunks at last call.

There was a mature female bald eagle in the bed of his pickup bound up tight in a Wyoming Cowboys sweatshirt, and the bird didn’t like that he’d slowed down. Her hair-raising screech scared him and made him involuntarily jerk on the wheel.

“Okay,” he said, glancing into his rearview mirror at the eagle, which stared back at him with murderous, needle-sharp eyes that made his skin creep. “You’ve done enough damage already. What—you want me to crash into the river, too?”

He eased his way around the blind corner, encountered no one, and sped up. The road was so narrow—with the river on one side and the canyon wall on the other—that if he had to share it with an oncoming vehicle, they’d both have to maneuver for a place to pull over in order to pass. Instead, he shared the road with a doe mule deer and her fawn that had come down from a cut in the wall for water. Both deer ran ahead of him on the road, looking nervously over their shoulders, until another screech from the eagle sent them bounding through the river and up the other side.

Another blind corner, but this time when he eased around it, he came face-to-face with a pickup parked in the center of the two-track. The vehicle was a jacked-up 2008 Dodge Ram 4x4, Oklahoma plates, the grille a sneering grimace. And no one in the cab. He braked and scanned the river for a fisherman—nope—then up the canyon wall on his right for the driver. No one.

He knew instinctively, Something is going to happen here.

THE CALL THAT brought him to this place on this road in this canyon had come via dispatch in Cheyenne just after noon: hikers had reported an injured bald eagle angrily hopping around in a remote campsite far up the canyon, “scaring the bejesus out of everyone.” They reported the eagle had an arrow sticking out of it. It was the kind of call that made him wince and made him angry.

Months before, Joe had been assigned to the remote Baggs District in extreme south-central Wyoming. The district (known within the department as either “The Place Where Game Wardens Are Sent to Die” or “Warden Graveyard”) was hard against the Colorado border and encompassed the Sierra Madre Mountains, the Little Snake River Valley, dozens of third- and fourth-generation ranches surrounded by a bustling coal-bed methane boom and an influx of energy workers, and long distances to just about anywhere. The nearest town with more than five hundred people was Craig, Colorado, thirty-six miles to the south. The governor had his reasons for making the assignment: to hide him away until the heat and publicity of the events from the previous fall died down. Joe understood Governor Rulon’s thinking. After all, even though he’d solved the rash of murders involving hunters across the state of Wyoming, he’d also permitted the unauthorized release of a federal prisoner—Nate Romanowski—as well as committing a shameful act that haunted him still.

Joe had called a few times and sent several e-mails to the governor asking when he could go back to Saddlestring. There had been no response. While Joe felt abandoned, he felt bad that his actions had damaged the governor.

And the governor had enough problems of his own these days to concern himself with Joe’s plight. Although he was still the most popular politician in the state despite his mercurial nature and eccentricity, there had been a rumor of scandal about a relationship with Stella Ennis, the governor’s chief of staff. The governor denied the rumors angrily and Stella resigned, but it had been a second chink in his armor, and Rulon’s enemies—he had them on both sides of the aisle—saw an opening and moved in like wolves on a hamstrung bull moose. Soon, there were innuendos about his fast-and-loose use of state employees, including Joe, even financial questions about the pistol shooting range Rulon had installed behind the governor’s mansion to settle political disputes. Joe had no doubt—knowing the governor—that Rulon would emerge victorious. But in the meanwhile, he’d be embattled and distracted.

And Joe would be in exile of sorts. He felt the familiar pang of moral guilt that had visited him more and more the last few years for some of the decisions he’d made and some of the things he’d done that had landed him here. Although he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t have made the same decisions if he had the opportunity to make them again, the fact was he’d committed acts he was deeply ashamed of and would always be ashamed of. The last moments of J. W. Keeley and Randy Pope, when he’d acted against his nature and concluded that given the situations, the ends justified the means, would forever be with him. Joe’s friend Nate Romanowski, the fugitive falconer, had always maintained that often there was a difference between justice and the law, and Joe had always disagreed with the sentiment. He still did. But he’d crossed lines he never thought he’d cross, and he vowed not to do it again. Although he owned the transgressions he’d committed and they would never go away, he’d resolved that the only way to mitigate them was to stay on the straight and narrow, do good works, and not let his dark impulses assert themselves again.

Being in exile could either push a man over the precipice or help a man sort things out, he’d concluded.

DESPITE THE REMOTE location, his lack of familiarity with the new district, and pangs of loneliness, the assignment reminded him how much he loved being a game warden again, really being a game warden. It was what he was born to do. It’s what gave him joy, purpose, and a connection to the earth, the sky, God, and his environment. It made him whole. But he wished he could resume his career without the dark cloud that had followed him once the governor had chosen to make Joe his go-to guy. He wished he could return home every night to Marybeth, Sheridan, and Lucy, who’d remained in Saddlestring because of Marybeth’s business and the home they owned. Every day, he checked his e-mail and phone messages for word from the governor’s office in Cheyenne that he could return. So far, it hadn’t come.

Life and work in his new district was isolated, slow, and incredibly dull.

Until the Mad Archer arrived, anyway.

By Joe’s count, the Mad Archer had killed four elk (two cows and two bulls whose antlers had been hacked off) and wounded three others he had to put down. He could only guess at the additional wounded who’d escaped into the timber and suffered and died alone. It was the same with the two deer and several pronghorn antelope off the highway between the towns of Dixon and Savery, all killed by arrows.

Then there was the dog—a goofy Lab-Corgi hybrid with a Lab body and a Lab I love everybody please throw me a stick disposition tacked on to the haughty arrogance of a corgi and a corgi’s four-inch stunted legs—who’d suddenly appeared on the doorstep of Joe’s game warden home. He fed him and let him sleep in the mudroom while he asked around town about his owner. Joe’s conclusion was he’d been dumped by a passing tourist or an energy worker who moved on to a new job. So when the dog was shot through the neck with an arrow outside an ancient cement-block bar once frequented by Butch Cassidy himself, Joe was enraged and convinced the Mad Archer was not only a local but a sick man who should be put down himself if he ever caught him.

The dog—Joe named him “Tube”—was recovering at home after undergoing $3,500 worth of surgery. The money was their savings for a family vacation. Would the state reimburse him if he made the argument that Tube was evidence? He doubted it. What he didn’t doubt was that Sheridan and Lucy would grow as attached to the dog as he had. All Tube had going for him was his personality, Joe thought. He was good for nothing else. Was Tube worth the family vacation? That was a question he couldn’t answer.

Of course, the best Joe could do within his powers if he caught the Mad Archer would be to charge him with multiple counts of wanton destruction—with fines up to $10,000 for each count—and possibly get the poacher’s vehicle and weapons confiscated. Joe was always frustrated at how little he could legally do to game violators. There was some compensation in the fact that citizens in Wyoming and the mountain west were generally as enraged as he was at indiscriminate cruelty against animals. If he caught the man and proved his guilt before a judge, he knew the citizens of Baggs would shun the man and turn him into a pariah, maybe even run him out of the state for good. Still, he’d rather send the criminal to prison.

For the past month, Joe had poured his time and effort into catching the Mad Archer. He’d perched all night near hay meadows popular as elk and deer feeding spots. He’d haunted sporting goods shops asking about purchases of arrows and gone to gas stations asking about suspicious drivers who might have had bows in their pickups in the middle of summer. He’d acquired enough physical evidence to nail the Archer if he could ever catch him in the vicinity of a crime. There were the particular brand of arrows—Beman ICS Hunters tipped with Magnus 2-blade broadheads—partial fingerprints from the shaft of the arrows removed from an elk and Tube, a tire-track impression he’d cast in plaster at the scene of a deer killing, a sample of radiator fluid he’d gathered from a spill on the side of the road near the dead pronghorn, and some transmission fluid of particular viscosity he’d sent to the lab to determine any unique qualities. But he had no real leads on the Mad Archer himself, or even an anonymous tip with a name attached called into the 800-number poacher hotline.

Many of his nightly conversations with Marybeth took place in the dark in the cab of his pickup, overseeing a moon-splashed hay meadow framed by the dark mountain horizon.

JUDGING BY THE call from dispatch earlier, Joe immediately assumed the Mad Archer was at it again, and this time he’d claimed a bald eagle. Although bald eagles had finally been taken off the endangered species list the year before, it was still a crime to harm them. Plus, he liked eagles and it made him mad. So when the call came he checked the loads in the magazine of his Glock and chambered a round, moved his shotgun from behind the bench seat to the front, jammed his weathered gray Stetson on his head, and rushed up the canyon on the two-track, hoping the crime had taken place recently enough that there would be a possibility of encountering the criminal in the vicinity. Since there was only one main road from the valley floor to the campground where the hikers had called in the wounded eagle, he thought he might have a chance.

HE’D FOUND THE bald eagle as described. The hikers—who’d asked a seasonal forest service employee to call it in once the worker cleared the walled canyon—milled about helplessly while the big eagle stood between them and their Subaru with Colorado plates (an inordinate number of complaints were called in by people with Subarus and Colorado plates). The eagle had her wings outstretched an imposing seven and a half feet. Her talons gripped the soft dirt parking lot like a scoop shovel biting through asphalt. Her screech was shrill, chilling, ungodly, as if intended to scare pine-cones out of the trees. Her eyes were as dark, intense, and piercing as hell itself, he thought. He couldn’t lock eyes with her more than a few seconds before breaking the gaze.

There were three hikers, two men and a woman. College age, good equipment, scruffy half-beards on the men, the woman a brunette with her hair tied in a ponytail. They told him they’d spent three nights and four days hiking the trails and high-country lakes near Bridger Peak in the Sierra Madres.

The woman told Joe, “We’re tired, dirty, and hungry and we need to get out of here. We have a dinner reservation tonight in Steamboat Springs. At the rate we’re going, we’re going to be late.”

“Oh dear,” Joe said.

“I’m serious,” she said, miffed.

“Did you see anyone in the area other than the forest service guy? Any other hikers or vehicles?”

They all shook their heads no. Damn.

The eagle was big, Joe noted, probably fifteen pounds. Females were larger than males. The yellow arrow shaft went cleanly through her right wing and was lodged half-in, half-out, the familiar razor-tipped broadhead winking in the sun. He guessed by looking at the way she held the wounded wing that tendons had been sliced so she couldn’t get lift. She’d probably been ambushed while on the ground, he thought, likely surprised while feeding on a fish or roadkill.

As he stood there looking at the eagle with the hikers gathered behind him, admonishing him not to hurt the bird but to get her out of the way so they could get to their car, he felt a particular kind of bitterness he couldn’t give away to them. He knew he was probably looking at a dead bird.

Although there were several rehabilitation centers for raptors and birds of prey, the more reputable of the two being near Sheridan and Boise, there had been a recent departmental memo saying both facilities were filled to capacity. They could take no more birds, no matter the circumstances. Damaged eagles, falcons, and hawks would have to be placed privately or destroyed. Since Joe was in exile of sorts and five hours away from the nearest facility anyway, he knew what the likely conclusion would be. But he didn’t dare tell the hikers. So on the spot, he came up with a scheme: tackle the eagle, bind her wings to her body with his spare sweat-shirt, tape it tight, and transport her out of there. To where he would determine later.

The hikers agreed to form a human shield to the side of the eagle and draw her attention (and vitriol) while Joe swooped in from behind her. It worked, except for the part where she slashed down with her hooked beak and ripped a gash the length of his forearm. Spurting blood and holding her wings tight to her body, he managed to slide the arrow out of her wing, slip the sweatshirt over her head, tie the sleeves together around her like a straitjacket, and finish the job with duct tape. Her screech seemed to reach down inside him and tug at primeval fears he didn’t even know he had, but he fought through them out of pure terror and eventually gained control of her thrashing body and sharp talons, wrapping the sweatshirt around her with a continuous strip of tape. Finally, as the hikers stepped away, he had her under control except for her screeching, and he picked her up and carried her to his truck. She was surprisingly light with her wings taped tightly to her side, and it reminded him of carrying one of his daughters as babies. It seemed a shame, he thought, to reduce this beautiful and regal creature to a shiny silver papoose. She seemed cowed and harmless—except for the talons, of course.

He used bungee cords to lash her upright to the inside sidewall of his pickup bed. She looked like an insurgent caught in the act and awaiting interrogation, he thought. He avoided looking into her murderous eyes, which pierced him through the curtain of his peripheral vision.

The hikers thanked him and left in time to make their dinner reservation. He watched their taillights recede down the gravel road through the dust kicked up from their tires that hung in clouds and slowly sifted back down to earth. Their problem was now his problem, and they could tell their friends they’d helped save a bald eagle.

Joe stood in the campground bloodied and breathing hard, unable to raise dispatch or get a cell signal because of the height of the canyon walls.

While he bound his bleeding forearm with a compress and medical tape from the oft-used first-aid kit in his pickup, he looked at the eagle and asked, “What am I going to do with you?”

JOE THOUGHT THERE might be enough room on the canyon-wall side of the pickup to get around the driverless pickup with the Oklahoma plates in the middle of the road, but he knew it would be close. The side mirrors of both trucks would likely hit each other if he tried to squeeze through.

Sighing, he put his vehicle into park, got out, and bent both of his mirrors in on their hinges.

“Hey!” he called. “Would you mind moving your truck?”

His words echoed back over the tinkling of the river. Clouds of caddis flies smoked up the river. An aggressive trout smacked the surface of a pocket-water pool to get one.

To be safe, he decided to bend the mirrors of the Dodge in as well so he could pass. It was never a good idea to touch another man’s vehicle, but he was sure the missing driver would understand.

As he pushed the driver’s side mirror in, he glanced inside the cab and saw a half-empty twelve-pack of beer, binoculars, a pint of tequila, torn empty packages for AA batteries, and a quiver of Beman arrows between the bench seats.

Joe backed away and instinctively rested his right hand on the butt of his .40 Glock semi-auto. His senses sharpened, and he felt his heart beat faster. The rush of blood hurt the gash on his forearm, and dark red blood beaded on the side of the compress. He looked back inside the cab. No keys. He placed his palm on the hood of the truck. It was warm, as if the engine had been running just a moment before. Squatting, he looked underneath the pickup. Two drops of transmission fluid in the dirt and a pink bead of it poised to fall from a black rubber hose. A glance at the tires didn’t conclusively confirm the tread was the same as his plaster cast, but it was similar enough. And near the rear tires on both sides, in the loose grit of the road, were two sets of footprints headed down the road in the direction the Dodge had been coming.

He stood.

Flicking his eyes from the river to the canyon wall to the two-track behind the Dodge where the missing driver might walk up, he stepped backward until he was adjacent to the open driver’s window of his pickup. He reached in and plucked the mike from its cradle.

“Dispatch, this is GF-fifty-four.”

Static.

“Dispatch, this is GF-fifty-four.”

Nothing.

“Can anyone hear me?”

No. Still too deep in the canyon for a signal.

Joe withdrew his cellphone from the breast pocket of his red uniform shirt. No bars.

He guessed the scenario: The Mad Archer and his accomplice were coming up the two-track when they either saw or heard Joe’s pickup coming down the same road from the campground. Maybe the eagle screech alerted them. Since there was nowhere to turn around and driving the Dodge in reverse around the blind corners was impractical, they’d simply bailed out and run. Since it was approaching dusk, no doubt they hoped Joe would simply pass by their vehicle en route to town. When he passed, they’d come out from where they were hiding.

He ran through his options. None were very good.

Joe thought about the empty packages of AA batteries. And he smiled to himself.

HE GAVE THEM fifteen minutes to show up. They didn’t, which didn’t surprise him. The shadows within the canyon grew long and dark and the breeze stilled and the temperature dropped twenty degrees. The wounded eagle grew impatient and screamed. Every time she screeched, he flinched and the hair on the back of his neck bristled.

He had the feeling he was being watched, but he couldn’t see who was watching him, or from where.

He made a show of checking his wristwatch. Then, with the slumped shoulders of a man who’d just given up waiting, he climbed into his pickup with the pronghorn antelope decals on the door, gunned the engine, and drove slowly forward.

He made it past the Dodge with six inches of clearance to spare, although heavy brush clawed the passenger door and scratched at the window. Back on the road, he turned his headlights on and drove slowly, looking carefully—but not too obviously—from side to side for a flash of color or the dark form of a hidden man. The two-track rose to a crest, and once he dropped over the top, he could no longer see the Dodge in his rearview mirror. The river was less languid on the bottom of the hill, and rallied from its late-summer doldrums into a stretch of fast water that picked up in volume until, spent, it spilled over a small falls into a deep pool. When the rush of water overcame the sound of his motor, he let the pickup coast to a stop and he turned the lights out. There was a narrow meadow to his right—a break in the canyon wall—which he drove into and did a three-point turn in the dark so he was pointed back the way he had come.

Joe kept a small duffel bag of spare clothes in the lockbox in the bed of his pickup and he dug through it until he found a pair of socks.

“Sorry,” he whispered, as he slipped one of the socks over the head of the eagle. He’d learned from his friend Nate, who was a master falconer, that raptors went into a state of quiet when their heads were covered by a falcon hood. He hoped the sock would serve the same purpose.

Back in the cab of his pickup, Joe turned on a small radio receiver under the dashboard and waited.

In recent years, the use of handheld two-way radios—mostly manufactured by Motorola—had become standard equipment for hunters, fishermen, and hikers. The radios worked well within a two-to-five-mile range and operated on commercial channels. They were powered by AA batteries. The receiver under Joe’s dashboard was designed to scan those commercial channels.

It didn’t take long.

“Is that asshole finally gone, Brad?”

“He’s gone.”

Joe noted the thick Okie accents—he’d heard a lot of them lately in the area.

“Are you sure?”

Brad said, “He’s long gone. I seen his truck go over that hill a while back and now I can’t even hear it.”

“Let’s give it ten minutes anyway. If you see his lights or hear anything, shout.”

“You bet, Ron. But you know I gotta get back. I’m so god-damned late now Barb’s gonna kill me.” A little bit of panic in Brad’s voice, Joe thought.

“She’ll live,” Ron said.

“Yeah, she’ll live. But she’ll make my life a living hell. She’s probably throwin’ my clothes out into the yard right now.”

“Heh-heh,” Ron laughed. Then, “What was he doing down there all that time? That game warden?”

“I don’t know. But you can bet he got your plate number and he’ll know who you are.”

“He can’t prove nothing, though. All we gotta say is the truck stalled and we walked out trying to get help. That’s our story, and we’re stickin’ to it.”

“Yeah.” Cautious.

“We’re okay.” Arrogant. “He can’t prove nothin’.”

“Yeah.” Unsure.

“‘Cause he’s an asshole,” Ron said.

“Yeah,” Brad said.

Joe thought, Ron is the Mad Archer. Brad is his buddy along for the ride. Brad will turn on Ron. Ron is toast.

Joe felt strangely disappointed. For a month he’d tracked the man, studied his crimes, gathered evidence. In the back of his mind, he supposed he’d built Ron into something he was not. Ron was just a stupid redneck poacher with too much time, too much money, and too many arrows.

WHEN JOE BATHED them with the beam of his Maglite, Ron was reaching for his door handle with one hand while gripping the compound bow with the other. Brad was urinating on the road. Both were wearing full camo and face paint. They were in their early thirties, thick and hairy. Energy workers. Empty beer cans and energy drink containers littered the bed of the pickup.

“Hello, boys,” Joe said, the Glock lying alongside the barrel of the flashlight.

Ron and Brad looked nervous and scared. Joe was, too, but he feigned confidence. He knew the blinding beam of his flashlight was his best defense if either of them decided to go for a weapon. He could see them clearly, and all they could see of him was the intense white light.

“Drop that bow,” Joe said to Ron. “Toss it into the back of your pickup. The arrows, too.”

Ron did. The arrows clattered in the bed of his truck.

“Both of you, up against the truck, legs spread.”

“He did it all!” Brad shouted suddenly, reaching for the sky, his spray going everywhere.

“Shut the fuck up, Brad,” Ron hissed.

“I never shot once,” Brad said, “not a single damn time. I was just along for the ride.”

“Would you shut up!” Ron said, shaking his head. “Jesus Christ.”

“Up against the truck, fellows,” Joe said. To Brad, “Zip up first.” To Ron, “I’m kind of hoping you make a stupid move since you’re the guy who shot my dog.”

Ron turned quickly and assumed the position as if he’d done it before.

“That dog was the worst thing Ron done,” Brad said, also turning around.

Ron sighed, “That dog ain’t good for nothing.”

Joe jammed the muzzle of the Glock into Ron’s ear hard enough to make him wince. “And you are?” he asked.

JOE FOUND A .357 Magnum revolver under the pickup seat, but neither Ron nor Brad was armed. There was also a baggie containing two vials of crystal meth. He said to Ron, “I’ll stay right on your bumper all the way into town. Don’t even think about running. I’ve caught you boys cold and there aren’t enough roads around here to get away on.”

“You mean I’ve got to drive my own self into town to get arrested?”

Joe nodded. “Either that, or I cuff you and throw you in the back of my truck with that eagle you shot.”

“Can I ride in with you?” Brad asked Joe.

“Sure you can, Brad,” Joe said. To Ron, “Lead on, Mad Archer.”

BRAD TEARFULLY CONFESSED into Joe’s microcassette while Joe drove toward Baggs and Ron followed. Every crime had been committed by Ron Connelly, Brad said.

“Why’d he do it?” Joe asked.

“Ron claimed at first he was tuning up for archery season, but things got plumb out of hand. The problem is Ron is as horny as a three-peckered owl. There’s plenty of natural gas but there are no women here, you know. I got Barb, and she’s no treat, but Ron … Ron is a mess.”

“Ah,” Joe said. His hands were still shaking from adrenaline, but he hoped Brad couldn’t see them in the dark.

“Ron did it all. Every one. Ron should be in prison,” Brad said.

“Don’t worry,” Joe said, “I’ll do my best,” knowing jail time was unlikely for the game violations but the meth might be the ticket.

“Good,” Brad said.

After a few miles, Brad said, “Jesus, you’re that game warden, aren’t you? The one from up north?”

Joe didn’t respond.

“I heard about you,” Brad said.

When Joe cleared the mouth of the canyon in the dark, he heard his radio suddenly gush with voices. He was back in range. At the same time, the cellphone in his pocket burred with vibration.

He took it out, flipped it open.

Three missed calls from Marybeth.

Uh-oh.
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IN THE THREE hours it took to get the poachers booked and processed into the tiny Baggs jail, the word got out within the community that the Mad Archer was in custody. As Joe hoped, the deputy sheriff added drug charges to Joe’s list of game violations, and a quick search of Ron Connelly’s history via the National Crime Information Center (NCIC) database showed outstanding warrants from Texas for additional drug-related charges and non-payment of child support. In Joe’s experience as a game warden, the bad ones rarely just committed game violations. Behind the violation was usually a pattern of serious offenses in other fields. Ron Connelly, the Mad Archer, was a perfect example of the theory. Ron’s pal Brad, however, was clean except for a seven-year-old possession charge that had been pled out.

The deputy, a young former Iraq War vet named Rich Brokaw, was new to the job but had the weary old eyes of someone who’d seen things far beyond whatever life in Baggs could bring him. He said to Brad, “You’re free to go, but don’t even think of missing your court date.”

Brad refused to move. He, like Joe, had been noting the number of vehicles gathering outside on the street in front of the jail in the past twenty minutes. He, like Joe, could hear the rumble of men’s voices out on the sidewalk and the occasional shout. Apparently, the bars had emptied and the patrons were right outside wanting a piece of the Mad Archer and his accomplice. The new county building, financed with energy money, was under construction across the street. So the jail was located in a temporary modular unit on an empty lot. The modular was cheap and the walls quivered in strong wind. There was a single jail cell inside, open to the deputy’s office. The setup reminded Joe of the friendly small-town set for The Andy Griffith Show. If the men gathering outside stormed the door, they could be inside in seconds.

“If it’s all right with you guys,” Brad said, “I’ll spend the night in here.”

“Pussy,” Connelly jeered. “Assclown.”

“It’s like a damn cowboy movie,” Brad said to Joe, pretending he didn’t hear Ron. “The mob out there, Jesus. I wouldn’t be surprised if they come back with torches and pitchforks and shit.”

Joe said, “Neither would I.”

“Maybe we can sneak you out the back,” the deputy told Brad.

“No way,” Brad said, shaking his head. “I ain’t leaving tonight. If you want, I’ll pay you to stay here. There’s got to be a cost for staying the night, right? I’ll cover it so the taxpayers don’t have to.”

Brokaw looked at Joe and smiled, then went back to filling out the paperwork for Ron Connelly. Joe still clutched his cellphone. Three calls were akin to a home-front three-alarm fire, but when he’d tried to connect from the pickup, their home phone was busy. He’d left a message saying he had a man in custody and would call the second he had a moment of privacy. Marybeth knew the drill. He hoped that moment came soon, because he could feel his stomach start to roil. There were so many scenarios he could imagine involving Sheridan, Lucy, Marybeth, his crazy mother-in-law, Missy. Maybe his friend Nate had been apprehended by the FBI?

Someone pounded hard on the front door of the modular building, shaking the walls. Ron Connelly stared at the door, tried to act calm, but failed in his attempt. His hands gripped the bars of the jail door as if to milk them. Brad squirmed in a hardback chair as if he needed a bathroom.

Joe said, “If you guys would have shot somebody or robbed a bank or something minor like that, it would be calm out there. But you killed some nice game animals out of season and you shot that dog. So as far as those people out there go, it’s personal.”

Ron Connelly nervously raked his fingers through his long hair and chinned toward Joe and the deputy. “Those rednecks out there want blood and there’s just the two of you between them and us.”

“Yup,” Joe said. “And if it were up to me, I’d step aside.”

Ron’s face twitched. He didn’t know if Joe was kidding or not. Joe didn’t, either. He disliked Connelly more every minute he was exposed to him. What kind of man shot an eagle on the ground? Or Tube?

“I’ll up my offer to stay here tonight,” Brad said.

Brokaw finished the page he was working on, looked to Joe, said, “Okay. Let ’em in.”

Ron Connelly ran in terror to the back of the cell. Brad shrieked.

“Just kidding,” the deputy said, standing up and stifling a smile. “I’ll go outside and talk to ’em.”

Joe watched with admiration as the deputy stepped outside with a shotgun and told everyone to calm down and go home. When a man shouted that the Mad Archer should be released to them, the deputy racked the pump on his shotgun, said, “Go ahead, boys, I got nothing to lose. I don’t like this job much, anyhow.”

The crowd dispersed, and the deputy came back in and sighed “Whew” to Joe.

“Impressive,” Joe said.

“I learned in Basra that there is no sound in nature that makes men move along faster than the pumping of a shotgun. Except maybe a chainsaw, but we won’t go there.”

SIMULTANEOUS WITH THE snap of the jail door on Ron and Brad, Joe opened his phone and speed-dialed Marybeth.

She was anxious. Someone claiming to be April had called their old house.

It took a moment to register. His stomach did a half-turn. Ron, Brad, the deputy, Baggs all faded from his consciousness. “Is this a sick joke?”

“I wish I could say for sure.”

“Impossible,” Joe said.

“Of course it’s impossible,” she said. But there was a hesitation—an opening he could sense that maybe she thought it wasn’t impossible.

“We paid for her funeral. We were at her funeral.”

“There was never an autopsy.”

“There was no need. I saw her, Marybeth,” Joe said. “She was there.”

“You saw her before. You didn’t see her after. None of us did.”

“Impossible,” he said again.

“All I can say is someone called our old house and asked to speak to Sheridan and Lucy. And whoever called identified herself as April and now has Sheridan’s cellphone number.”

“This is the sickest joke anyone’s ever played on us.”

“It’s depraved,” she said. “But Jason said the girl asked for ‘Sherry.’ No one has ever called Sheridan that except Lucy and April.”

He waited a moment, said, “Tell Sheridan not to shut her phone off tonight.”

“She’s a teenager, Joe. She never shuts off her phone.”

He tapped out an e-mail to his district supervisor advising him of his decision to take immediate personal time, knowing it wouldn’t be received until the next day when he was already gone. Being the governor’s unofficial point man had its privileges. He snapped the phone shut.

The deputy was looking at him. “You okay?”

“Not really.”

“Did somebody die?”

Joe said, “Just the opposite.”

HE DROVE NORTH on lonely state highway 789, where his headlights illuminated sudden herds of mule deer and pronghorn antelope along the road. The adrenaline rush that had surged through him during the arrest and arraignment of the Mad Archer was starting to wear off and a small headache, like a marble-sized ball of black, formed behind his right eye. Wildlife was everywhere, and they all seemed to be restless, on the move, as if anticipating the full-fledged hunting season in two weeks. He had to slow down and stay alert. The night sky was clear and missing a moon and the only lights for the first fifty-one miles were the vertical twinkles from distant natural gas wells. Tube was in the front seat with his head on Joe’s lap, where he dreamed and drooled. The eagle was still lashed to the inside wall of his pickup bed with the sock on her head. He felt like he was piloting a traveling freak show in search of rubes who would pay admission.

Maxine, his Labrador who had once been scared white by something she saw in the timber, had passed on the previous winter. Her passing had been traumatic but also a relief of sorts because the old girl went deaf and blind in a remarkable hurry and suffered briefly from the liver condition that took her life. He’d buried her in a howling windstorm in the breaklands she loved, with Sheridan reading a eulogy that was whipped away by the gale. Her loss left a hole in their family that would likely never be filled. Tube might ease some of the pain, he hoped. If nothing else, it was impossible to look at the dog and not smile.

ON THE LONG top-of-the-world drive over the Shirley Mountains in darkness so complete that at times he felt he was in an outdoor tunnel, Joe recalled the incidents of six years before, where they’d lost April in the snow on Battle Mountain.

The Keeley family of Mississippi had played a significant and tragic role in Joe and Marybeth’s lives. Ote Keeley, the outfitter father, had turned up dead on Joe’s woodpile ten years before. Joe had interviewed his wife, Jeannie, as part of the investigation, and while he was talking with her was the first time he saw April, who was dirty, sick, poorly clothed, and six years old at the time. When Jeannie abandoned April, Marybeth swooped in and took the girl in as their foster daughter. She was nine years old and halfway through third grade at Saddlestring Elementary when Jeannie returned to the valley with the Sovereigns and took her back with a legal maneuver. The Sovereigns were a motley collection of Montana Freemen, survivalists, and conspiracy theorists lead by an old bear of a man named Wade Brockius who chose the Bighorns to establish a mountain outpost during the worst winter of recent memory and make their stand. Although the Sovereigns had really broken no laws other than overstaying their campground permit, a rogue Forest Service district supervisor named Melinda Strickland, with assistance from overeager FBI, BATF, and local police, surrounded the Sovereign camp and forced the issue.

The memories were still painfully fresh because they’d never faded very far beneath the surface, and they came back and he was there again …

He had been slumped against the outside of the command Sno-cat, but he now stood up. He rubbed his face hard. He didn’t know the procedure for a hostage situation—they didn’t teach that to game wardens—but he knew this wasn’t it. This was madness.

He reached into his snowmobile suit and found his compact binoculars. Moving away from the Sno-cat, he scanned the compound. The nose of Brockius’s trailer faced the road. Through the thin curtains, he could see Brockius just as Munker had described.

Then he saw someone else.

Jeannie Keeley was now at the window, pulling the curtain aside to look out. Her face looked tense, and angry. Beneath her chin was another, smaller, paler face. April.

“Fire a warning shot,” Melinda Strickland told Munker …

The slim black barrel of a rifle slid out of blinding whiteness and swung slowly toward the trailer window. Joe screamed “NO!” as he involuntarily launched himself from the cover of the vehicles in the direction of the shooter. As he ran, he watched in absolute horror as the barrel stopped on a target and fired. The shot boomed across the mountain, jarring the dreamlike snowy morning violently awake.

Immediately after the shot, Joe realized what he had just done, how he had exposed himself completely in the open road with the assault team behind him and the hidden Sovereigns somewhere in front. Maybe the Sovereigns were as shocked as he was, he thought, since no one had fired back.

But within the hush of the snowfall and the faint returning echo of the shot, there was a high-pitched hiss. It took a moment for Joe to focus on the sound, and when he did he realized that its origin was a newly severed pipe that had run between a large propane tank on the side of the trailer and the trailer itself. The thin copper tubing rose from the snow and bent toward the trailer like a rattlesnake ready to strike. He could clearly see an open space between the broken tip of the tubing and the fitting on the side of the trailer where the pipe should have been attached. High-pressure gas was shooting into the side vents of the trailer.

No! Joe thought. Munker couldn’t have—

He looked up to see a flurry of movement behind the curtains inside the trailer a split second before there was a sudden, sickening whump that seemed to suck all of the air off the mountain. The explosion came from inside the trailer, blowing out the window glass and instantly crushing two tires so the trailer rocked and heaved to one side like a wounded animal. The hissing gas from the severed pipe was now on fire, and it became a furious gout of flame aimed at the thin metal skin of the trailer.

Suddenly, a burning figure ran from the trailer, its gyrations framed by fire, and crumpled into the snow.

Joe stood transfixed, staring at the open window where he had last seen April. It was now a blazing hole.

The Sovereigns had scattered on snowmobiles, Sno-cats, skis, and four-wheel-drives. It was chaos. He’d chased down Munker and found him mortally injured.

When he returned to the Sovereigns’ camp …

He couldn’t even speak. He stared at the smoldering carcass of the trailer. It had scorched the snow and exposed the earth beneath it—dark earth and green grass that didn’t belong here. Melted snow mixed with soot had cut miniature troughs, like spindly black fingers, down the hillside. When he stared at the black framework, all he could see was the face of April Keeley as he last saw her. She was looking out of the window, her head tucked under the chin of her mother. April’s face had been emotionless, and haunted. April had always been haunted. She had never, it seemed, had much of a chance, no matter how hard he and Marybeth had tried. He had failed her, and as a result, she was gone. It tore his heart out.

Joe stood there, as the snow swirled around him, then felt a wracking sob burst in his chest, taking his remaining strength away. His knees buckled and his hands dropped to his sides and he sank down into the snow, hung his head, and cried.

And he cried now, six years later, hot tears dropping on Tube’s head and snout. Joe was always shocked by the appearance of his own tears, as if he’d forgotten he was capable of them. Angrily, he wiped them away.

When he recovered, he called Marybeth. It was after one in the morning, but he knew she’d be awake.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“Nearly to Casper,” he said. Which meant still three hours away.

“This won’t be like our usual reunion,” she said, as if in warning.

“I know.” The only good thing about the distance of his district from their home was getting back together. They missed each other and yearned for each other terribly, and seeing each other was still … wild. Not this time, though.

He said, “You know what’s always bothered me about that day on Battle Mountain? I’ve replayed that day over and over in my head for six years. But you know what’s always bothered me the most?”

“What?”

“If it had been Sheridan or Lucy in that trailer, I think I would have gone in after either one of them.”

“You could have been killed trying, Joe.”

“I know that. But I think I would have tried. I think something inside of me would have made me go into that camp after them, after my daughters. I wouldn’t have waited to see how the situation played out like I did with our foster child. That’s always haunted me …”

There was a long pause. “So what are you saying?”

“That if there’s even a remote chance—even a sliver of a chance—that April is alive, I don’t want to screw up again. I want to find her and save her. I want to set things right.”

“Joe … it’s time you let that go. I don’t think you did the wrong thing that day. You would have been killed trying, and where would that leave the rest of us?”

He didn’t respond, couldn’t respond.

After a long time, Marybeth said, “Joe, I can’t even imagine a scenario where she’s alive. But if she were, if she were …” her voice tailed off. He thought he was losing the signal.

Then she said: “What makes you think she wants to be saved?”

THREE YEARS AFTER the incident on Battle Mountain, a man named J.W. Keeley showed up in Saddlestring seeking revenge on Joe. J.W. was April’s uncle. He was also a violent ex-con suspected of murdering a rich couple from Atlanta in his hunting camp. The ending of that encounter still made Joe shudder with guilt.

BOTH EXPERIENCES STAYED with him, messed him up, and made it difficult to concentrate on I-25 as he coursed north. He nearly forgot to acknowledge the memory of Wyoming icon Chris LeDoux as he passed Kaycee.

But he snapped right back when his phone rang at two-thirty in the morning, when Marybeth said, “Sheridan got a text message an hour ago, Joe. From April.”


5

Aspen, Colorado

“WHAT ARE YOU doing?” Robert asked her. She quickly jammed the phone between the arm of the overstuffed chair and outside of her leg so he couldn’t see it if he looked closely. She hoped her face wouldn’t reveal anything, but he’d startled her and she hadn’t seen him coming up behind her in the hotel lobby.

“Nothing,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound guilty.

“I thought I saw you doing something with your hands.”

She’d been texting. She was fast, a blur of thumbs. But because Robert was in back of her when he asked, she was fairly certain he couldn’t have seen the phone. All he could have seen, she thought, was her leaning forward in the chair, head bent, intent on something. Any kid would have known what she was doing, but despite what he seemed to think of himself, Robert was no kid. She doubted he’d ever sent a text message. Robert thought cellphones were for calls. That’s how old he was.

She held up her right hand. “My nails,” she said. “I hate my nails. I chew on them too much.”

She thought it was a pretty good lie. She did hate her nails.

Robert looked at her suspiciously, narrowing his eyes, darting them all over her and around her like a mental frisking. But he skimmed right over her legs and the arm of the chair where the cellphone was.

She’d had the phone for three days, and neither Robert nor Stenko knew she had it. It had been fairly simple to get. She’d asked them to stop at a Wal-Mart as they were passing through Cheyenne on the way to Colorado. She’d said she needed to buy some things. When Robert asked what she needed, she’d said, “Feminine things, if you gotta know,” and that shut him up. She knew they wouldn’t want to go inside with her to buy Kotex, or whatever else the two of them assumed were “feminine things.” She borrowed fifty dollars cash from Stenko and he peeled it off the roll he had taken from the motor home.

The TracFones were located in the electronics section. While standing in line at the cashier’s, she bought a 120-minute Airtime card from a display.

She’d activated the phone in a restroom stall by calling an 800 number with the ten free minutes that came with the phone. Following the prompts, she loaded two hours of talk time onto the phone from the code on the Airtime card. Once it was loaded, she muted the ring and placed the call to the number she remembered from so many years ago to the house on Bighorn Road. She didn’t recognize the voice of the boy who answered, but he did give her Sheridan’s number, which she punched into the memory of the phone before powering it off. Then she threw away the packaging and the charger and slipped the phone down the front of her jeans. She knew that when the battery ran out she could buy another phone at any Wal-Mart or convenience store.

On the way out of the store, she gathered up a large package of Tampax, some nail polish and lotion, and her favorite shampoo. She’d learned years before from one of her many foster brothers that the best time to steal from Wal-Mart was early in the morning, when the employees were lethargic. So she bagged them all up at a self-service checkout and walked out past the staffer near the door who never looked twice.

Outside, she’d offered to give Stenko the change but he smiled and said, “Keep it.”

THEY WERE IN the lobby of the nicest hotel she had ever been in. Such luxury! It was warm and comfortable with crowded couches and chairs, bowls of fresh fruit on tables, dark red wallpaper, hanging chandeliers turned low, exposed ceilings with thick wooden beams, deer heads on the walls. It was late, but she couldn’t sleep since she’d dozed so much in the car all day getting here. The key card to their suite was on a table in front of her. The sleeve for the card read: HOTEL JEROME. Outside, it smelled of pine trees.

Robert sat down in a chair across from her. He had a large tumbler of amber liquid on ice. He was dressed casually, but in a studied way, as if trying to fit in with the surroundings. Open-collar shirt, sports jacket, chinos, leather shoes without socks. And of course he carried his laptop case.

“Dad’s in the bar,” he said. “He’s likely to be in there awhile.” “I’d like to go to bed,” she said. “I’m really tired. It’s one in the morning.”

“I know what time it is. What, do you have an important meeting tomorrow or something? Besides, all you did all day was sleep in the car.” And he laughed.

She really didn’t like him at all, she thought. If it weren’t for Stenko and what he’d done for her, she would have thought of a plan to get away already. In fact, the thought had crossed her mind in the Cheyenne Wal-Mart when she was alone from the both of them for the first time since they’d left Chicago.

“What’s he doing in the bar?” she asked, trying to divert the subject away from what she’d been doing previously.

Robert smirked. “Toasting the groom.”

“What groom?” she asked, although she knew.

“The groom. There’s going to be a big wedding in the hotel in a few days. But you don’t need to know anything more about it.”

“Why don’t you trust me?” she asked.

“Because,” he said, taking a sip from his drink, “I think you’re a devious little tramp.”

“I’m not a tramp.”

“Yeah, I forgot,” Robert said. “That was a nunnery Dad found you in, not a brothel.”

“He saved me,” she said. She was so angry she nearly forgot that if she stood up to slap his face he’d see the phone.

“Yeah, I know,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“Why are you doing this to him? Making him do these things?”

Robert sat back, steepled his fingers, and stared at her as if weighing how much to tell. “I’m actually helping him.”

“How does doing these things help him?”

“You wouldn’t understand, girlie.”

Oh, how she disliked him.

SHE’D OVERHEARD SOME of the conversation in the car earlier that day as they drove south from Wyoming into Colorado. Stenko and his son, Robert, spoke in hushed tones, but she sensed it when Robert would shoot looks at her in the back seat. She pretended to sleep so she could listen and they’d feel like they could talk freely.

Stenko had said, “So the name of the groom is what again?”

“Alexander Stumpf,” Robert said, reading off the screen of his laptop. “Son of Cornelius and Binkie Stumpf of La Jolla, California. Heir to the Stumpf shipping fortune. Reading this, he sounds like a snooty little bastard. The bride is named Patty Johnston. You know, Johnston Cosmetics?”

“I guess I’ve heard of it.”

“Everybody’s heard of Johnston Cosmetics, Dad. Sometimes you astound me. They’re one of the biggest of the multinationals. They make billions on the backs of Third World workers they exploit so rich women can smell good.”

Stenko didn’t reply.

“There’s a picture of Patty Johnston here. She’s kind of a looker. But now she wants to be known as Patty Johnston-Stumpf. Christ Almighty.”

“You don’t even know her,” Stenko said.

Robert snorted. “It sounds like a royal wedding. Guests are flying in from Europe and both coasts for it. Two trust fund babies getting together in Aspen to tie the knot. It’s one of the biggest society shindigs of the year, or at least the only one I can find online that’s close to us.”

“You’ve got a trust fund,” Stenko said.

Said Robert, “Considering what you put me through and the dying planet you’re leaving me with, it was the least you could do. And unlike Patty Johnston or Alexander Stumpf, I’m spending mine in a responsible way, aren’t I? At least I’m giving back, Dad. And because of the way the trust fund came about, I have a hell of a lot to account for, don’t I?”

Stenko sighed. “Don’t be like that.”

“How do you expect me to be? How would you expect different, Dad?”

“Maybe you could be a little nicer.”

“It’s too late for that.”

She didn’t like the way Robert spoke to his father, the man who had saved her life and been nothing but sweet to her.

“Is she still sleeping?” Stenko whispered.

“Yeah.”

“Don’t be so loud. You’ll wake her up.”

“Fuck her.”

“Robert, please.”

“You’re more considerate of her than you ever were of me,” Robert said. “Of course, Carmen was another matter. Carmen loved her daddy, and you called her Little Angel right in front of me. She was Little Angel and I was what? You never really got around to a nickname for me, did you? I mean, we hardly even saw you growing up. And when we did, you were too busy for us. Remember that time we went to the Wisconsin Dells and got that cabin? You left the first morning and didn’t show up for a week afterward.”

A long pause. “I had business. We were opening a new casino and there were labor problems. I’m sorry about leaving you kids with your mother for so long.”

“But you did,” Robert said, triumphant. “But you did. All I can remember about that place is being eaten alive by mosquitoes. It was hot and humid, and the crickets kept me awake all night. Do you remember when I told you I wanted to learn how to fish? Do you remember that?”

Stenko moaned with the memory.

“Right, you remember. So instead of you teaching me dad to son, you get that ape Charlie Sera to take me out on the lake. That goon didn’t know fishing from cathedral architecture! He told me to bait my own hook, and he spent the whole time drinking from a flask and shooting at rising trout with a thirty-eight. Boy, what a great bonding experience.”

“Sorry. I didn’t know about it until later.”

“Right, you were gone by then. And your Little Angel Carmen—that’s when she started hanging out with local losers. That’s when it started with her, you know. She missed her daddy so she found other males who liked her. And mom drowning herself in vodka every night. It was a living hell. But you wouldn’t know. You left us there.”

“It was a five-room vacation home, if I recall,” Stenko said patiently, “the best available. It wasn’t like you were in some shack with an outdoor toilet. Besides, I thought you liked nature. I thought that was what this was all about.”

“I despise nature,” Robert said, “thanks to you.”

“But …”

“I want to save the planet,” Robert said. “That’s different.”

“THERE SHE IS,” Robert said, taking the last gulp from his drink and gesturing at a woman checking in with his glass.

“Who?” she asked.

“Patty Johnston, the bride-to-be.”

Tall, very thin, thick auburn hair, and green eyes. She had a graceful way of moving and a quick smile. She sure had a lot of luggage, though: two bell-stands worth. The hotel staff hovered around her while she got her key. She was with another woman who looked like an older version of Johnston.

“She just arrived, and that must be her mother,” Robert said with a smirk. “She doesn’t know her future husband is in the bar with Stenko.”

“She’s pretty.”

“I could have her if I wanted to,” Robert said. “The easiest pickings in the world is a woman about to be married. They always want one last blast. And especially if they’re going to get married to a guy named Stumpf.”

She looked at Robert. His eyes were glassy, and she realized he must have had more to drink than she thought.

“What?” he said, noticing her staring at him.

You’re such a prick, she thought.

“Don’t look at me that way,” he said. “You’re just a kid. You shouldn’t even be here. And you wouldn’t be here if it were up to me.”

Robert stood up a little unevenly, smoothed his chinos with both hands and raked his fingers through his streaked blond hair. “Stay put and watch this.”

She watched. He shot out his cuffs and detoured on his way to the bar via the front desk. He succeeded in catching the eye of Patty Johnston. Robert flashed his brilliant smile, said, “You must be the bride because you’ve got a wonderful glow about you.”

Patty Johnston looked at him as if he had something in his teeth. Her mother put on a stern face and glared at him.

“I’d be pleased to buy you a drink later,” Robert pushed on.

Patty Johnston dismissed him with an embarrassed smile and turned back to the front desk.

Robert’s shoulders slumped and his neck turned red. He let a beat pass, then continued his way toward the bar. From her overstuffed chair in the lobby, she almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

When he came back to his chair, the bride-to-be and her mother were gone.

She said, “I guess that didn’t work out.”

He shook his head as if harboring secret knowledge. “You didn’t see how she looked at me. She looked me over, girlie, and Patty liked what she saw. I could have pursued it, and she would have let me. If she wasn’t with her mother, it would be a whole different outcome, believe me.”

He sipped his drink, trying to act nonchalant. “But I figure Stenko’s working the groom, so why bother?”

Then he did something she was getting used to: he withdrew his laptop from his computer case and opened it on his thighs.

“Stenko got all the numbers from the groom,” Robert said, as much to himself as to her. He handed her the spiral notebook opened to a page filled with scrawled words and numbers.

“Read this to me so I can input the data,” he said.

“It doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t have to make sense to you,” he said, annoyed. “It makes sense to me. Now just start at the top and read out each entry while I put it into the database.”

She sighed. “Twenty international guests from Europe.”

Tap-tap-tap.

He said, “That’s eight thousand nine hundred fifty KM each. Seventeen hundred seventy-two KG of carbon per. Seventeen thousand nine hundred KM total, seventy tons of carbon total. Okay, next.”

“One hundred sixty guests from Chicago.”

Tap-tap-tap. “Five thousand seven hundred KM. One point two tons carbon each. One hundred ninety-two tons total. Wow. Next.”

“Eighty from NYC and LA.”

Tap-tap-tap. “Ten thousand four hundred KM. Three hundred twenty tons of carbon total. Then the driving.”

“What?” She asked.

“See below where it says rental cars? What are the figures?”

She flipped the page back and found more entries. “Two hundred sixty guests driving three hundred twenty miles Denver–Aspen.”

Tap-tap-tap. Mumbled, “One hundred twenty-five tons of carbon.”

He hit enter with a flourish, then whistled. “One society wedding produces seven hundred and seven tons of carbon into the atmosphere to further choke our planet to death. The offset cost is $7,815.88.”

She thought about it for a moment. She was beginning to understand.

“What about the honeymoon?” she asked. “Wouldn’t you count that, too?”

He grinned.

She got it, and she felt her scalp crawl. “There won’t be a honeymoon.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “Our global honeymoon is over, girlie. All for the best,” he said.

Then: “Stop looking at me like that. Carmen used to do that, too.”
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Aspen

WHEN PATTY JOHNSTON heard a scratch on the key card entry on the outside of her door and saw the tiny yellow dot of the peephole blink out indicating someone was outside in the hall, she propped up on her elbow in bed and shook her hair so it cascaded into place but not entirely. When a strap from her nightgown didn’t fall casually over her shoulder as intended, she squirmed so it did. She tried to imagine what she would look like to Alex when he opened the door, but she was pretty sure she’d look sleepy, soft, warm, inviting—but not too hungry for him. The bathroom lights were dimmed and the door slightly ajar, so there was a soft glow of gold reaching across the bedroom. But not too much. It annoyed her that Alex shut his eyes when the lights were on, that he’d only look at her furtively in casual asides while they made love. She hadn’t been working out and dieting until her belly was rock hard for their wedding for him not to look at her.

She was still trying to get over the realization she’d had recently when they were having sex: that Alex closed his eyes because he was a kind of performance artist auditioning for the lead role in his own private movie about himself. The thought still haunted her, but like his tendency to tell his friends and relatives, “I’m getting married,” not “We’re getting married,” it was just one of these quirks she’d eventually grind out of him.

She’d almost fallen asleep waiting. It had been over an hour since she’d slid her extra key under the door of his room so he’d find it when he came in. She’d gone to bed without taking out her contacts, without removing her makeup. Waiting. Her eyes burned but she knew he didn’t like her in glasses.

The key card slipped into the lock, was withdrawn, and there was a dull click indicating it was unlocked, but he was too slow grasping the handle—wasn’t he always?—and she rolled her eyes in the semi-dark while he fumbled with the latch. She breathed in deeply while he did it again. Fumbling, trying to fit the key into the slot. Wasn’t he always?

Then she heard a deep male voice, not Alex’s, say: “Step aside. Let me do it.”

She shot up in bed, eyes wide, thinking the front desk had given someone a key to her room.

The door opened and there was Alex’s profile. Tall, square shouldered, bad posture, spiked hair. Wearing, as always, an untucked oversized Brooks Brothers shirt so starched it crackled like a wind-filled sail when he moved.

“Alex, is there someone with you?” she asked, making her voice rise toward the end.

Then she saw the profile of the other man in the second it took for the two of them to enter her room and shut the door behind them. The man with Alex was tall as well, but beefy, rounded, thicker, older. His face, illuminated briefly by the hall lights, was jowly. Deep-set eyes, mustache—he looked like that famous writer she never liked. What was that guy’s name?

“I’m sorry,” Alex said. “This is Stenko.”

She dug her heels into the mattress and rocketed back in the bed until her back thumped the headboard. She pulled the comforter up, clutching it under her chin.

Stenko said, “If you scream, you’ll both die.”

His voice was deep, harsh, but somehow apologetic. It took her a moment to believe what she’d heard.

She said, “Alex, how could you bring someone with you? What in the hell are you thinking?”

“I’m sorry,” he said again. The second word was slurred, shorry.

“You’re drunk,” she said. To Stenko: “Get out now. Whatever he told you is not a possibility.”

“Patty …” Alex said, stumbling forward in the dark as if pushed, “it’s not like that.”

“Sit down on the bed, Alex,” Stenko said. To her: “I have a gun.”

“He has a gun,” Alex repeated, bumping into her bed clumsily, then turning and sitting down hard. She barely moved her leg in time to avoid the weight of him.

“What’s this about?” she asked Alex. “I can’t believe you brought a man in here with you.”

“Keep your voice down, please,” Stenko said. “I don’t want either one of you to get hurt.”

“Hurt?” she asked. “What does he want, Alex?”

“He’ll tell you,” Alex said.

She wanted Alex to stand up and protect her, to charge Stenko, to knock him down to the floor. But Alex just sat there, heavy, his head down and his shoulders slumped more than usual and his hands between his knees.

There was so little light from the bathroom that she could barely make out Stenko as he grabbed a chair from the desk, turned it backward, and sat down with his legs spread. Stenko rested his arms on the back of the chair and leaned forward, putting his chin on his forearms. He held a long-barreled pistol in a big fist, but it was pointed away from them.

“What do you want?” she asked Stenko directly.

“You’re not going to believe it,” Alex said, slowly shaking his head from side to side. He smelled of alcohol and cigar smoke. “We met in the bar.”

“Obviously,” she said, anger starting to replace fear.

Stenko said, “I need you to listen carefully to what I have to say.”

She reached out from beneath the covers and hit Alex in the shoulder with her open palm. “Alex, do something!”

Alex didn’t move.

But Stenko sighed and swung the pistol over, pointed it vaguely at both of them. She saw a smudge of white thumb in the murk and heard him cock the revolver.

“I said listen,” Stenko said in a whisper.

She found Alex’s biceps, squeezed it hard and not affectionately.

Stenko said, “With the size of the wedding, the number of guests, how far they’re all traveling here … Wow. It’s quite a big operation.”

She shook her head, puzzled.

Stenko said, “When I got married—the first time, I mean—we did it before Judge Komicek at the courthouse. Marie’s parents and her best friend, Julie, were there, and I had my mom and all three of the Talich Brothers. That’s all—less than ten guests. This was Chicago. The whole thing was over in fifteen minutes. No big deal. Then we moved into a little two-bedroom bungalow off Division Street. And when it was over, we were just as married as you two will be. But it was simple. No impact.”

After a beat, she asked, “So?”

“Marie is the mother of my son, Robert, by the way. I’ve had other wives and other kids, but Marie, Robert, and my daughter Carmen were my first and best family. Marie knew what I did, but she didn’t want to know any details, and now that I think about it, that was the happiest time in my life. We were struggling, Marie was pregnant with Carmen, and I was happy but I just didn’t realize it at the time. I was too damned impatient.”

She cleared her throat. “What does that have to do with us?”

“I’m getting there,” Stenko said. “Alex, does she always talk this much? It doesn’t bode well, if you ask me.”

“No one asked you,” she snapped.

“Here’s the deal,” Stenko said, ignoring her. His voice was soft but flat, midwestern. “Here’s the deal. I was a hard-charger. Ambitious, ruthless, I guess. I had a certain affinity for Chicago politics and business, and all the guys I grew up with went into one or the other. Except for the ones who became cops, but they’re still friends of mine. So what I did those first few years after marrying Marie was I bulldozed anyone in my path. I fuckin’ ran over ’em, is what I’m saying. I was a force of nature: Stenko. No one was safe unless they were on my side helping me get what I wanted. I figured there were two kinds of people—those who supported me and those that needed to be bulldozed.

“But then I got the word from my docs. And I looked up and thought, Where is Marie? Where is Carmen? Where is Robert? Hell, I liked Marie. She’d sing to me and she was pretty good. Robert, he was always a little too melodramatic, but he was my first. So when I got the word from my docs, I thought, What a selfish bastard I am. Like you two. I took and I took and I never gave anything back. I consumed. Now I’ve got this deficit I’m trying to pay down. I’m trying to get below zero, but I’m in a time crunch and my friends and associates all cheated me, kicked me when I was down. So the reason I’m here is to help us both out.”

She said, “Below zero?”

“You can do it, too,” Stenko said. “This is your chance. If only I’d had this opportunity early in life. If only somebody would have shown me how to do it.”

Stenko sighed and got quiet. As the seconds went on, her fear returned.

“Anyway,” Stenko said finally, his voice still hushed, “that’s why I’m here. My son figured it all out. That’s what he does. He cares. Eight grand—that’s how much you owe the planet, and I’m here to collect. Let’s start with the eight grand to offset the carbon produced by all the people attending this wedding.”

She dug her nails into Alex’s arm until he winced and pulled away. She said to Stenko, “What right do you have to say that? This is extortion. You’re insane.”

Stenko said, “I’m only getting started, Patty. The average American produces twenty tons of carbon a year. I spent a lot of time with my pal Alex tonight and he filled me in on both of you. According to your fiancé, between the two of you, you’ll have three homes and an extravagant lifestyle. I got all the particulars from Alex and fed them to my son, Robert. It’s pretty amazing. With the homes, the travel you people do on commercial and private jets, your fleet of vehicles at each place, you two will produce seven thousand tons of carbon a year. Robert says there are entire villages in Africa that won’t produce that much over a decade. To offset that, it would cost over thirty-five K per year helping the environment.”

“My God,” Patty said. “This is ridiculous. My family contributes to all kinds of environmental causes. My mother hosts the Think Green fund-raiser in San Diego every year! Have you ever heard of Think Green?”

Stenko said, “No, I haven’t. Robert didn’t say anything about that. But he did figure that with your seven tons a year and a life expectancy of sixty more years for Patty and fifty more for Alex, that you two alone will do $2.1 million in damage in your lifetime. That’s more than some pissant countries,” he said. “I can’t remember which ones. They have goofy names I never heard of. Sierra Leone? Burma? Maybe—hell, I don’t know which countries. Robert’s the expert, not me.”

“What is your point?” she asked. “I mean, if you’re here to make us buy some of those carbon credit things, I’m sure we can. Will you go away and leave us alone if we do?”

She could see his smile in the light of the bathroom. “Yes,” he said. “That’s exactly why I’m here.”

“We’ll do it,” she said. “We’ll pay the eight thousand for the wedding tomorrow. I swear. Now would you please go away?”

“You’ll do it now,” Stenko said, his voice hardening. “And you’ll have to do the entire amount. Alex has the paper with the wire transfer numbers on it. You can use the phone and call it in.”

She shook her auburn hair and rubbed her eyes. “Alex,” she said, “send the money.”

“From my account?” Alex said, hurt.

“For Christ’s sake,” she said, “you have eight thousand fucking dollars you can part with if it’ll make him go away.”

Alex stared at her. “He wants the whole $2.1 million.”

“My God,” she said, closing her eyes tightly as if it would make it all go away. “He told you already, Alex? And when he told you, you brought him to my room?”

Stenko said, “The place you’re sending the money is a legitimate enterprise. From what Robert tells me, they’ll use the cash to buy up rain forest, plant trees and shit. And take farmland out of production. They invest in windmills and solar panels. Things like that. It’s a wonderful investment in the future of our planet. It’s the best thing you could possibly do for yourselves, for me, for all of us.”

“You’re not kidding, are you?” she said, eyeing him, looking at a ghost in the dark. But one with a gun. And he raised it, straightened his arm, and pointed it at her eyes. The black muzzle was rimmed with silver.

He shook his head. “You owe us,” Stenko said. “You owe the world.”

“You’re crazy,” she said.

“Worse than that,” Stenko said, “I’m desperate.” Was that the glint of tears in his eyes?

“What if we did it in payments?” she asked.

“I don’t have the time.”

“That’s too much,” she said with finality.

“Tell that to all of those Third Worlders who died in that tsunami caused by global warming,” Stenko said, speaking the words as if by rote, “or those poor stupid polar bears clinging to their last piece of melting ice. What are their lives worth?

“I’ll tell you what Robert tells me,” Stenko said. “It isn’t about you. It’s about all of us. We all have to do what we can, not what we want to do.”

“But we do so much,” Patty said, tears in her eyes. “I told you about Think Green. We recycle, don’t we, Alex? And we replaced all of our lightbulbs. You know, with the ones that don’t work very well? And one of my cars is a Prius. It’s not like I don’t care.”

“Then show me how much you care,” Stenko said. “You’ve got two minutes to make the wire transfer.”

They stared at each other in silence for the first minute. She wanted Alex to help her, to agree with her out loud. To stomp the living shit out of this Stenko.

“Do something,” she said to Alex.

He sighed.

Through gritted teeth, she said, “Send the goddamn money, Alex. You’ve got it. It’s not like you won’t get more.”

She leaned forward until her lips brushed Alex’s ear, whispered, “Do it. There have to be ways of canceling a wire transfer after its been made. We’ll call the police and my dad and get it canceled.”

Alex snorted, looked away.

“Alex, you’ve got the money,” she said.

“So do you,” Alex said, sullen.

She was shocked, and she sat back and glared at the side of Alex’s head, thinking that perhaps she hated him.

“I don’t care which of you does it,” Stenko said, “we’re running out of time.”

“It’ll have to be you,” Alex said to her.

She looked at him, openmouthed.

Alex said, “Sorry, Patty.”

“My God,” she said, “you’d actually choose your money over our marriage? Over me? That’s why you brought him in here?”

“Don’t forget the planet,” Stenko said helpfully.

“I’m sorry, Patty,” Alex said again.

Stenko said to Patty, “This is the man you want to spend your life with?”

She laughed harshly, more of a bark. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

“So,” Stenko said to her, “it’s up to you. You want the phone?”

She looked from Alex to Stenko and back to Alex.

Stenko said, “Sorry kids. I’d hoped we could come to an understanding, but like I said, I’m impatient. Time’s up.”
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Saddlestring

JOE ROLLED INTO town at three-thirty in the morning as the fingers of morning mist began their probing ghost-creep from the river into Saddlestring and the single traffic light at First and Main blinked amber in all directions. There were no lights on yet downtown, and the traffic consisted of a single town cop spotlighting a raccoon in an alley. The only people up, it seemed, were the bored clerk reading a newspaper on the counter of the twenty-four-hour Kum-And-Go convenience store and the morning cook at the Burg-O-Pardner starting on the biscuits and sausage gravy for early rising fishermen.

His street was dark as well except for the porch light burning at his house and the kitchen light next door at neighbor Ed Nedney’s, a retired town administrator who’d no doubt arisen early to get a jump-start on late-fall lawn maintenance or putting up the storm windows or plucking the last few errant leaves from his picture-perfect lawn—completed tasks that would make Joe’s home look poorer by comparison and Joe himself seem derelict. This is what Nedney lived for, Joe thought.

Joe didn’t like his house, and every time he came back, he liked it less. It wasn’t the structure or the street; it was simply that he didn’t like living in town with neighbors so close, especially after years of waking up on Bighorn Road to the view of Wolf Mountain and the distant river. But it was where his family lived, and that fact far outweighed his dislike of the location.

His neighborhood was new in terms of Saddlestring itself—thirty years old—and had grown leafy and suburban. The Bighorns could be seen on the horizon as well as the neon bucking bronco atop the Stockman’s Bar downtown. The houses seemed to have been moved a few inches closer together since the last time he was home a week ago, but he knew that was just his tired eyes playing tricks on him.

He flipped a U-turn and parked behind Sheridan’s twenty-year-old pickup—her first car!—leaving the driveway open for Marybeth’s van. Tube bounded out as if he knew he was home at last, and Joe unstrapped the eagle from his pickup wall and picked the bird up to take to his shed in the backyard. It squirmed when he lifted it up but relaxed as he carried it, either resigned to its fate or calmly looking for an opportunity to blow up and escape. He carefully avoided the talons, aware that if the eagle gripped his hand or wrist it could take him down to his knees in pain. The eagle turned its sock-covered head from side to side as he carried it toward the house.

He didn’t hear Ed Nedney come out and stand on his front porch in his robe smoking his morning pipe. And he didn’t see him until Ed cleared his throat loudly to indicate his disapproval of Tube, who’d wandered from Joe’s lawn onto Nedney’s perfect grass to defecate. The pile was huge, steamy.

“Geez, I’m sorry,” Joe said. “I’ll clean that up.”

Nedney snorted, as if to say, Of course you will. Then: “So the game warden returns. How is life in Baggs?”

He said “Baggs” the way a rich San Franciscan would say “Iowa”—with disdain.

“Fine,” Joe said, regretting what Tube had done.

“What do you have there all wrapped up in swaddling clothes?”

“A bald eagle.”

“My God. Does it screech?”

“You should hear it. It can wake the dead.”

“As long as it doesn’t wake me.”

“I didn’t think you slept,” Joe said, “with all the lawn maintenance and all.”

“Well, I do. What’s wrong with that dog? Why does she look so … ridiculous? She looks like a sausage.”

“He’s a he. His name is Tube.”

“Going to be home for a while?”

“Yup,” Joe said, thinking, Probably not.

“Maybe you’ll get a chance to get the house painted before the snow hits,” Nedney said casually.

“It’s not that bad,” Joe said, wishing he hadn’t sounded so defensive.

“Check out the north side under the eaves. The wind is starting to chip away at the paint. Believe me when I tell you this,” Nedney said, sighing, the weight of the unkempt world on his shoulders. “I have to look at it every day.”

Joe thought, Tube, go over on Nedney’s lawn and take another dump …

When Marybeth opened the front door, saw the eagle in his arms wearing Joe’s sweatshirt and sock and the huge frankfurter-like dog at his feet who instantly fell in love with her, she said, “Joe, come inside.” Then: “So this is Tube. He’s very unusual.”

Joe nodded, “Did I tell you I caught the Mad Archer of Baggs?”

“Yes, twice on the phone. Congratulations, Joe. And welcome home.”

AFTER SETTING UP the eagle in the shed with water and rabbit roadkill he had picked up from the highway outside of town, Joe entered the house from the back to avoid seeing Nedney. It was warm and dark inside and smelled of cooking and his family. He was suddenly tired.

Marybeth was sitting on the couch in the front room with her laptop and Sheridan’s cellphone. She said, “Do you need to get some sleep? I’ve been dozing the last couple of hours waiting for you.”

“I do,” he said. But when he looked into her green eyes and saw the way she was curled up on the cushions of the couch, he said, “But first I need you.”

She smiled cautiously and shot a look toward the darkened hallway that lead to Sheridan’s and Lucy’s bedrooms. “Joe …”

He took her hand, she squeezed back, and he guided her to the bedroom.

For a few minutes they forgot about the text messages, Nedney, what time it was, and even Tube, who curled up on the rug at the foot of the bed like he owned the place.

“I WAS UP a long time after the text-message exchange last night,” Marybeth said at the breakfast table, once Joe had slept hard for three hours but awakened only an hour past his usual time of six o’clock. She had made a fresh pot of coffee, and she poured a mug of it for him. She said, “I read and reread it and I’ll walk you through it. Then I got on the Internet and started plugging in the place names April mentioned in the past couple of weeks. You’re not going to like what I came up with any more than I do,” she said.

He was jarred. “You said April. You said her name. Not ‘whoever was contacting us’ or whatever.”

She returned the carafe to the coffeemaker. When she sat back down she said, “It’s her, Joe.”

He shook his head.

“You can decide for yourself, then,” she said, plucking Sheridan’s phone from the table and opening it up.

As she scrolled through the menu Joe said, “Two thousand text messages? How is that possible?”

Marybeth smiled. “Where have you been, Joe? Teenagers don’t talk. They text.”

“But two thousand? In a month? That’s crazy.”

She shrugged.

He did a quick calculation. “That’s nearly seventy texts a day. I don’t think I’ve sent that many in my life, I don’t think.”

“Are you through?”

“So this isn’t unusual?” he asked, thinking that the more time he spent away from his family, the more removed he was becoming from the day-to-day. He didn’t like the way it was going. He vowed to see the governor and either be reassigned back home or have to quit. Sheridan’s and Lucy’s lives were streaking past him, and at this rate he would someday look up and realize they were gone and he’d missed it. Sheridan was seventeen! Lucy was in middle school. In the blink of an eye, they’d be gone if he didn’t reconcile his situation.

Marybeth said, “Not at all. In fact, and I hate to tell you this, I’ve talked to other mothers and two thousand text messages in a month is actually quite low.”

He whistled.

“Anyway,” she said, scrolling, “Here it is. The first text came in at eleven-eighteen last night. Sheridan was in bed but she heard her phone chime. Remember, we told her to keep her phone on.”

She handed the phone to Joe, showed him how to scroll up through the thread:


From: AK

Sherry, is this U? I got your # from a dude named Jason at the old house. U R not gonna believe who this is. Reply by txt but DON’T CALL. DO NOT CALL.

ak

CB: 307-220-5038

Aug 24, 11.18 P.M.

Erase REPLY Options



He read it three times. “No way,” he said. “It’s a joke.”

“That’s when Sheridan came out and got me,” Marybeth said. “We sat down together on the couch and had a cry. Sheridan was beside herself, and she wasn’t sure what to answer or even if she wanted to. But we decided she should answer it for no other reason than to draw her out, to see if she—or he, or whoever—would reveal herself more.”

Joe noted the callback number with a Wyoming area code, as well as the exact time and date of the call. He wondered if text messages could be traced like calls could be.

“Scroll up,” she said. Joe did.

Sheridan replied:


From: Falconette

I give up. Who RU?

sp

CB: 307-240-4977

Aug 24, 11.32 P.M.

Erase REPLY Options



Joe said, “Falconette?”

“It’s her user name, I guess.”

“Blame Nate,” Joe said. Nate Romanowski had taken Sheridan as his apprentice in falconry years before. The lessons had been stop/start, but she’d embraced the cruel and beautiful art of falconry and Nate called her a natural. Since Nate had escaped federal custody a year ago, their lessons had ceased, but Sheridan continued to study up on the sport through books and falconry Internet forums.

“I wonder why she doesn’t want Sheridan to call her?” Joe said.

“Read on,” Marybeth said.


sherry, this is april. remember me?

You can’t be. Come on, who is this?

april keeley no shit.

april’s gone. i’m gonna turn this phone off.

this is no joke. ive been away a long time but ya its me.

is this jason? this is NOT funny i’m gonna block yr #.

i don’t know jason.

then who R U really?

I told you april.

prove it.

ok. yr 17. yr birthday is May 5. lucy is 13. birthday december 8. howz that?



Joe felt a flutter in his stomach and looked up at Marybeth.

Marybeth said, looking into the living room as if placing herself back there, “Imagine Sheridan and me sitting on the couch when that came up, the birthdays. Sheridan looked at me with tears in her eyes. We both wanted to believe, but at the same time we didn’t. I can’t remember ever feeling quite like that before. Remember what it was like when we lost April, Joe? My God, those days are still a blur, like being in a car wreck where your mind blots the worst parts out so you won’t go crazy recalling the details. And it all came back to me last night—cleaning out her bedroom, the funeral, relearning to say ‘the two girls’ instead of ‘the three girls,’ setting one less place at the table.”

Her words rushed out. “The mom in me wanted to believe, but I didn’t dare allow myself to do it yet. But Joe, I did. And I do. It’s like God is giving us a second chance with that poor girl, and I just want to believe even though it doesn’t make any logical sense. I wasn’t sure what to say to Sheridan.”

Joe reached across the table and took her hand. She turned her head, fighting tears.

“Anyone could find out their birthdays,” Joe said. “It just means whoever this is has done some homework. I mean, can’t anybody get this kind of stuff from MySpace or Facebook or someplace like that? Any kid in their school could know this stuff. After all, it’s a Wyoming phone number. It’s probably somebody local.”

“That thought crossed my mind,” Marybeth said, nodding toward the phone. “But we’re just getting started.”

Joe took a deep breath and continued.


tell me something only april would know.

ok. u used to scare me & luce by saying there was a witch in the closet.



Luce for Lucy. Only April called her that. Just as she called Sheridan Sherry.

“What’s this about?” Joe asked, his mouth dry.

Marybeth said, “I asked Sheridan. Remember when Lucy and April used to share the same bedroom? For a while—I think it was the November before we lost April—they started asking me to get specific clothes for them to wear in the morning. I remember questioning them why they couldn’t get the clothes themselves and they’d just look at each other and neither would tell me why. I knew something was going on but I didn’t know what. It wasn’t a big deal, and I’d forgotten about it. But now I find out it’s because Sheridan told them there was a witch in the closet and that was the reason she moved out of the bedroom and gave it to them. Sheridan also told them that the witch would stay in the closet and not come out to get them unless either they opened the doors or they told anyone about her. That’s why they were so secretive.”

“That was mean,” Joe said, frowning.

Marybeth shrugged. “It was mean, yes. But its what big sisters do to little sisters. And Joe, Lucy’s never told me about it to this day. So how could anyone know about it except April?”

“Sheridan or Lucy probably told someone in school about the witch in the closet,” Joe said, warming to his schoolmate theory. “Hey—we’ve been thinking this was someone Sheridan knows. But maybe it’s someone Lucy knows?”

Marybeth’s lack of response was her signal for him to keep reading.


tell me something else only april would know.

how about the 3 trees? I for each of us. r the trees still there? do U still have Maxine? Is lucy still pretty?

the trees are still there, but maxine died. lucy thinks she’s pretty. She is I guess.

that makes me sad about maxine.

me too. I miss her.

howis yr mom?

she’s great.

hows yr dad?

he’s great. he’s gone a lot.



Joe cringed and tried to swallow. No luck.


is lucy there now?

she’s sleeping.

wake her up. I wanna say hi.

just talk 2 me now.

ok.

Where r u?



“At this point,” Marybeth said, “Sheridan is pretty sure she’s texting back and forth with April. I am, too. But Joe, it just can’t be, can it?”

“No it can’t,” he said, his stomach roiling.


aspen

is that where u live?

no.

where do u live?

noplace really. in a car I guess. lol.

W/yr family?

w/a man & his son. not family. its weird. we’ve been all over theplace.

where?

chicago madison mt rushmore aspen. Some places I dont know. cheyene.

do U have a real home?

not rly. for 2 weeks its been this car. i used to live in chicago.

what r u doing?

im along for the ride. its weird. They r doing bad things but im not.

what kinds of bad things?

rly bad things.

like what?

some pple died.

omg, April! R u ok?

im OK.



Joe sat back, rubbed his eyes. “This can’t be true. This can’t be happening.”


shld i call the cops? dad knows cops everywhere.

no. 2 complicated.

u shld call the cops.

do u still have toby?

yes. R u safe?

i think so.

Why did u take so long 2 call me?

2 complicated.

Why can’t i talk 2 u?

they’ll kno I have a phone.

call ME

cant. robert will get mad.

who is robert?

the son. i don’t like him. i like his dad. hes nice to me. he saved me.

Why r u in aspen?

Wedding & footprints.

who? what?

G2G. bye.



Joe looked at the time stamp: 12.58 A.M. He sat back, his mind racing, trying to put together what he’d just read. There was a lot there; locations, names (Robert), disjointed facts. “I’m tempted to call the number.”

“Don’t!” Sheridan said from the hallway. She was in her nightgown and her feet were bare. “If you call they might hurt her, Dad.”

“Hurt who?” Lucy asked, looking from her sister in her nightgown to Joe and Marybeth in their robes at the kitchen table. Lucy was dressed for school in a denim mini, a white top, flip-flops. She narrowed her eyes and put her hands on her hips. “Hey, what’s going on? Why isn’t Sherry dressed for school?”

Sheridan said, “April’s alive.”
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“I CAN’T EAT,” Lucy said, sitting back in her chair and dropping her fork on the table in front of her with a deliberate clatter. “I just keep thinking about April.”

They were at the breakfast table. The morning was dawning crisp, clear, and cool outside. Sheridan and Lucy had met Tube and thought he was sweet and hilarious. Tube showed his astute political instincts by curling up equidistant between their chairs. Joe had never been around a dog that was so self-assured and manipulative. Tube’s acceptance was instantaneous, and Tube knew it.

“You need to eat something,” Marybeth said. “I can’t send you to school without breakfast.”

Lucy crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her chin up. “I’m not going to school. Sheridan isn’t going, so I’m not going.”

“She was up half the night, Lucy,” Marybeth said softly.

“And I didn’t sleep the other half,” Sheridan said.

Joe and Marybeth exchanged a quick look. Had she heard them when they went to bed? Sheridan gave no indication she had. Joe breathed again.

“April calls and no one tells me,” Lucy said, looking from Marybeth to Joe to Sheridan, accusing them all.

“It’s not like that,” Marybeth said.

“It’s exactly like that. Sheridan told me she wanted to talk to me.”

Sheridan turned from her sister to Joe. “I wonder what she meant by ‘footprints.’ Do you think she remembered what you always tell us when we go camping?”

Said Joe, “Leave only footprints, take only memories.”

“Yeah—that. Do you think she remembered it?”

Joe was cognizant of Lucy’s smoldering at once again being left out of the conversation. He said, “I don’t know. What do you think, Lucy?”

She sat back and crossed her arms over her chest and refused to be drawn in by such a transparent ploy.

“Honey,” Marybeth said to Lucy, looking to Joe for help, “we weren’t sure it was April at the time. We still aren’t completely sure.”

“Sheridan is. Right, Sherry?”

Sheridan looked away, confirming Lucy’s statement.

“Lucy,” Joe said, treading into dangerous waters, “we aren’t sure. It doesn’t make any sense. We’re still trying to figure out what’s happening.”

“You people always leave me out,” Lucy said, her face a mask as she fought back her emotions. “My foster sister calls and you don’t wake me up.”

There was the silence of the guilty.

“She was my sister,” Lucy said. “I think about her every day. Nobody else does. I never really believed she died.”

“Lucy!” Marybeth said, raising her fist to her mouth.

“It’s true. I never believed it.”

Said Marybeth, “Don’t talk like that.”

Joe and Sheridan watched the exchange in chastised silence. Lucy had always been happy-go-lucky, fashionable, pretty, and very observant of Sheridan’s mistakes so she wouldn’t make them herself. In many ways she chose to make herself peripheral. She kept her own counsel. And she was so rarely righteously angry that Joe was slightly stunned.

“I want to talk to her,” Lucy said.

Sheridan said, “You can’t call. She said not to call.”

Lucy glared at her sister and reached across the table and snatched the phone.

“Lucy!” Sheridan said, looking to her mother for help.

“I’m not calling,” Lucy said, opening the phone, finding the text thread in an instance, and writing a message so quickly—a blur of practiced thumbs—that she pressed SEND before Sheridan or Marybeth could wrest the phone away. Then she handed the phone back to her sister and gave one last spiteful deadeye to all of them in turn before grabbing her backpack on the way out the door.

There were a few beats of silence.

“Wow,” Joe said.

“This will take some work,” Marybeth said. “She’s got a point. We’ve got to consider the fact she’s growing up. She’s not that little girl anymore.” She looked blankly at the kitchen window. “Lucy’s growing up whether we want her to or not.”

Sheridan snorted as she read aloud the message Lucy sent:

april come back. still scared of closet. we need

revenge.

love, luce.

LUCY’S BLOW-UP seemed to hang within the walls of the house like a scorching odor long after she left for school. While Sheridan slumped down the hall to take a shower and get dressed—a process that would rarely take less than an hour, Joe knew—Marybeth listlessly cleared the dishes, something on her mind.

When the sound of the shower coursed through the wall, she turned to Joe and said, “Let’s go for a drive.” He nodded. By her tone and her choice of words, he knew where they were going.

They took her van to the Twelve Sleep County Cemetery, ten minutes away, in complete silence. The cemetery was on the east bank of the river, overlooking a bluff and a shallow bend. During the flash flood three years ago, the river had swollen as if suddenly hungry and had eaten into the soft dirt wall like a beast. The horrified citizens of Saddlestring formed a sandbag brigade that diverted the wall of water before it ate too deeply into the bluff and devoured the coffins. The sandbags were still there, scattered and broken and sunken into the embankment, six feet above the current benign level of the river. Looking at the river, Joe saw violence in remission, a sleeping brute capable of rearing up whenever it wanted if for no other reason than to remind them who was in control.

April’s grave was one of those nearest the bluff above the river. The headstone was small and thin, a wafer of granite, all they could afford at the time. It used to be shaded by river cottonwoods, but the trees had washed away in the flood and so had the shade, and the high-altitude sun burned the grass and whitened the stone itself, aging it well past its six years. All it said was:

APRIL KEELEY
WE HARDLY KNEW YOU

And her birth and death dates.

“We used to come here every month,” Marybeth said. “Remember? Then it turned into every few months.”

“Yup.”

“Joe, we haven’t been here for over a year. I feel really guilty about that.”

Joe nodded.

“Did we forget about her?”

“No,” he said. “Life went on, I guess. Let’s not beat ourselves up.”

They stood in silence. The only sound was a whisper of breeze high in the remaining treetops that sounded more like the river than the river itself.

She said it: “Is it possible there is someone else in the grave, Joe?”

“I was thinking about that.”

“An unknown child? It’s too painful to even consider.”

Joe said, “I didn’t see any other children in that trailer, Marybeth. Only April.”

“But we know the Sovereigns had other children with them. We don’t know what happened to them after the fire.”

Joe remembered the week after the raid when the county coroner and the team from the state Department of Criminal Investigation dug through the charred trailers in the campground. The snow had finally stopped, but in its place an incredible blanket of cold—day after day of twenty, thirty below zero—had descended on the mountains as if to punish them for what had taken place. He had purposely looked away when the investigators cleared blackened sheet metal from the site of Brockius’s trailer, when the coroner shouted out that he’d located three bodies—two adults and a child. Joe had no doubt at the time who they were: Jeannie Keeley, April’s birth mother; Wade Brockius, the leader of the camp; and April. Joe never looked at the bodies, didn’t need to. All he saw were the body bags—one stuffed full like a sausage (Brockius), one stiff and thin (Jeannie), and one with a body so small it seemed empty. The body bags were carried by investigators to an ambulance and taken away. The autopsies of Jeannie and April were cursory—neither had dental records to match up, and the state chose not to run a DNA confirmation because at the time the process was slow and expensive and no one doubted who the bodies were. The decision was made in no small part because of Joe’s own eyewitness testimony.

“We could have the body exhumed,” Marybeth said. “I don’t know how to go about it, but I can find out.”

Joe shook his head. “It could take months. We’d need a court order. To get the order we’d need to go to a judge and explain what this is all about. We’d need to try and convince the judge that April might be out there somewhere. We’ll need more than those text messages, Marybeth. Even I can’t completely convince myself she’s alive. We need more.”

“We need her to text again,” Marybeth said.

“At the very least.”

“Joe, there’s something else.”

He knew there was. She’d alluded to it the night before, when she said she’d been doing an Internet search using the place names from the text thread.

“I DID AN advanced Google search,” Marybeth said, seated at her desk in her office. She wore her reading glasses that made her look serious and thoughtful, Joe thought. She tapped the monitor of her computer with an index finger. “I did several combinations of the words Chicago, Madison, Cheyenne, Mount Rushmore and words like crime, murder, killing, police. I got thousands of hits, of course. Then I narrowed down the search to the last two weeks, because April said she’d been on the road for two weeks, right?”

“Right.”

“So since she said she used to live in Chicago, I assumed the two weeks in the car started there. Of course, we don’t know for sure, but that’s what I’m guessing. So I narrowed it down to the second week of August. Guess how many murders took place that week?”

Joe shrugged.

“Eight. It’s a big place. Of the eight, four were ‘gangrelated,’ but I guess we can’t rule them out until we get more information from April. The others run the gamut, from the murder of a doctor—wife arrested—to a truck driver in a suspected road-rage incident. And a brothel owner got shot in the head but nobody saw anything. So who knows?”

Joe agreed. “All we’re going on is that one line she wrote—some people died. We just don’t know enough. We need to get her to tell us more.”

“Right,” she said, doing another Google search. “But let me see if I can find what I found last night. Madison is smaller than Chicago, of course, and there was an unexplained murder there eleven days ago.”

Joe’s antennae went up because of the way she said it.

“Here,” she said jabbing the screen. “From the Capitol Times. I’ll print it out, but here’s the headline: CONTROVERSIAL BLOGGER SLAIN.”

It meant nothing to Joe, and he shrugged.

The printer purred, and she snatched out the sheet that slid out and handed it to Joe.


By Rob Thomas, Staff Writer

MADISON—Madison Police are looking for suspects in the alleged slaying of controversial anti-environmentalist blogger Aaron Reif, 38, author of “PlanetStupido. com.” According to MPD Spokesman Jim Weller, Reif’s body was found Tuesday night in his studio apartment at 2701 University Avenue slumped over his computer. According to Weller, Reif had been shot twice in the head with a small-caliber weapon at point-blank range. Because there were no signs of forced entry, the police assume the alleged assailant may have been an acquaintance of Reif, according to police sources who asked to remain unnamed.

PlanetStupido.com attracted national and international notoriety last year when Reif publicly accused the proprietors of several international carbon-offset brokers of fraud and corporate malfeasance. Police sources refuse to speculate whether the alleged murder was connected with the website or Reif’s high-profile activities.

Weller stated in a hastily called press conference at police headquarters that Reif’s body was discovered at 9.47 P.M. by a pizza deliveryman who arrived at the apartment to deliver a pizza that Reif allegedly ordered, leading the police to believe that Reif was killed between 9.20 P.M. when the order was received and the time of delivery. The Madison Police Department urges citizens who may have been in the vicinity of 2701 University Avenue between 9.15 and 10.00 P.M. to report any suspicious persons, vehicles, or activities …



“Interesting,” Joe said. “I’ve never heard of this website, have you?”

“No, but when we get done here, I’m going to spend some time on it,” she said. “But first I’ve got to show you something else.”

She found no major crimes in Cheyenne or at Mount Rushmore, she said. But when she looked at the road atlas for South Dakota, she noted how many small communities there were around the monument. Hill City, Custer, Keystone, and Rapid City, the only city of any size.

“Keystone,” Joe said, sitting up. “Wasn’t that where—”

“Yes,” she said, leaping in. “That’s where that old couple from Iowa were found murdered a week ago in that RV park. Remember that they thought those poor old people had died because their motor home caught fire while they were sleeping, but they later found they’d been shot first?”

“With a small-caliber weapon,” Joe finished for her.

He sat back, his head swimming.

“This proves nothing, I know,” Marybeth said, spinning in her chair to face Joe, whipping her glasses off. “But you’re right—we need to ask April more questions.”

As they looked at each other they both came up with the same thought.

Marybeth returned to the keyboard and the Google home page, typed ASPEN + MURDER, and directed the search within the last twenty-four hours.

Joe observed her as she read the screen. Suddenly, she gasped, sat back in her chair, and covered her mouth with her hand.

He stood up and leaned across the desk. There were only four hits.

The first one, from the Aspen Times said:

MURDER IN ASPEN: COUPLE SLAIN ON EVE
OF WEDDING WEEKEND
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Chicago, Two Weeks Before

STENKO HAD SAVED her. She owed him; she was loyal. Her journey from that frozen campground on fire in Wyoming to Chicago had been cruel and difficult, consisting of movement with no destination in mind. Until Stenko.

As Stenko and Robert argued back and forth in the front seat of the SUV while they drove north toward Wyoming again, she reviewed how she got to this place at this time and let their voices become nothing more than a discordant background soundtrack.

After the fire, after the raggedy soldiers of the Sovereigns had thrown her across the back of a snowmobile and raced away from that campsite under cover of smoke, confusion, and automatic weapons fire, she’d been bounced around the Midwest to family after family. Indiana, Iowa, Wisconsin, Minnesota, finally Illinois. All were Sovereign sympathizers, but that didn’t mean they were necessarily sympathetic to her. She’d learned to expect nothing from anyone and to have no aspirations. She became what each family expected of her, which was a nonentity attached to a monthly check issued by the social services people. She’d had twenty or more “brothers” and “sisters” along the way. She matured early and was taller, softer featured, and more voluptuous than her mother had been, although when she looked into the mirror and squinted or made an angry face she saw the hard, flinty, cold-eyed gaze of her mother looking back, as if Mama were inside her trying to break out.

She’d smoked her first joint at age eleven and had sex for the first time at age twelve with foster brother Blake in Minnesota, who’d also taught her how to shoplift from Wal-Mart. The act took place in her basement bedroom while Blake’s friends watched through the window well and hooted. It hurt, she hated it, and afterward she found out quick that most boys despised what they said they wanted most, and that was an important thing to learn. When her foster parents found out what happened they blamed her, called her names, shipped her out of there to the next family.

That’s how she wound up with the Voricek family on the South Side of Chicago. The Voriceks supplemented their income by taking in foster children. She was one of ten. Ed Voricek, her foster father, was a pig-like man with a slight mustache and a comb-over, and he smelled of cigarettes, motor oil, and bacon. He held a series of jobs in the short time she was there, which turned out to be his pattern. He had so many jobs that if anyone at school asked her what her father did, she had to stop and think for a moment what uniform shirt he’d been wearing last. Midas? Grease Monkey? Jiffy Lube? He was chronically in and out of work. His wife Mary Ann was as stout as Ed but meaner, and the children lived in absolute fear of her. Any transgression—not making their beds, not eating every bit of food on their plates, talking back to her, sulking—was greeted with a threat to send them back to the agency. So she learned to do what she had to do, not talk, and live in her own head. Her only companion was a foster sister the same age who had come from the same place, and they used to sneak into each other’s rooms and whisper about running away together. Her foster sister had stuck by her when she screwed up and protected her when a drunk Ed Voricek hovered outside their bedroom door one night when there was no good reason for him to be there. Not that Ed suggested anything or made any moves, but the fact that he was there, leaning against the wall next to their door, said enough in itself. She could still recall the stand her sister took when she opened the door, stared the man down, said, “Why don’t you get the hell to bed?” Ed slunk away.

Ed Voricek was a gambler. She didn’t understand very much about it at the time, but she and all the other children heard the furious arguments between Ed and Mary Ann about his losses. Mary Ann would scream at Ed, beat him with her fists, threaten to leave him if he ruined them, if the social workers found out that he’d lied about his employment status and took the children away.

She was surprised the evening Ed knocked on her bedroom door and told her to get dressed. “Wear something nice,” he said. “Something cute.”

So in her best second- or third-hand dress and sandals, she followed him out to his car. Although he’d told her not to pack a bag or bring anything along, she took a small leather pocketbook with a few papers and one-dollar bills—her savings. She knew Mary Ann was out for the evening—Thursday was her bingo night—and when she reached for the handle of the back door, Ed had said, “What’re you doing? You can sit up front with me.”

She thought she knew what would come next. She was wrong. But it turned out to be worse.

They drove through downtown Chicago and out the other side in Ed’s rattletrap station wagon. They crossed the river to the west side, and she saw a battered street sign that read DIVISION and she thought about that. She turned around in her seat and watched out the back window as the sun dropped and the buildings downtown burst with color, the glass and steel towers lighting up fire orange and magenta. The vibrancy of the colors reminded her of sunset in the mountain west and how long it had been since she’d seen one like that. Then, as suddenly as it started, the light and colors doused as if a curtain had been pulled and the buildings became buildings again. Dark, metal, and cold.

Ed was saying, “This is all for the best, all for the best.”

“Are you taking me back to the agency?”

“Something like that,” Ed said.

She was scared but resigned to whatever would happen next. She wished her foster sister were with her. But, as always, she was alone.

He parked on a street of old buildings. There were women in revealing clothes on the corners and knots of young black and Hispanic men on stoops and playing basketball on a cracked court with chain nets that sang when a ball passed through them. When she and Ed got out of the car, a couple of the boys saw her, stopped playing, and hooted like those friends of her “brother” outside the window well.

“Follow me,” Ed said, taking her hand.

They went through a heavy door and up narrow stairs. At the top of the landing was a single bare bulb. She detected a new smell on Ed to go along with the cigarettes, motor oil, and bacon: whiskey. He held her hand too tightly, and she tried to jerk away.

He turned on her, his eyes blazing. “Follow me,” he said.

“You hurt me.”

“Don’t try to run,” he said.

“Where would I run?”

“And cheer up. Try to look cute, like I told you. Wet your lips.”

She licked her lips.

“Okay,” he said.

At the top of the stairs Ed rapped out a series of taps on a door that could only have been some kind of code. She heard locks being thrown and the door opened.

“I’m Eddie V,” Ed said. “I’ve got her with me.”

A tall man in a suit with shallow, badly pockmarked cheeks ignored Ed and peered around him to look at her. But he didn’t so much look at her as size her up, the way a man looks at a car he might buy. His eyes narrowed and he nodded to himself, humming. Then, “Come in.”

The tall man shut the door behind them. The room was nothing like what the building and the hallway suggested it might be like. There were soft lights and empty chairs and couches upholstered in buttery leather. There was a desk with a green shade. Music played in the background from invisible speakers. A bar in the corner had dozens of bottles on it and the liquid in them looked warm and delicious.

The tall man continued to look her over. He walked around her, appraising.

“We can do business,” the man said to Ed.

Ed let out his breath, obviously relieved. He turned to her and bent forward, lightly grasping her arms, and stared into her eyes.

“You’re going to be staying here for a little while, do you understand?”

She nodded.

“We’re doing this to protect you,” Ed lied. “Mary Ann was going to send you back to the agency anyway. She feels threatened by you—she told me that a bunch of times. She doesn’t like the way you look at her. This is for you. Do you understand? This way you can make some money and go on with your life.”

She nodded.

“If anyone asks, you ran away,” Ed said. “That’s what we’ll say, too. Do you understand? We’ll even file a report with the agency people and the police to make it official.”

She nodded.

“So don’t even think of turning yourself in,” Ed said, showing his yellow teeth. “Don’t forget, we still have that special ‘sister’ of yours. You wouldn’t want any harm to come to her, would you? Like sending her back so you’d never find her again? You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

“No.

“Well, neither would I, kiddo.”

Ed left her standing there in her dress and sandals while he and the tall man went through a door behind the desk. In a few moments, Ed came back out patting his breast through his jacket, as if he’d just put something there. She saw the corner of a thick white envelope as he passed by her. He said, “Take care of yourself, kid,” and left.

“What’s your name?” the tall man asked after the door closed and Ed went home with his pile of money.

She couldn’t bring herself to speak. Her legs felt weak and her mouth was dry.

“Can’t you talk?” the man asked her.

“Yes.”

“Then what’s your name? Don’t worry, we can always change it.”

She refused to say the name Voricek, or use the name they’d called her.

“April Keeley,” she said.

“Nice,” the tall man said. “And you’re what, eighteen?”

She was confused. “No, I’m …”

The man stepped forward shaking his head. “You’re eighteen,” he said with finality. “You just look younger. You have nice legs for your age, you know. And a good face. You need a manicure, though. We’ll take care of that, don’t worry.”

She quickly hid her hands behind her back.

“That’s a good look,” the tall man said, “it makes your breasts stand out and makes you look all innocent.” Then he chuckled and put his arm around her shoulders.

“We’ll take good care of you here,” he said. “We take good care of our girls. Ask them if you don’t believe me. You’ll be part of the family. And we take care of our family.”

A door on the far wall opened and a man came out, adjusting his tie. He was heavy and his face was flushed. When he saw her, he stopped and looked her over.

The tall man said, “How was everything, Mr. Davis?”

Mr. Davis said, “Fantastic, Geno. Great as always. And who is this fresh-faced young flower?”

“Meet April Keeley,” Geno said to Davis. “She’s just joined the family.”

Davis said, “Welcome aboard, April.” Then to Geno, “They just keep getting younger, don’t they?”

FOR THE FIRST week, she lived with the women in their rooms upstairs, which were nothing like the rooms down the hall from the reception area. Upstairs, the sleeping rooms were cozy, messy, personal, and feminine. There were posters of rock and rap bands on the walls and stuffed animals on the beds. During the daytime, they were a kind of family. They cooked for each other, went shopping, gossiped. Two of the women took a particular liking to her and bought her clothing and ice cream. One of them, a beautiful tan/black woman named Shawanna, did her hair and nails and told her to insist on protection no matter what and to never back down on that despite what the man said or offered or threatened.

“You’re a sex worker,” she told her, “you’re not a whore.”

Geno took fully clothed photos of her for the Internet site. He told her to wet her lips like Ed had and to pout and to pretend she was hungry. Shawanna urged her on, and the photo session was kind of fun as long as she didn’t think ahead to how the photos might be used.

On the night of her debut—they called it her “debutante ball”—she wore a tight maroon dress and new high heels and she followed Shawanna out into the reception area with four other girls when the buzzer rang. She wondered if she would be chosen. They emerged to find a man squaring off with Geno. Shawanna whispered to her that the man was called Stenko. “He’s a big man,” Shawanna said. “He’s one of the owners of this place.”

The six girls were to lounge in the chairs and couch, see if Stenko was interested, let things develop from there. She stuck close to Shawanna. But Stenko barely looked at any of them.

Stenko said to Geno, “Why did you call them out? I didn’t ask to see them.” He sounded exasperated.

“I thought it might be a nice distraction,” Geno said. There was a line of sweat that showed through his mustache. “I thought we could have our discussion afterward, when you’re more relaxed.”

Stenko was obviously worked up about something. His movements were stiff but sudden. His eyes darted around the room. At first, she was scared of him. He was big, his hands were huge, and his face was wide and fleshy. He kept running his hand back through his thin hair in an angry way.

Stenko said to Geno, “I don’t need to be relaxed. I want to cash out. I told you that, and I told the Carriciolis that. That is the only reason I’m here, Geno.”

Geno looked nervous. She hadn’t known him long, but she’d never seen him so pale, so furtive. Geno said, “Have a drink, relax. You look pretty good, Stenko. When I heard you were sick, I expected you’d look, you know, sick.”

“I’m on meds,” Stenko said, “and some days are better than others. But no matter what day it is, I can kick your skinny ass out that window if you don’t cash me out of this operation.” When he said it he gestured toward the girls without looking at them.

“I can’t, Stenko,” Geno said softly.

She could tell that the other girls were getting tense. There were no false smiles or purring, just quickly exchanged glances back and forth. She saw Shawanna mouth, “Oh my God.”

Stenko said to Geno, “What do you mean you can’t? I have an investment in this operation. I want it back. I’m not asking for principal plus profit, which is my due. I just want the principal back. Now.”

Geno shook his head. “Stenko, you know what’s going on. The feds are on us, too. We’re not liquid right now. You know that.”

Stenko said nothing, but his rage was building. It was as if he were getting larger. His presence seemed to fill the room, dominate it. She watched him clench and unclench his fists and stare down Geno. His stillness was more frightening than his words earlier.

Geno said, “What about your guy? The accountant? Is it true what I heard about him taking your money and the Talich Brothers and hitting the road? Maybe you should be going after him instead of trying to shake me down.”

Stenko just stood there, swelling in size. She found herself pressing back farther into the couch. She thought, Shut up, Geno. Can’t you see you’re making him even angrier?

“Get them out of here,” Stenko said through clenched teeth.

The girls didn’t wait to hear from Geno. They were up and rushing the door they had came through, stiletto heels snapping on the hardwood floor like castanets. Shawanna reached back and pulled her up by the hand, said, “Let’s git, April.”

She was nearly through the door when she heard Stenko say, “Who is that one?”

It was as if a bolt of electricity shot through her.

“April!” Geno shouted harshly. “Stay here.” He seemed happy to change the subject.

Shawanna let go of her hand at the shout, and April stopped short of the open door. Before the door shut ahead of her, Shawanna said, “Sorry, girl,” and sounded like she meant it. Alone again.

“Turn around,” Stenko said. His voice was soft.

She turned, blinking through tears. She wished she could stop them. Geno was looking at her, angry, imploring her to stop crying.

Stenko looked at her and gently shook his head. There was something soft in his expression. Sympathy, pity. Or … recognition. As if he knew her.

Geno said, “You want her? We can make a deal. She’s absolutely fresh—the freshest. Inexperienced, though. No skills at all I know of. I just want you to know that up front.”

“How old are you?” Stenko asked her, ignoring Geno.

“She’s …” Geno started to say.

“I’m fourteen,” she said.

Geno stared daggers at her.

Stenko said to Geno, “Fourteen?”

Geno held his hands out, palms up. “Hey, she claimed she was eighteen earlier. I believed her. She looks like she could be eighteen.”

“Look away, darling,” Stenko said to her.

At first, she thought he was asking her to turn and pose. She hesitated.

“Avert your eyes,” Stenko said. She turned. But in the reflection of a glass picture frame, she saw him reach behind his back under his jacket. That was the first time she saw the pistol. Stenko wheeled on Geno. There were two loud pops and Geno slapped his forehead like he’d just gotten a major idea instead of two bullet holes. Then Geno pitched forward onto the hardwood floor.

“Don’t look,” Stenko said, approaching her and taking her by the arm. “We’re leaving, and I don’t want you to see him.”

THEY WENT OUT of the building the same way she’d come in, being pulled by her hand by a man saying, “Follow me.”

There was a big dark SUV out front, double-parked. Some of the street boys had gathered around it, and they parted as Stenko came out with her. One of them said, “Nice ride, dude.”

Stenko flashed his pistol, said, “None of you ever saw me here.”

The boys scattered. She could hear a couple of them say, “That’s fuckin’ Stenko!” Recognizing him. Making her feel special despite her tears, despite the circumstances.

She climbed into the passenger seat and Stenko roared away. As he drove, she stole looks at him. He looked purposeful, determined. Like a man who knew where he was going and would stop at nothing to get there. She was scared, but only because she didn’t know what would come next. And even though she’d seen what he could do, she wasn’t sure she was in danger. For some reason, her intuition told her to calm down. But why would he single her out, take her like that?

He drove for a half an hour through the city, down streets she’d never seen, finally off the street into a park where there were dark leafy trees and a huge rounded ancient building with a sign reading GARFIELD PARK CONSERVATORY. He pulled over to the curb on the farthest corner of the lot from the conservatory. She looked around: they were completely alone. Whatever was going to happen, she thought, is going to happen now.

He turned toward her in his seat. She could feel his heat.

He said: “Don’t worry. Don’t be scared. Here, dry your eyes.” He handed her a handkerchief from the breast pocket of his jacket. As she dabbed at her face, trying not to ruin her makeup, he said, “When I saw you in there it was like I was looking at a ghost—the ghost of my daughter. Her name was Carmen. What an angel she was. You could be her twin, I swear to God. Poor Carmen—she got mixed up with the wrong people. She ended up in a place like you just came from, but I wasn’t there to rescue her. And on her last day on earth she called me twice on my cellphone, but I was in negotiations and I couldn’t break free to call her back until that night. It was too late by then. She was gone.”

She saw moisture in his eyes, and the corners of his mouth twitched.

He said, “We’d been on the outs and I was getting tired of her calling me only when she needed money. I blame myself for what she did that night, because I know in my heart if I would have been there for her, I could have saved her. I could have checked her into rehab again …” His voice trailed off. He stared out the window for a full minute before he turned back to her with a crooked smile. “But when I saw you there tonight I thought, Damn! There she is again. It’s like I’m being given a second chance.”

She didn’t know what to say.

Said Stenko, “I’m going to treat you right. I’m going to feed you whatever you want to eat and buy you clothes you want. Like you’re my daughter come back to earth, that’s how it’ll be. You’ll stay in nice hotels and you’ll never have to see the inside of a place like that”—he chinned in the general direction of where they’d come—“for the rest of your life.”

She shook her head quickly, as if she’d imagined what he said, that he’d actually said something different.

“Really?” she asked.

He smiled. He had a nice smile. She thought if what he said was true—and it probably wasn’t—the first thing she would want to do would be to rescue her special stepsister from the Voriceks. With money and a place to live, they could be together, care for each other.

“I will never touch you,” Stenko said. “It isn’t like that. I don’t want you in a sexual kind of way.”

“What, then?” she asked. Her voice sounded weak to her.

“I want to be kind to you,” he said simply.

“Why?”

It took him a moment to answer, and he glanced outside at the trees, at the conservatory. “Because I haven’t always been kind. I’ve hurt a lot of people—innocents, like Carmen. I didn’t really think about what I was doing most of the time. But now I think about it every minute.”

She asked, “Why now?”

He said, “I’m dying fast. It focuses the mind.”

She didn’t know what to say.

“Look,” he said, “I know I can’t really redeem myself. I don’t have enough time. But when I die, I want someone to say, ‘He was a kind man to me.’ Believe me, it will be a lonely voice in the room. But it’s one I just gotta know I might hear.”

She was confused.

He said, “I don’t expect you to understand all of this. I’m still sorting things out myself. I mean, it isn’t unusual for a sixty-year-old man who can pound down an entire deep-dish to have digestive problems. But when you find out it isn’t the pizza but advanced bladder cancer that’s spread to your liver and you maybe have a month to live, well, like I said, it focuses the mind.”

“That’s why Geno said you were sick.”

He nodded. “He never thought he’d see me again, either, that jerk. He never thought I’d show up at his place like I said I would.

“Anyway,” he said, shaking his head, shaking away his thoughts about Geno, “forget what happened. I’m a little … volatile. The morphine and the meds keep me going, but I have the feeling that if I slow down and think about it, that’ll be the end. So I gotta keep moving. And I gotta do things right, make things right with the Big Guy,” he said, glancing upward.

“So,” he said, “when that doctor told me nothing would help, that it was time to make peace with the world, I thought of two things right away. The first was to reconcile with my only son, Robert. That’s step one. After we leave here, we’re going to pick up Robert in Madison, Wisconsin. He has some kind of crazy-ass environmental foundation there he pays for through his trust fund …” She couldn’t see that well in the dark, but she thought he rolled his eyes when he said it. He said, “I was a little surprised he agreed to see me, so I’m excited. I haven’t even talked with him in a coon’s age. But he said right away he’s got a way for us to get back together. To become father and son again. And you—you’re like Carmen. The three of us will do it all over again, and this time I’ll make it right. This time there will be a happy ending. Ain’t that cool?”

She nodded.

“You bet it is,” Stenko said. “And the second thing is what we’re doing now. Like I said, I want to be kind to you. I want to help you. No strings, April. Just let me be kind to you, okay?”

She nodded.

And he was.
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Saddlestring

A MASSIVE BLACK full-sized Hummer with darkened windows blocked their driveway when Marybeth and Joe returned home. “Oh no,” Marybeth said in an uncharacteristic whine. “Not now. This is not a good time.”

Joe nodded toward his mother-in-law’s vehicle with new vanity plates reading duchess, said, “There never has been a good time.”

The driver’s window of the Hummer whirred down and there she was, on her cellphone, her free hand flapping at them, gesturing at them to park behind her, oblivious that she was blocking their entrance.

“Ram her,” Joe said.

“That’s not helpful …”

Missy had never liked Joe, and the feeling was mutual. She thought her daughter could have done better for herself. Joe agreed with that, but didn’t necessarily want to hear it from his mother-in-law. For a while, after he’d been fired from the Game and Fish Department, they’d lived in an old homestead on Missy and Bud Longbrake’s ranch. The close proximity had driven a wedge between Marybeth and her mother that had never healed. Joe had not discouraged the rift as it formed, grew, and hardened.

Marybeth said, “I’ll try and get rid of her.”

Joe said, “You’ll need a cross and a wooden stake. I think I might have them in the garage.”

“Joe, please. You’re being worse than usual.”

Missy terminated her call, tossed her phone aside and climbed out.

Missy was an attractive woman—sixty-seven but looked forty, a tiny, slim brunette with a heart-shaped porcelain face and perfectly highlighted and coifed hair. She may not look it, Joe thought, but she was the most relentless and challenging adversary he had ever encountered. Missy was a shark; she never stopped moving forward and she was always hungry, but not for food. In fact, Joe had been around her on the ranch when she ate no more than carrot sticks and celery for days if she gained a single pound. Missy was hungry for power, influence, and status. Her lifelong ambition to trade up, replacing husbands with those of greater power and means, had recently reached a new level that stunned the entire valley. He had not seen her since the coup took place several months before, and Marybeth was still beside herself with embarrassment and anger.

As she approached their van, Missy saw Joe, and she paused for a second, her eyes narrowing into slits, threatening to create a network of hairline fissures in the varnish of makeup on her face.

Joe got out, said, “Good to see you, too.” He determined that a good part of his animosity was due to the after-effects of an astonishing dream he’d had one night in Baggs featuring … Missy. The recollection of the dream made his scalp crawl, and he’d forgotten about it until he saw her in person.

Missy ignored him and said to Marybeth, “I was just calling your house. I knocked but nobody answered, even though I could hear loud music.”

“Sheridan’s home,” Marybeth said, her voice chilly. “She gets dressed and listens to the radio. She probably couldn’t hear you.”

“I just got back,” Missy said. “I’ve got some presents for the girls.”

“Got back from where?” Marybeth asked without enthusiasm.

Missy went to the Hummer and gathered two packages wrapped in exotic foil wrapping paper. “Bali! It was wonderful.”

“Bali?”

“Earl had a conference. We stayed in a hotel on the beach that was the most magnificent place I’ve ever been in. Who would think a Muslim country could be so wonderful and romantic with all that chopping off of heads and hands and all? But I miss it already.”

Marybeth rolled her eyes.

Joe said, “I saw Bud a few weeks ago coming out of the Stockman’s Bar. He looks like he’s aged twenty years.”

Missy fixed her coldest look of disapproval on him. “Was he with his friend?”

Joe shook his head, not understanding.

“His friend Jack Daniel’s. The two are rarely apart these days. In fact, I think they’re in love.”

Six months ago, Bud Longbrake had returned from a bear-hunting trip to Alaska to find all the locks on their ranch house changed and his clothing in a steamer trunk on the front lawn. Missy had traded up again in breathtaking fashion.

They called Earl Alden the Earl of Lexington. Alden was a Southern multibillionaire media mogul who had owned what used to be the Scarlett Ranch. For several years, he’d divided his time among the ranch and three other residences in Lexington, Kentucky; New York City; and Chamonix, France. In an effort to be civic-minded, Alden had joined the library board, where he met its chairwoman, Missy Longbrake. From that moment on, Bud Longbrake’s days were numbered, only he didn’t know it.

“Duchess,” Joe said, looking at her license place. “The Earl and the Duchess, got it.”

Missy waggled her fingers. “One might as well have fun with it, right?”

“Who’s next,” Joe asked, “the president of France?”

Missy actually laughed. Then she composed herself and leveled her ice-blue eyes at him. “That would be going the wrong direction, my dear. Earl could buy and sell the president of France.”

The divorce battle had been vicious. Missy had produced a prenuptial agreement signed by both parties that said in the event of a divorce the Longbrake Ranch would be divided evenly between them, even though the property had been owned by Longbrakes for three generations. Bud claimed he couldn’t remember signing the document, and besides, if he had, he thought it was something else. Bud now lived in a log cabin that was once used for winter cowboys six miles from the main house. He lived there with his friend Jack Daniel’s. Between the Earl and the Duchess, who had consolidated their holdings, they were now the largest landowners in northern Wyoming.

Joe shook his head. To Marybeth, he said, “I need to do some work inside.”

He turned and headed for the front door.

Behind him, he heard Missy say, “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

“I’m really busy, Mom.”

“Of course you are. But I have these gifts for the girls. Wait until you see them—they’re beautiful. Hand-painted Indonesian batik boho skirts. You’ve never seen anything like them before. Lucy will look great in hers. She looks good in anything.”

He heard Marybeth sigh.

“Eight hundred dollars each,” Missy said, following Marybeth up the walk, “in case you were wondering.”

Said Marybeth, “I wasn’t.”

Once inside, Joe quickly darted for their home office so he wouldn’t have to see Missy when she came inside. He closed the door and reached for the road atlas.

He opened the book to the relief map of the U.S., tracing a route from Chicago to Madison on I-90, then continuing on the same interstate through Minnesota and across South Dakota to Keystone. It was a long drive, and there were hundreds of towns and cities en route. He wondered if there were other incidents besides the ones Marybeth had found.

From Rapid City he followed U.S. 18 south to Hot Springs, South Dakota, then south all the way to Cheyenne on U.S. 85. They could have stayed on 85 or jumped onto I-25 south through Denver to I-70 west, south on U.S. 24 past Vail, west on U.S. 82 to Aspen.

He sat back. A hell of a journey, he thought. But where were they headed next? What were they driving?

He hoped he would be present if April contacted Sheridan again so he could feed his daughter questions to ask. He made a list:

•   Who is Robert?

•   What is the name of Robert’s father?

•   Are there any others with you?

•   What kind of car are you in?

•   What do you mean when you say people died? How? When? Why?

•   Where are you now?

•   What is your destination?

•   How did you get away from that compound six years ago?

•   Are you willing to meet with me?

Through the door, he heard Missy say, “… and you need to quit telling people in town we’re estranged. I hate that word. It makes it sound like I’m strange or something. It’s not a good word.”

Then, and he could visualize her gesturing toward his closed door, “Him I wouldn’t mind being estranged from. But not you, Marybeth. You’re my daughter.”

He smiled grimly to himself. Sheridan had the right idea, he thought. He clicked on the radio to the local country station. Brad Paisley. He turned it up loud.

HIS FIRST CALL was to Duck Wallace, chief investigator for the Wyoming Game and Fish Department in Cheyenne. Wallace was good, and he was sometimes loaned out to other agencies, departments, the Division of Criminal Investigation, and local police departments because of his skill, knowledge, and rock-solid reputation. Duck was a Shoshone from the reservation, and so dark-skinned he was sometimes mistaken for black.

“Wallace,” he said, answering on the first ring. He sounded bored and bureaucratic.

“Duck, Joe Pickett.”

“Ah, Joe,” he said, the inflection indicating he was already interested in what Joe would have to say and a little cautious because Joe only called when a situation was critical.

“Duck, I’ve got a situation. Without getting into specifics, can a text message be traced?”

“You mean to a certain number? That’s easy. Look at the message, Joe.”

“No, that’s not what I mean. What I’m wondering is can a phone be traced to a physical location from a text message? Like a voice call can?”

Duck was silent for a long time. Joe knew it meant he was thinking, and he had no need to make conversation while he was thinking.

Duck said, “We can’t take an old text message and determine where the location was that it was sent from. That just can’t be done, I don’t think. Of course, the feds have all sorts of tricks these days, especially Homeland Security, so I can’t completely rule it out.

“Now if we’re talking about tracing a phone to its geographic location when it’s turned on or while it’s being used, yes, that’s possible.”

Joe sat up. “How?”

“It’s not easy. There’s a way to do it, but it’s beyond my capacity, Joe. I don’t have the expertise. You need to go to the feds with this one. The FBI.”

Joe winced. The agent in charge of the Cheyenne office, Tony Portenson, was still furious at Joe for letting Nate walk the year before. Portenson had threatened federal charges against Joe and would have had him arrested if the governor hadn’t personally gotten involved and recruited the state’s U.S. senators and congresswoman to lean on Homeland Security.

“Yeah, I know about your relationship with the FBI,” Duck said. “But if you want this thing figured out, you’ll need to go to them. They’re the only ones with the expertise, equipment, and ability to get a quick subpoena from a judge to make it happen.”

“Crap.”

“Well put.”

“Is there any way to do this, um, unofficially? Any equipment I can buy, anything like that?”

A long silence. “The only way to do it unofficially is to get many billions of dollars and buy up all the cellphone companies. That’s the only way I can think of.”

“Gee, thanks, Duck.”

“You asked.”

“Yeah.”

“Can I ask why you’re being so close to the vest with this? If it’s an official investigation, I can run interference for you, maybe.”

“It’s not official, Duck. I really don’t want to say any more than that.”

“Okay,” Duck said. Joe could almost feel the shrug through the phone. “I won’t ask any more because I don’t think I want to know.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Why is it I get the feeling that I may see the name Joe Pickett in the newspaper again? Why is it that I have that feeling?”

This time, Joe shrugged. Then Duck asked: “How’s Marybeth and the girls?”

Joe said fine and asked about Duck’s four kids. After ten minutes of trading family information, debating how well the Wyoming Cowboys football team would do this year (not well, they agreed), and discussing where and when each planned to hunt elk in a month, Joe hung up.

He sat back, tried to think of a way around the FBI to get what he needed. But there was no choice.

“Crap.”

HE GOT UP and cracked the door. Missy was still out there, and Sheridan had joined them, standing in a robe with a towel on her head and looking uncomfortable. Missy was explaining, in the sweeping but definitive generalizations she used whenever she visited a new city or country and took a two-hour scenic motor coach tour given by a guide in native dress, everything there was to know about Bali. How the people were simple, content, and spiritual, telling them it was beautiful and the food was good and the staff at the hotel treated her like she was royalty, “like a real Duchess.”

When Missy unveiled the painted skirts, Sheridan saw them and scowled, but Joe shut the door again and called the FBI office in Cheyenne.

He’d met Special Agent Chuck Coon several months earlier, when Coon was in the Little Snake River Valley investigating a cattle-rustling operation. Over beers in the cinder-block saloon once frequented by Butch Cassidy, Coon told Joe that since food prices had skyrocketed so had incidents of large-scale cattle rustling. “And this isn’t like Western movie rustling,” Coon explained, “where a couple of local outlaws change some brands. In terms of dollars, this is like stealing a whole damned street of houses.”

The rustlers specialized in isolated areas like south-central Wyoming, where cattle were grazed on forest service and Bureau of Land Management land far from any town or highway, preventing suspicious activity from being seen. Using eighteen-wheelers and commercial cattle movers, the rustlers stole entire herds, hundreds of thousands of dollars of beef, in quick nighttime strikes. Coon was new to the job, new to Wyoming, boyish but enthusiastic. He wasn’t aware of Joe’s history and apparently had not been briefed about his supervisor Tony Portenson’s animosity to Joe.

A few nights after meeting Coon, Joe was doing an antelope count in the Sierra Madre foothills when he saw a semi-truck on a remote two-track road in the distance, heading toward a series of forest service mountain meadows where cows grazed on leased grass. It seemed an odd time of year to move cattle, he thought, since the summer grass was lush and bad weather was still months ahead. Using his spotting scope, he was able to get the make and model of the truck as well as a partial plate. He called Coon with the info, and Coon was able to track the vehicle down to a used-truck outfit in New Mexico, who provided the name of the purchaser, who turned out to be an undocumented Mexican national suspected of cross-border rustling. The case was made, six men and two women were arrested, and Chuck Coon was responsible for nailing his first major case.

Coon was at his desk, and Joe ran through the same scenario he had with Duck.

Coon said, “Yeah, we could do it. We’d have to get subpoenas for the cellphone providers, and we’d have to move fast because the companies only keep texts on their servers for a few days before they delete them because the volume is unbelievable. Blame teenagers. But yes, we could do it. When I say ‘could’ that means we have the capability. That doesn’t mean we will.”

Joe said, “So you talked to Portenson, then?”

“Your name was in the warrant for the rustlers, Joe. Portenson saw it. When we finally scraped him off the ceiling, he told me his version of events. He doesn’t exactly like you, Joe.”

“I know.”

“And I really can’t get a procedure going like the one you’re describing unless I’ve got more to go on,” Coon said. “Somehow, we need ownership in this, a reason to go down the hall to see the judge. Judge Johnson doesn’t go for fishing expeditions.”

Joe knew telling Coon anything meant risking the chance the FBI might move in, take over, make him marginal. He thought of the last time the feds got involved in a situation that involved April and what happened. He didn’t dare put her into harm’s way again.

So he said it: “You owe me, Chuck.”

He heard Coon sigh. “I was hoping you wouldn’t play that card, Joe.”

“Me, too. But believe me, I’d never bring it up if it weren’t the most important thing in my life right now.” He surprised himself—he’d said too much.

“Look,” Joe said, “I’ll work with you if you’ll work with me. But I can’t give you any details just yet. How about we have a meeting to discuss it? Outside your office, of course.”

“Meaning away from Portenson,” Coon said. “I understand. Yeah, I can do that. When?”

Joe said, “How about tomorrow afternoon? In Cheyenne?”

“You’re in a hurry,” Coon said.

“Yes, I am,” Joe said, trying to figure out a way to give Coon something to go on without including the name April Keeley.

MISSY WAS OUTSIDE, starting up her Hummer, when Joe came out of his office.

Marybeth said, “Good timing.”

He nodded. Sheridan was holding up the Indonesian skirt, turning it one way and the other, with bemused puzzlement. “Where would I possibly wear this?” she asked rhetorically. As if to answer her own question, she dropped the skirt over the back of a chair and went down the hall to her room to get dressed.

To Marybeth, Joe said, “I need to go to Cheyenne and see the governor.”

Marybeth nodded. “Well, it was good to see you.”

That hurt. But she softened quickly. “Go,” she said.

AS HE EMERGED from the shed with the eagle bound once again in his sweatshirt with duct tape, Sheridan came outside, and asked, “Where are you taking the bird?”

“Eagle rehabilitation center,” Joe said, not meeting her eyes. “I can’t get it to eat.”

“She’s stressed,” Sheridan said. “There are stress lines in her feathers from the day she got shot. Feathers are like the rings in a tree—you can tell all sorts of things from them. She won’t eat until she feels safe. So tell Nate hi for me.”

Joe flinched.

“I’ll keep my phone on,” she said, “and I’ll call you if I hear from April. I have a feeling it might be tonight.”

“I’ve got a list of questions I want you to ask her,” Joe said. “It’s in on my desk. Of course, you’ll need to do it casually, in that text-speak language you use. That’s why I can’t ask her. I don’t know the code.”

Sheridan nodded, keeping her eyes on him. “Dad?”

“Yes?”

“If you’re going to go find her, I’m going with you.”

Joe took a step back. The eagle screeched, sensing his angst. “You’ve got to be kidding,” he said.

“Think about it,” Sheridan said. “She’s texting me on my phone. If I’m with you, we might be able to find her.”

He started to object, but he knew she was making sense.

“Talk to your mother,” he said. “We’re talking about you missing some school, not to mention what else might happen.”

She beamed. Her smile filled him with joy. “You’ll need to talk with her, too.”

“I will,” Joe said.

“She wants you to find April more than anyone.”

“Yup,” said Joe.

Sheridan said, “I’ve been thinking about something, Dad. The last thing you guys told me the day April’s mom came to school and took her was to watch over her. I didn’t do it. I really feel bad about that.”

“Don’t,” Joe said. “No one knew that would happen.”

Sheridan shrugged. “Still …”

“Look,” Joe said. “April called you, Sheridan. Not your mom. Not me. She’s doesn’t blame you.”

Sheridan looked at him, bored into him with her green eyes. “Do you realize what you just said?”

Joe shrugged.

“You said April. You didn’t say ‘whoever sent you those messages’ or something. You said April.”

“Slip of the tongue,” he said, flushing. “You know what I meant.”

“Yes,” she said. “I know what you meant.”


PART TWO

Future generations may well have occasion to ask themselves, “What were our parents thinking? Why didn’t they wake up when they had a chance?” We have to hear that question from them, now.

—Al Gore, An Inconvenient Truth
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Hole in the Wall, Wyoming

HOLE IN THE Wall Canyon was on private ranch land west of Kaycee. It was an abrupt and harrowing scalpel slice through the heart of the high country sagebrush steppe rising toward the Bighorn Mountains. The single rough two-track passed by a ramshackle log home in a stand of cottonwood trees outside the town limits occupied by Large Merle, a bearded giant who was outside splitting wood when Joe approached in his Game and Fish truck. Hearing the vehicle, Merle stood up his entire seven feet and rested the ax on his shoulder and squinted. His bearing was pure intimidation, as was the lever action Winchester leaning against a tree but within Merle’s reach. Out of habit Joe did a quick mental inventory of his weapons: .40 Glock on his hip, .308 carbine in the gun rack, 12-gauge Remington Wingmaster behind the seat.

Merle recognized him and nodded, and Joe waved back. To get to the Hole in the Wall, it was necessary to get Merle’s nod. A hooded prairie falcon sat on a stump near Merle, a perfectly still sentinel Joe might have missed if it weren’t for the rustling of feathers from the breeze.

Joe was always taken when he neared the canyon, not by what he could see but what he couldn’t. From the road he couldn’t discern the lip of the canyon or its far rim, but he could sense a void in the rolling landscape itself. That’s where the canyon was. It couldn’t be seen from the highway, the road he was on, or even from the other side in the foothills except for a jagged dark line in the prairie. To get there, one had to travel across the wide-open treeless plain for miles under the big sky, not a tree in sight. As he drove through the sagebrush and knee-high cheater grass, a heavy-winged squadron of sage grouse lifted off on both sides of him with the rhythmic thumping of miniature overweight helicopters. In the distance, a herd of pronghorn antelope were grazing, three dozen auburn bodies splashed with strategic patches of white that made them nearly invisible on the prairie among scattered drifts of snow in the winter and spring. It was impossible to sneak up on Hole in the Wall, which was why it had been the dedicated haunt of old west outlaw gangs, most famously Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Joe thought how odd it was that two days before he’d been in Baggs, where the old-timers swore that Butch lived among them into old age under an assumed name, and now he was at the place where Butch, Sundance, and the rest of their gang hid out between bank and train robberies with scores of other infamous Western outlaws.

Recently added to the list was Nate Romanowski.

THE TRAIL FROM the rim of the canyon was narrow, strewn with loose baseball-sized rocks, a sharp declination that switchbacked down. Joe carried the eagle in his arms like a baby, trying not to squeeze too hard when he misstepped on loose shale, lost his balance, and sat down hard with a thump that jarred his spine.

He stood up gingerly and dusted himself off, picked up the bird, and continued. It was usually at this depth into the canyon when he felt eyes on him and knew he wasn’t alone.

Tough junipers rose on either side of the trail, and in the windless still air of the canyon they smelled sharp and musky. The Hole in the Wall, because of its vertical walls and the angry stream that coursed through the floor of it and kicked up waves of moisture, was a lush green oasis in the middle of high country desert. The bottom was thick with pines, ash, and ferns, and there were birds, including bluebirds and cardinals, and reptiles he’d rarely seen in the mountain west.

At a sharp switchback shadowed by a canopy of intermarried branches from a family of aspen, whose turning leaves were weeks behind those on the surface, Joe stopped, paused, and wiped the sweat from his face with the sleeve of his shirt. He studied the trail immediately in front of him until he saw it—the glint of the tripwire. He carefully stepped over it in an exaggerated movement. There was no way, he knew, he would have seen it if he hadn’t known it was there. He had no idea what the wire connected to-bells? someone’s toe?—but he didn’t want to find out.

The unique feature of the canyon itself, and why outlaws loved it, was the naturally eroded caves in the opposite wall, their open mouths mostly hidden by brush. But from inside the caves looking out, the trail was in plain sight, a zigzag scar on the face of the canyon. In the daylight, no one could enter the canyon on the trail unobserved. And at night, there were the tripwires.

The roar of the stream increased in volume as he climbed down, and he could feel spray on his face and hands. There was a path through two-story boulders to the hissing white-water, a crude footbridge, and the trail up the other side between the trunks of two massive ponderosa pine trees. Two hundred feet up the path, Nate Romanowski sat on a stump with his arms crossed in front of him, smirking.

“I watched you the whole time,” Nate said. “That fall was kind of comical.”

“I did it for your amusement,” Joe said.

“Was Large Merle up there watching the road?”

“Yes, he was.”

“And what did you bring me?”

“A bald eagle.”

“Ah, that’s what I thought.”

Nate Romanowski was tall, lean, with intense ice-blue eyes, a hawk nose, and long ropy muscles. He was wearing a gray flannel henley shirt and a shoulder holster for his scoped .454 Casull revolver, the second most powerful handgun in the world. As always, Joe felt the sense of calm Nate projected, a calm that could erupt into brutal violence swiftly and naturally, the way a soaring raptor would suddenly collapse its wings and drop to kill its prey in an explosion of blood and snapped bones. After Joe had cleared Nate on trumped-up murder charges years before, Nate had vowed to help protect Joe’s family. Their relationship had taken several odd and unsettling turns, but it held, and Nate was a man of his word.

“You remembered the tripwire this time,” Nate said. “That’s good, because I armed it with a shotgun.”

Joe shook his head. “Now you tell me.”

“Watch it on the way out, too.”

“I will. Do you have room for this bird?”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“A guy shot it with an arrow.”

Nate’s eyes narrowed. “Is the guy still alive?”

“I arrested him.”

Nate mock spit into dirt beside his boots to show Joe what he thought of that.

JOE FOLLOWED NATE up the trail and through a thick greasy stand of caragana. The mouth of Nate’s cave was obscured from the outside by curtains of military camouflage netting, and Nate pushed it aside so Joe could enter. Because the netting was translucent, the depths of the cave were lit in an otherworldly olive green glow, similar to what one saw through night-vision goggles. It took a moment for Joe’s eyes to adjust.

“Here,” Nate said, “let me see that bird.”

Joe was grateful to hand the eagle over.

“You want your sweatshirt back?” Nate asked, pulling a wicked-looking eight-inch knife from a sheath on his belt and slicing through the duct tape.

“Yup.”

“You want the sock back?”

“You can keep it.”

“What would I want your sock for?” Nate asked.

Joe shrugged.

Nate talked to the eagle, telling her she was a pretty bird, a beautiful bird, that everything was going to be just fine now. Slowly, Nate removed the sock from her head and stared into her brilliant yellow eyes. The eagle opened her beak to screech, but Nate said, “None of that, none of that,” and the eagle kept silent.

Joe was amazed, said, “How did you do that?”

Nate didn’t respond. He was running his hands over the eagle, talking to her, acclimating her to his touch, keeping her calm.

“How do you know she’s a she, for that matter?”

“I always know,” Nate said. “I could tell when you were carrying her.”

Joe didn’t pursue it. He watched as Nate slipped the sweatshirt off the eagle, tossing it into a heap near Joe’s feet, and continued running his hands over the bird, smoothing her feathers, pausing to feel the scarred-over entrance and exit wounds. From a bulging pocket in his cargo pants, Nate fished out leather jesses that he tied to her talons and a large tooled leather hood that he slipped over her head. He carried her to a heavy stoop made of branches with the bark still on and tied the jesses to the structure. Like a vintner slipping plastic webbing over wine bottles to keep them from clinking together in the sack, Nate gently fitted a sleeve of tight mesh over her body from her shoulders to her talons.

To Joe, he said, “She’s going to be all right, I think. You did a good job binding her up like that so the broken bones could start to knit. We’ll see in a few weeks if she can fly. This mesh sleeve will keep her from flapping her wings and breaking the bones again. Whether she can fly again will depend on how much other damage there is. I can’t fix severed tendons.”

“And if she can’t fly?”

Nate used his index finger to simulate cutting his throat. “An eagle that can’t fly is a deposed king: humiliated and useless to anybody or anything.”

AS NATE BREWED cowboy coffee in an open pot on a Coleman stove, Joe took in the cave. It was as he remembered. Gasoline-powered generator, satellite Internet, bookshelves filled with battered tomes on falconry, volumes on warfare and world history, newer books on American Indian culture and spirituality. A table and ancient four-poster bed had been left by outlaws. Near the entrance of the cave were stacks of scarred military footlockers containing clothes, equipment, food, explosives. In an alcove near the cave entrance a skinned pronghorn antelope carcass hung from a hook, the backstraps and most of a hindquarter sliced away. Nate followed Joe’s gaze and waggled his eyebrows.

Joe said, “At least you could have pretended you weren’t poaching.”

Nate said, “My life is an open book. You just don’t want to read it.”

Joe thought, He’s right.

Nate handed Joe a cup of coffee, and Joe told Nate about the text messages. Nate had been there backing up Joe at the Sovereign camp that winter afternoon. As Joe talked, Nate’s expression never changed.

Nate said, “I’ve always wondered about that day. I was pinning down the feds, as you know, but in my peripheral vision I saw maybe a dozen snowmobiles take off into the trees. A couple of them had two or three people on them, and I remember one in particular that had some small people clinging to it.”

Joe paused. “Why didn’t you tell me that before?”

“I never really thought about it,” Nate said, shrugging. “You told me you saw April in the first trailer that burned down. I knew they had kids in that camp besides her, so why would I assume she was one of them on that snowmobile?”

Joe conceded, took a sip.

“Now that I think about it,” Nate said, letting the sentence drift away.

“Yeah.”

“You feel guilty,” Nate said. “You’ve always felt guilty. That’s why you were crazy with rage and almost killed that FBI agent who fired the shot. It wasn’t about him—it was about you.”

Joe stared into his coffee cup, studied the film of oil on the top of the liquid. “What’s your point?”

Nate said, “It isn’t April out there. But you want it to be. You want to apologize and make things right. That’s how you are, Joe. You’re a good man.”

“Shut up, Nate,” Joe said wearily.

“I was there. You wanted to trust the system and the government. You wanted to believe the authorities would do the right thing. You never thought they’d fire and torch the Sovereign compound with all those people in it. You didn’t realize then that the scariest thing on earth is a bureaucrat with a gun.”

“Enough.”

“HOW’S ALISHA DOING with the new baby?” Joe asked after a long while. They’d both been silent, each with their own thoughts about that afternoon in the campground.

Alisha Whiteplume was Nate’s woman, a schoolteacher on the Wind River Indian Reservation, and the mention of her name produced a goofy, sloppy grin from Nate. Joe was still not used to seeing Nate’s face light up.

“Still smitten, I see,” Joe said.

“With both of them. I just don’t see them enough, you know?”

“Believe me, I know.”

“I hate having to hide out, Joe. I’m never turning myself in, but I hate hiding out. I’m starting to consider my options.”

“You mean moving?” Joe didn’t blame him, but Nate was a part of him now and he’d saved Joe’s life more than once. And he was Sheridan’s master falconer.

“Either that,” Nate said, lowering his voice, speaking in his breathy Clint Eastwood cadence, “or taking out every damn one of them who is after me.”

Joe groaned. “Nate, you forget I’m a peace officer who took an oath. I take that oath seriously. You just can’t say things like that around me.”

Nate smiled. “Sorry, I forgot.” Then: “I’ve no plans yet. I won’t just vanish.”

“Good.”

“Because it sounds like you might need me on this one.”

Joe nodded.

“You want me to come with you now?”

“No, not yet. I’m going to be working closely with the people who want to throw you back into jail. You don’t want to be around. I don’t want you around.”

“But you’ll let me know if you need help.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yup. What’s the best way the contact you? When I need your help, I might be too far away to come down and get you in this canyon.”

Nate dug into his cargo pants and pulled out a satellite phone.

“You get a signal all the way down here?”

Nate shook his head. “Of course not. I don’t even think the eyes in the sky can see down into this place. But twice a day I hike up the trail to the top to check for messages. And if for some reason I don’t respond right away, call Large Merle and he’ll let me know.

“Just send a text,” Nate said. “You know how to do that, right?”

AS JOE PARTED the camo netting to leave, Nate said, “I never really thanked you for what you did for me last year, Joe. I bet your life has been hard since then.”

Joe said, “If I trip over that wire on the way out and the shotgun goes off and I never find April, I’m really going to be pissed at you.”
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Craig, Colorado

THREE HUNDRED MILES from Hole in the Wall Canyon, hours after Joe cleared the rim and hiked toward his pickup to drive to Cheyenne, she leaned against the stall of the gas station bathroom in Craig, Colorado, and listened to Stenko retching horribly in the men’s next door. The sounds were awful, and she was frightened.

It had already been a long day. Stenko had awakened her deep into the night and hurried her out of the hotel in Aspen into the SUV. Robert was already inside the car. He was anxious, jittery, supercharged, thumping a rapid-fire beat with his hands on the dashboard like a drummer. “Go man go,” Robert said to Stenko, “Go-go-go-go-go …”

They drove north until dawn came pink and glorious, through still-sleeping Glenwood Springs and Rifle. Robert was still jazzed and had been talking incessantly about the need to change vehicles and tactics, but she tuned him out and went back to sleep. At a convenience store in Meeker, Robert pointed out a local Chevy Suburban parked and running while the driver was inside getting coffee. Stenko pulled to the side of the building while Robert got out, duck-walked to the Suburban, and drove it away. Stenko followed, cursing under his breath. A half hour out of town, when the terrain emptied of homes and buildings, Robert took a beat-up old dirt road and they bounced along it for what seemed like forever. Finally, the Suburban brake lights flashed and Stenko slowed to a stop.

Stenko addressed her by looking in the rear-view mirror. “April, you’ll need to gather up all your things and take them to the Suburban. We’re making a change.”

“This isn’t a hybrid, son,” Stenko said as he climbed into Robert’s car.

“I know,” Robert grumbled. “These people out here give us no green options, but you’ll just have to make it up on the other side.”

The morning was cool and smelled of dust and sagebrush. After climbing into the far back seat of the Suburban, she watched with fascination as Robert sprayed lighter fluid on the seats of Stenko’s SUV and tossed in a match. With the new Suburban, they pushed the burning vehicle over a cliff into a deep arroyo. The crash on the bottom was fantastic.

Their only other stop before arriving in Craig was at a roadside rest area, where Robert stole the plates off a car and replaced them with the plates from the Suburban.

SHE WAS STARING vacantly out the window when a cellphone burred and for a moment she thought it was hers, thought she’d been betrayed. Had she forgotten to turn the ringer off?

But Robert didn’t even turn around. To Stenko, he said, “Are you going to get that?”

“I forgot I even had it,” Stenko said, slapping absently at his shirt pockets, then finally digging it out of his trousers. He looked at it for a moment, said, “One of my friends in blue …” and opened it up.

Stenko said very little, prompting the caller to continue with several “uh-huhs.” Then he closed the phone and tossed it on the seat next to him.

“Who was it?” Robert asked.

“Like I said, one of my friends in blue.”

“What’s up?”

“Leo’s wife called the station. She doesn’t know where he is and she wants him found. She thinks he’s taken up with a chippie and relocated to Wyoming.”

Robert said, “Wyoming? What the hell’s in Wyoming?”

Stenko said, “My ranch.”

Robert did a dry spit take and the car weaved until he jerked it back into his lane. “You own a ranch?”

“I think I do, anyway. The more I think about how things went down with Leo, the more I become convinced I own a ranch.” Stenko sat up in the seat and smacked his forehead with the heel of his hand. “That damned Leo. He always wanted to be a cowboy—he told me that once. Here’s this little mousy guy who grew up on the South Side getting his lunch money stolen from him every day on the way to school, but he secretly wants to be a cowpoke. It used to crack me up.”

Robert said, “You’re drifting.”

“No, I’m not,” Stenko said. “I know where Leo is with all my money. He’s on my ranch, the son-of-a-bitch.” To her, he said, “Sorry for the language.”

She shrugged, totally confused.

Robert shook his head, muttering, “A ranch. You own a ranch. What else do you own?”

Stenko said, “A lot.”

SHE’D BEEN SLEEPING soundly in the roomy back seat when she was awakened by Robert shouting, “Dad? Dad, what’s wrong?”

AND SHE COULD hear Robert now, through the wall. Something about Stenko’s morphine. “Then take more!” Robert yelled. “Take as much as you need to!”

She’d gotten a glimpse at Stenko as he staggered into the bathroom. He’d looked back at her. His face was white, his eyes rimmed red. His mouth was twisted in pain, but he still managed to smile at her and gesture with his hand that he’d be right back. The way he bent forward as he walked made her think it was his stomach that was hurting him.

The bathroom she was in was filthy, with grime on the floor, an overflowing trash can, and the strong ammonia smell of urine from the stall. She imagined the men’s was just as dirty, and she felt sorry for Stenko, who sounded like he was probably clutching the toilet, knees on the floor.

She heard Robert say harshly, “For Christ’s sake, Dad. Hang in there already. We’ve got too much to do here.”

And she thought: What if he dies right there? What would Robert do with her? She thought about the look on his face that morning in the car, his wild eyes, the way he beat that drum solo on the dashboard. It was either that or long hours of pouting and sarcasm. Plus the way he sometimes leered at her, his eyes pausing on her breasts. She didn’t want to be alone with Robert.

She fished the TracFone out of her jeans. She hadn’t turned it on since the night before, when she’d made contact. It seemed like forever before the phone grabbed a signal, showed strong bars.

She typed:


Sherry, r u there?
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Cheyenne

JOE HIT THE northern outskirts of Cheyenne mid-afternoon. He was traveling south on I-25 when he saw the first of many concentric circles of massive new homes. He also saw more grazing horses than had likely ever been there when the capital city was the hub of the Union Pacific and home to dozens of wealthy ranchers in the 1880s and 1890s, when the west was new.

He was running late. Too much time in the Hole in the Wall.

Special Agent Chuck Coon was getting up to leave and was obviously ticked off when Joe walked into The Albany downtown. The place was old and dark, with private booths. The building was in the shadow of the restored Union Pacific depot. Between the lunch and dinner crowds, The Albany was devoted to serious drinkers and none of them even turned around and looked at Joe as he said, “Sorry I’m late, Chuck, please sit back down.”

Coon had stripped off his tie and loosened his collar, but Joe thought there was no one with a shred of intelligence in the bar who wouldn’t look at him and say, “FBI.” Coon had close-cropped brown hair, small features, and a boyish, alert face that didn’t wear his impatience well.

Joe slid into the booth across from Coon.

“I can’t spend much time,” Coon said, looking nervously around the bar before sitting back down. “I told the secretary I had a podiatrist appointment. I don’t know why I said that. There’s nothing wrong with my feet.”

“I won’t waste your time then,” Joe said. “Here’s the number.” He slipped a page from his notebook across the table with the number of April’s cellphone.

Coon didn’t pick it up. “I told you, Joe. I can’t seek a tap unless we get approval to open up an investigation. I’m sorry you had to drive so far to hear that in person.”

Joe nodded but forged on. “I’ve got other business this afternoon, but since I’m here at least you can answer some questions though, right? So I know more about this?” He tapped the notebook page.

Coon sighed, shot out his wrist, and looked at his watch.

“I’ll be quick,” Joe said. “First, tell me if it’s possible to pinpoint the location of a cellphone user. I mean, assuming you’ve got the court order and everything’s aboveboard.”

“The short answer is yes,” Coon said. “The long answer is what screws us up all the time.”

“Meaning?”

“When a cellphone is turned on, it has to reach out and grab a signal before you can make a call. When it connects with a cell tower, it’s referred to as a ping. The telephone providers can key on a specific number and they can pinpoint the location of the phone based on which cell tower got the ping.”

“Great,” Joe said, smiling.

“There is also a GPS feature in a lot of the newer phones. Most people don’t even know their phone is also a GPS device. We’re waiting for someone to come up with software that blocks the signal, but so far no one’s come up with an easy system. So we’ve got two ways to track down where a call comes from, the ping and the GPS if the phone has one.”

“Even better,” Joe said.

Coon looked around the bar again to see if anyone was listening to him. Satisfied, he leaned toward Joe. “The technology we’ve got is really good, but there are some real drawbacks out here in the middle of nowhere. Sometimes the cell towers are ten miles or more apart from each other. The mountains play havoc on the tower sight lines, for instance. It isn’t like a city, where there are towers everywhere. So even though we might pick up the ping we’ve been waiting for, we often can’t narrow the actual location of the phone down much more than a ten- or fifteen-mile radius of the tower. That’s twenty or thirty square miles—a big area, Joe.”

“What if the suspect is in a car?” Joe asked. “Can you track his movements by which cell towers get pinged along a highway?”

“Yes.” Coon demonstrated by running his index finger along the table as if the Formica were a map. He flicked his finger every couple of inches, going, “Ping, ping, ping, ping, all the way to Denver.”

“Let me ask you another question,” Joe said. “If you were given a printout of a text thread and all the specifics of the exchange, could you go to the phone company and trace where each phone was at the time?”

Coon frowned. “It’s possible, but it doesn’t always work. Like I told you, the companies only keep text messages on their servers a short time. Once the texts are trashed, they’re trashed.”

The way Coon said it made Joe suspicious. Joe said, “Okay, that’s the official FBI spin. But you can’t tell me that if you really wanted to, if someone involved in counterterrorism, say, wanted to track down both parties even weeks after the conversation that they couldn’t do it?”

Coon looked away. “I have no comment on that.”

“Which tells me what I need to know,” Joe said.

“I’ve got to get going, Joe. I’m sorry I can’t help you more.”

Joe said, “So the key is for the target to keep their cellphone on, even if they’re not making calls all the time. If the phone is on, it’s making these pings out there.”

Coon sighed, “Right.”

“What if the phone is only turned on to call or text, and then is turned off again?”

“That makes things real hard,” Coon said. “It means we’ve got to be on top of it when that cellphone is turned on to track it immediately, as it’s being used. Once it gets turned off, we lose any ability to know where it’s going.”

“What about the GPS feature?”

“Same thing. If the phone is off, the GPS is off.”

“Hmmm,” Joe said, rubbing his chin. He had a feeling April didn’t keep her phone on because of how she’d warned Sheridan not to call. If April didn’t want anyone to know she was in contact, she wouldn’t risk an errant ring or even a wrong number that would tip them off. So it made sense she’d power it up only when she wanted to communicate.

“Who are you trying to find?” Coon asked.

Joe evaded the question. “How long does it take to get a subpoena if you’ve got probable cause?”

“Minutes, in some cases. As I mentioned, Judge Johnson is right down the hall.”

“Wow—it’s never that quick out in the real world.”

“Who are you trying to find?” Coon asked again.

Before Joe could think of another way to avoid the question, his cellphone burred. He fumbled, found it in his breast pocket. Sheridan.

“Excuse me,” Joe said to Coon, “It’s my daughter.”

“I’m out of here,” Coon said, reaching for his jacket.

Joe held up his hand for Coon to wait, but Coon shook him off.

Sheridan said, “April texted me again.”

Joe grabbed Coon’s wrist. “Please, just a minute.”

Coon conceded with a sigh.

To Sheridan, Joe said: “How long did you text back and forth?”

“Not long. Not more than a minute. She was in a big hurry. I think she’s scared, Dad.”

“What did she say?”

“Not much. She asked how I was.”

“Did you get a chance to ask her any of the questions I left you?”

“Only one.”

“Did she answer?”

“Yes.”

“Give it to me.”

“Okay. When I asked her ‘Who is Robert?’ she said, ‘Stenko’s son.’”

Joe grabbed the notebook sheet with April’s number on it and uncapped his pen. “How is that spelled?”

“S-T-E-N-K-O.”

Joe wrote it down. “Nothing else? No first name or anything?”

“That’s all. Then she texted, ‘Gotta go, later,’ and that was all. I sent her a couple more messages but she didn’t reply. I think she turned her phone off.”

“Okay,” Joe said. “Good job. Keep your phone on and call me if she gets back in contact.”

“I will, Dad. Love you.”

“Love you.”

Joe snapped his phone shut. Coon hadn’t left. In fact, Coon stood transfixed, staring at Joe.

“You’re shitting me, right?” Coon said.

“What?”

“Stenko. You wrote down Stenko. Is that a joke?”

“No joke,” Joe said.

“Stenko called your daughter?”

Joe could see in Coon’s eyes that the name made bells ring. He didn’t know which ones, of course, but it gave him the excuse to do an end-around, to keep April’s name out of it.

“He didn’t call,” Joe said. “He sent a text.”

“Is this Stenko from Chicago?”

Joe nodded.

“Do you have any idea who he is?”

“Nope.”

“We do,” Coon said, sitting back down.

JOE’S HEAD WAS still spinning when he went to see the governor. He bounded up the capitol steps and opened the heavy door just as the guard on the other side prepared to lock it.

“We close at five,” the guard said.

“I’m here to see the governor,” Joe said.

“Is he expecting you?”

“He told me to drop by any time I was in Cheyenne.”

The guard laughed. “He tells everyone that.”

“Really,” Joe said. “It’s urgent. If you don’t believe me, go into his office and tell his receptionist Joe Pickett is here to see the governor. If he turns me away, I promise to go quietly.”

The guard looked Joe over, noted the Game and Fish shirt, the J. PICKETT badge.

“You’re really him, aren’t you?” the guard said. “Wait here, Mr. Pickett.”

For the first time in his life, Joe felt mildly famous. It was similar to a headache.

GOVERNOR SPENCER RULON was on the telephone. He cringed a greeting and waved Joe into a deep red leather chair. Joe removed his hat, put it crowndown in his lap, and waited.

Rulon was a big man in every way, with a round face like a hubcap, an untamed shock of silver-flecked brown hair, and eyes like brown laser pointers when he fixed them on a person or an object. He had the liquid grace big men had, and his movements were impatient, swift, and energetic. If the recent scandal allegations had affected him physically, Joe couldn’t see it.

The last time Joe had been in the governor’s office, Stella Ennis, Rulon’s chief of staff, had been there along with the head of the state DCI. Tony Portenson of the FBI had also been present, and Rulon had successfully browbeaten him into releasing Nate Romanowski on Joe’s request. That had not gone well.

Rulon was in the last year of his first term and he was running again. What should have been a walkover had turned into a race, primarily due to the Stella Ennis and Nate Romanowski scandals. His natural enemies were flush with newfound excitement and confidence, like journeymen boxers who had been beaten round after round but somehow landed a lucky punch that sent the champ reeling.

His opponent was Forrest Niffin, a Central Wyoming rancher with a handlebar mustache, who was mounted on a white horse in all of his campaign posters. Despite his rustic image, the challenger was a multimillionaire who had recently moved to Wyoming from upstate New York, where he’d founded a fashion empire. Oddly, Rulon had a framed photo of the challenger on his bookshelf behind his head.

Despite Rulon’s eccentric and mercurial ways, like challenging the senate majority leader to a shooting contest to decide a bill or sending Joe on assignments “without portfolio” to maintain deniability, Joe knew that the governor had saved him and pulled him out of the bureaucratic netherworld. He owed him his job and his family’s welfare.

“I understand,” the governor said into the phone, “but if you permit one more well before your lawyers and my lawyers have a sit-down, I’m gonna sue your ass. That’s right. And I’m going to call a press conference out in some scenic spot in the mountains to announce the suit so every photo has that pristine view behind me.”

Joe could hear the caller say, “You’re out of your mind.”

Rulon nodded and waggled his eyebrows at Joe while he said into the phone, “That’s pretty much the conclusion around here.”

Smiling wolfishly, Rulon hit the speaker button on his phone and leaned back in his chair.

“You can’t threaten me,” the caller said. Joe thought the voice was vaguely familiar.

“I just did.”

“Look, can’t we discuss this more reasonably?”

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” Rulon said, grasping the phone set with both hands, pleading into it. “That’s what I proposed.”

Joe could hear the man sighing on the other end. “Okay. I’ll have our legal guys call your people tomorrow.”

“Lovely. Goodbye, Mr. Secretary.”

Rulon punched off. Joe felt his scalp twitch.

“The Secretary of the Interior?” Joe asked.

Rulon nodded. In the west, the Secretary of the Interior was more important than whoever the President might be. And Rulon had just threatened to “sue his ass.”

“Empty suit,” Rulon declared.

Joe was confused. Did the governor mean the threatened legal action or the secretary himself?

“Both,” Rulon said, reading Joe’s face. “Now what is the occasion of your extremely rare visit to the very heart of the beast?”

Joe knew Rulon didn’t like formalities or rhetoric, and Joe wasn’t adept at either one anyway: “I want a leave of absence to pursue a case on my own. I might be in Wyoming, but I might also need to cross state lines. And this is the thing: I might need to call on you or the DCI for help at some point.”

Rulon leveled his gaze. “You know how much trouble you got me in by letting Romanowski go?”

“Yes,” Joe said. “I want to thank you for sticking your neck out for me last year. I know you didn’t have to do that. I’m sorry about the heat you’ve taken.”

Rulon said, “Goes with the territory. I’ll survive. What can they do? Take my birthday away from me?” He gestured behind him at the photograph. “The people of Wyoming are smart. They’ll flirt with that knucklehead Niffin at first, but they’ll come to their senses.”

“I hope so,” Joe said.

“Besides, the Romanowski thing was peanuts compared to what Niffin’s operatives are saying about me and Stella Ennis.” Rulon probed Joe’s face, making him uncomfortable. Joe had known Stella two years before she showed up as the governor’s chief of staff. He knew what kind of power she had over men. He doubted Mrs. Rulon would be so understanding.

Rulon said, “Nothing happened. And the stuff they’re saying—that’s not how we do politics in Wyoming.”

Joe nodded.

“It could have. Hell, it should have. But it didn’t.”

“Okay.”

“She left on her own accord.”

“Okay,” Joe said, squirming. He wasn’t sure why Rulon felt the need to confess to him.

“Back to your request,” Rulon said. “What’s it concerning?”

Joe swallowed. “It’s a family thing. I’d rather not say.”

Rulon smiled slightly and shook his head, his eyes never leaving Joe. “You ask me things no one else would ask me,” he said.

Joe nodded.

“Good thing I trust you,” the governor said, standing up quickly. He was around the desk before Joe could react.

Rulon placed his hand on Joe’s shoulder like a proud father. “Go, son. Do what you need to do.”

“Thank you, sir,” Joe said, taken aback.

“Do the right thing.”

Joe said, “That’s what you told me last time, and I let Nate escape.”

Rulon chuckled. “I’ll advise your new director that you’ll be out of pocket for a while but that you’re still on the payroll.”

“Thank you.”

“But Joe,” Rulon said, leaning forward so he was nose to nose with him, “if this thing, whatever it is, blows up—we did not discuss it here, did we?”

“No.”

“And you can’t expect me to bail you out again.”

“I wouldn’t even ask.”

“So we’re clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

Rulon said, “I can tell from your eyes this is important to you. Go with God, but keep me out of it.”
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NORTH OF CHUGWATER on I-25, Joe remembered he had muted his cell while he met with the governor, and he checked it. Two messages—neither from Sheridan or Marybeth. He retrieved the earlier call because he recognized the Baggs prefix. It was the weary voice of Baggs deputy Rich Brokaw, saying Ron Connelly had been released on his own recognizance by the county judge and that Connelly had apparently skipped town. His neighbors reported seeing Connelly packing up his belongings into his pickup truck the night before. Brokaw had checked out the house—empty, garbage everywhere, holes punched in the drywall. The sheriff’s office had issued an APB on Connelly, but so far there had been no credible sightings. Brokaw apologized for the way things turned out and said he’d keep Joe informed. Joe snorted angrily. Connelly didn’t seem the type to have seen the error of his ways and split town to turn over a new leaf. He seemed the type, to Joe, to escalate into something worse. Men who thought nothing of killing or injuring animals for their pleasure were capable of anything. Connelly was like that; Joe could sense it. What was the judge thinking?

Joe made a mental note to be on the lookout for Connelly’s 4×4 with the Oklahoma plates. There weren’t that many roads in Wyoming, and stranger things had happened.

The second call was from an unknown number that turned out to be Special Agent Chuck Coon’s personal cellphone. “Joe, I looked up what we have on Stenko. You need to call me back as soon as you can. Call this number, not the office number.”

Joe pulled off the highway within sight of Glendo Reservoir. The lake was still and glassy, mirroring the vibrant fuchsia streaks of dusk, and he could see the small twinkling lights of trolling fishing boats working near shore, trying to pick up walleyes.

He caught Coon at dinner with his family, and Joe offered to call later but Coon said, “Hold on.” Joe could hear Coon tell his wife he’d be back in a minute, and a little boy say, “Where’s Daddy going?” The little boy’s voice made something inside him twang in a familiar way.

“Okay,” Coon said in a moment, “I’m in the other room now.”

“I’m on the highway headed north. There’s a pretty sunset.”

Coon ignored him. “Hey, I looked up Stenko, aka David Stenson of Chicago. I was right—we’re interested in him.”

“If his name is Stenson, why does he go by Stenko?”

“They do that,” Coon said.

Joe said, “Oh. Who does that?”

“Chicago mobsters.”

Joe took a breath and held it. The escalation from deviant game violators to … Chicago mobsters … made him suddenly light-headed. He said, “What do you mean you’re interested in him?”

Joe could picture Coon hunching over with his back toward the doorway so he could speak softly and not alarm his son. “Look, Joe, I can’t just give you everything without getting something back. Like how is it a game warden in Wyoming is suddenly asking me questions about tracking down a cellphone involving some guy named Stenko? I mean, how do we get there from here?”

Joe felt a shiver run up his back. Coon’s tone betrayed his intense interest, as did the fact that he’d left Joe his private number and asked him to call after hours. So who was this Stenko? And how was it April could be with him?

Joe said, “I’m not going to let you take over this investigation.”

“What?” Coon sounded hurt, but it was a put-on, Joe thought.

“I know how the FBI operates,” Joe said. “You move in. You take over. And most of the time I have to admit it’s helpful because you guys have all the electronics, manpower, federal prosecutors, and heavy artillery. Hell, I can’t even keep a poacher behind bars. But in this particular circumstance, I can’t let you guys swoop in.”

Coon said, “Look, Joe, I don’t know what’s going on, but you came to me. You threw out the bait and I took it. This can’t be one way—me giving information to you. Whatever it is you’re into, you need me. You’re one guy in a red shirt in a state pickup. How in the hell are you ever going to track down Stenko?”

Joe thought, You’re right. But he said, “I don’t care about Stenko.”

There was a long beat of silence. “Then what is this about?”

“I care about someone who might be with him,” Joe said, hoping it wasn’t too much information. “And the last time the feds showed up in a situation involving this particular person, really bad things happened. I can’t let it happen again. Simple as that.”

“I’m confused,” Coon said. But he said it in a distracted way. In the background, Joe could hear Coon tapping away at a keyboard. Probably trying to find out what Joe was alluding to.

Joe said, “This is personal.”

“If it involves Stenko, it’s not personal, Joe. It’s obstructing a federal investigation, and we could come down on you like a ton of bricks. Believe me, Portenson would love to do that. And it’s the reason I’m not involving him at this stage. I’m doing you a favor, Joe, can’t you get that?”

Joe believed him. Chicago mobsters? A federal investigation?

“Look, why can’t we trade information?” Coon said. “You give me a little, I’ll give you a little. It’s not out of the realm of possibility that we can help each other out.”

Joe watched a fishing boat do a slow circle in a bay out on the lake. “You start,” he said.

Coon sighed. More tapping. Then: “Stenko’s well known to our Chicago office. He’s one of those guys who’s flown under the radar for years because he’s smart and careful, but his name just kept coming up over and over again in the background. We’re talking real estate schemes, the Chicago political machine, downtown redevelopment, fast-food franchises, waste management contracts. There are allegations that he’s been the mover and shaker behind quite a few Indian casinos as well, but it was hard to figure out if he was doing anything illegal. Finally, seven months ago the federal prosecutor had enough on him to convene a grand jury that indicted Stenko on twenty-four counts, including fraud, bribery, money laundering, extortion—the laundry list of white-collar crimes. No doubt the guy’s intimately connected to most of the stuff that goes on in Chicago, but he wasn’t flamboyant or stupid like a lot of those guys. He made it a point not to get photos of himself with politicians and movie stars, for example. We had a hell of a time getting a valid photo and had to resort to DMV records. He was able to keep himself at arm’s length from most of the hijinks and transactions because he had a really sharp accountant fronting his operations. I should say, he had a sharp accountant named Leo Dyekman. And the Talich Brothers.”

Joe said, “Uh-huh,” as if he knew whom Coon was talking about.

Coon said, “The Talich Brothers are ruthless leg-breakers of the highest order. Three of them: Corey, Chase, and Nathanial. Born a year apart: boom-boom-boom. One black-haired, one blond, one redhead, all built like cage-match wrestlers. They’re famous in Chicago, from what I understand.”

“Okay.”

“So anyway,” Coon said, getting into it, “after years of investigations and two trials that ended when lone jurors held out—call it the Chicago way—Stenko finally goes down. We arrest him in his real estate office with news crews covering it. Stenko gets thrown in the pokey and everything in his office is seized. But when our guys go to sweep up Leo the accountant and the Talich Brothers, they’re nowhere to be found. They’ve flown the coop—disappeared. And so have the computers and financial records we were after to prove Stenko was worth millions. But we forge on, hoping to flip Stenko himself, hoping he’ll turn on Leo and his crew who left him high and dry or the higher-ups in the Chicago scene. But Stenko lawyers up and gets his wife to sell five million dollars in real estate to pay his bond.”

Joe was trying to keep up with Coon, trying to figure out where in all this April came in. If at all.

“So Stenko’s out of jail and he misses a preliminary hearing because he suddenly claims he’s sick. He claims he’s dying, in fact. He gets a doctor to tell the judge Stenko’s got liver and bladder cancer at the same time—which I guess is a death sentence. There’s nothing the doctors can do when somebody has advanced forms of both and the end comes real fast. We don’t believe Stenko’s doc, and we ask the court that Stenko be evaluated by an independent expert. But Stenko doesn’t make the appointment. This is two weeks ago or so.”

Joe nodded, the time frame fitting.

“So Stenko is missing,” Coon said. “He didn’t even pack up. His wife claims she has no idea where he went—he didn’t come home, hasn’t called. We’ve got all the phones tapped, so we’d know. He vanished off the face of the earth. All we’ve got is an unsubstantiated rumor to follow up on—”

Coon cut himself off, probably realizing—as Joe did—he’d revealed more than he wanted to.

“Your turn,” Coon said.

Joe sucked in air, trying to locate the words. Finally, “This is all news to me. Like I said, I don’t really care about Stenko.”

“Who do you care about, Joe?”

“Like I said, someone who may be with him. Maybe on the run with him.”

Coon tried to keep the annoyance out of his voice, but he didn’t succeed. “Someone with a cellphone? Someone who called you?”

“Actually, the text was sent to my daughter.”

“Who is this person?”

“I won’t say. I told you that.”

“Where did the text come from?”

Joe hesitated. He needed to know what the rumor was. “Supposedly Aspen.”

“Colorado?”

“Yup. That’s what … the caller … claimed.”

Alarm bells went off in his head. He almost said she.

“Male or female?”

“Whoever sent the text.”

“Christ,” Coon said. “I’m disappointed, Joe. I gave you a lot. You haven’t given me anything I didn’t know already.”

“That’s true,” Joe said, his mind spinning, trying to figure out what to give without endangering April. But if she was somehow mixed up with this Stenko and these Talich Brothers? Maybe the best thing to do was to spill everything, let the FBI do what the FBI did best?

It didn’t feel right yet. He said, “Okay, understand that this is speculation at this point, but it’s all I’ve got.”

“Go ahead.”

“You should check out murders that were committed in the last two weeks. I don’t have the exact dates in front of me, but all involve small-caliber handguns—probably the same weapon. As far as I can tell, no suspects have been arrested, suggesting the murders are random and not personal. The first was in Chicago, then Madison, then Keystone, South Dakota …”

“Hold it, slow down …” Coon said, obviously writing down the locations.

“… and Aspen, Colorado. Two days ago.”

“Jesus.”

“I said it was speculation, and I mean it,” Joe said. “Those are locations given in the text messages. There could be more, or it all could be hooey.”

Coon hesitated. “We need to put a device on your daughter’s phone.”

“No.”

“Damn it, Joe.”

“I told you the rules. And I already gave you the number to track. You have that number, don’t you?”

“Yes. We can get an operation up and running tomorrow.”

“Good.”

“Will you let us look at the text messages?”

“Nope.”

He knew he was risking the chance that the FBI would pinpoint the location of April’s phone and close in on her without notifying him. But he doubted they’d be able to find her on their own, without his help. For one thing, they didn’t know it was April. They also didn’t know what kind of vehicle she was in or how many others she was with. The feds didn’t have the manpower to flood a ten-to-fifteenmile radius in the hope of running into Stenko, especially if he was on the move. It was a risk giving up the number, but one he was willing to take.

“You’ll notify me if your daughter gets another text,” Coon said. Not a question but a statement.

“I will,” Joe said, “but only if you’ll give me the location of the call if you’re able to track it down.”

“Deal,” Coon said.

“I gave you something to run with,” Joe said. “Now what was the rumor you referred to earlier?”

“It’s just a rumor.”

“I understand that.”

Silence. Joe figured he could wait him out.

Finally, Coon sighed. “There is an unconfirmed report of a man matching Stenko’s description coming out of a brothel in Chicago two weeks ago. Later, the brothel manager or whatever he’s called was found murdered upstairs. No witnesses to the killing.”

“Small-caliber weapon?” Joe asked.

“Yes.” He said it with the same bolt of realization Joe was experiencing—the two stories coming together.

“Anyone with him? With Stenko?”

“This is unconfirmed.”

“Was anyone with him?”

“Calm down, Joe.” Then: “He was supposedly with an unidentified female minor. Mid-teens or slightly older. Blond, five foot four, possibly one of the prostitutes.”

Joe slunk against the door of the cab, his cheek on the window of the driver’s side.

“Joe?”
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Rawlins, Wyoming

STENKO WAS SICK, Robert was angry, and she was scared. They were in a parking lot outside Buy-Rite Pharmacy someplace in Wyoming in the car they’d stolen. There was only one other car in the lot, a muddy and dented Ford Taurus in a handicapped space. Through the afternoon the sky had darkened and now the wind gusted and rocked the car from side to side on its springs. A herd of tumbleweeds—perfectly yellow, round and hollow, like exoskeletons of large beach balls—swept from somewhere out on the high plains, rolled across the blacktop of the lot and piled up against a high chain-link fence that separated the Buy-Rite from a bank that was closed for the night.

That’s me, she thought. A tumbleweed caught in a fence.

Stenko to Robert: “Morphine. You’ve heard of morphine. I need you to go in there and get me some.”

Robert took his hands off the wheel and waved them in the air: “How? We need a damned prescription. And if I take those empty bottles from Chicago in there, the pharmacist might do some checking and find out they’re looking for you. That would really screw up my life if we got caught in a hellhole like this.” When he said it he gestured toward the Buy-Rite, toward the town in general. Robert was startled and gave a little cry when a tumbleweed smacked and flattened against the driver’s side window before rolling up and over the hood toward the fence.

Stenko writhed in the front seat. She empathized and was an inch away from crying. She could smell his pain. It had a distinct odor as it oozed out through the sweat on his forehead and through his scalp. The poor man.

Stenko dug the gun out from under his seat and handed it to Robert butt-first. Robert didn’t take it. Robert said, “I can’t do that.”

After a moment, the act of holding the gun seemed to exhaust Stenko, and he let it drop to the front seat. Stenko looked away from his son, out the window on the passenger side. “Then take me somewhere and leave me so I can die. I can’t take this pain any longer. It’s hell, son. I’m in hell already.” His voice was pinched, and he hissed his words through clenched teeth. He wasn’t angry. He was hurting.

Robert crossed his arms in front of him and shook his head like a four-year-old who didn’t want to eat, she thought.

Stenko writhed again, twisted himself so he could rest his chin on the top of the front seat and look at her directly. His eyes were rheumy. Thick liquid gathered in the corners near his nose. He tried to smile. “I’m so sorry, April, but this may be the end of the road. I feel terrible it turned out this way—I thought I’d have longer. But it is what it is. Don’t worry … I’ll give you enough money to buy a plane ticket as soon as we can get somewhere with an airport. And I’ll give you plenty extra because you’ll need it.”

For a moment, she was excited. This had turned out to be different than she thought it would be in every way. Now he was giving her a way out.

She said, “I’m not sure where I would go.”

He winced, and she couldn’t tell if it was from his stomach or what she said. He closed his eyes and the thick gel in them squeezed out and pooled on the tops of his cheeks like wet glue. “You think about it, April,” he said. “You think about where you would want to go.”

She thought, No one should die like this, as if there were a brood of small fevered animals inside him trying to eat and claw their way out.

Robert missed the exchange. As usual he was deep inside his own head, with his own problems. When he spoke his voice was high. “You do it,” he said to Stenko. “This isn’t what I do. This is what you do. This is what you’ve done your whole life. I’m along just to keep score and try to help you redeem yourself in the eyes of Mother Earth.”

Stenko didn’t respond. He seemed too spent to argue. Instead he turned around again and slunk down in his seat and talked softly to the windshield. “Do you know how to get to the ranch, Robert? On your own without my help?”

Robert nodded. “I can read a goddamned map.”

Stenko raised one pale hand and wriggled his fingers in the air, a way of saying, I don’t want to battle with you.

“What ranch?” she said.

Robert ignored her as he always did.

Stenko said, “You’ll figure it out, son. Now, when you get there, you need to take that son-of-a-bitch Leo aside and make him give you all the account numbers. You may have to apply pressure because Leo can be real stubborn. There should be twenty-eight million in stocks, bonds, cash, and property. You won’t get access to it all before the feds realize what you’re doing, but if you pick the low-hanging fruit …”

Robert went bug-eyed, shouted: “TWENTY-EIGHT MILLION! Jesus Christ, Dad!”

“Yeah, give or take,” Stenko said, waving Robert away. “Now get that money and use it to pay down my debt. It’s the only way because I’m running out of time. How much did you say was left on my balance sheet?”

Robert was frozen for a moment, frozen by $28 million. His mouth was hanging open.

“Robert?” Stenko prompted.

Robert shook his head and dug for his laptop. Tap-tap-tap. “Twenty-two million to go on your balance,” he said. “So far, you’ve hardly put a dent in it because you really haven’t done so well.”

“I thought you said eighteen,” Stenko wheezed. “I distinctly remember you saying eighteen after Aspen.”

“I did some recalculating,” Robert said, with a speed-glance toward her. It was what he did when he was lying, she thought.

“I bet you did,” Stenko said without malice, “as soon as you heard what I have.”

“Dad! Those Indian casinos use up a ton of energy! The lights, the air-conditioning, all the gambling machines … think about it!”

“Sorry, son,” Stenko said, reaching over and putting his hand on Robert’s shoulder. Robert shoved it away.

“Really,” Stenko said. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Old suspicious habits die hard. Do you forgive me?”

After a beat, Robert said, “Mmmmmn.”

“Okay then,” Stenko hissed. “Then go get that money and pay down my debt. Use the rest for your cause. Plant entire rain forests or buy wind farms or whatever the hell it is you do.”

It was quiet. She could see Robert thinking, probably shouting “TWENTY-EIGHT MILLION!” over and over to himself in his head.

An old woman with a headscarf pushed a walker out through the door of Buy-Rite and headed slowly for the Taurus. A white prescription bag was clutched in her hand.

Robert said, “Okay, I’ll go in.”

She watched Robert as he slammed the door shut and strode toward the pharmacy dodging tumbleweeds. He jammed the pistol into the back of his pants and made sure it was hidden by the hem of his jacket. At the door, he paused for a moment to rake his fingers through his hair, throw back his shoulders. Then he went in.

She said to Stenko, “Are you all right?”

He half-turned toward her, his face in profile. “Not really.”

“If you give me some of that money, can I use it for something else?”

“Like what?”

She said, “I’d like to rescue my sister. She’s not really my sister, but she’s all I’ve got. She’s still back in that house in Chicago with all the other kids. Can I use the money to get her out of there? To fly her to me?”

Stenko grimaced a smile. “Sure, April. Do anything you want.”

She sat back, satisfied. For the first time in her life, she had a plan of her own and would soon have the means to carry it out. Thanks to Stenko.

“Thank you,” she said.

“You’re welcome.”

Then Robert was back, throwing open the door against the wind and heaving himself behind the wheel. He entered talking, “… We need to find another pharmacy. This one’s no good.”

Stenko said, “You didn’t get the morphine?”

“Hell no,” Robert said. “The pharmacist in there is a red-neck. I’m sure he has a gun. And he just stared at me all suspicious, as if daring me to try something. He knows, Dad. Somehow he knows … so I beat it out of there. We need to find another place.”

Stenko looked away. Robert turned the key and started the engine. “These little towns give me the creeps anyway. They all just stare at you like you’re from another planet. They’re all inbred or something.”

“I don’t think there’s another pharmacy,” Stenko said in a near-whisper.

“Maybe not in this town,” Robert said. “But there’s bound to be one in a bigger place.”

“It’s after five,” Stenko said.

She said, “Give me the gun.”

AS SHE MADE her way up the aisle with the hood of her sweatshirt pulled up and the weight of the gun sagging in her front pocket, she gathered items into a shopping basket. Shampoo, deodorant, toothpaste, hair coloring, a new TracFone since the one she had was low on power. She thought about how Stenko had barked a sharp “No!” to her request, but Robert quickly warmed to it, handed over the gun, and said, “Maybe she can finally do something useful.”

The jerk. She cared more about his father than he did.

The aisles were well lit, and they led the way toward a counter at the end of the store. Behind the counter was the pharmacist. He wore a white smock and had slicked-back hair and he pretended to busy himself with some kind of tiny project hidden under the cutout opening, but he was actually watching her closely. Robert was right about that. But she was the only customer—so why wouldn’t he keep his eye on her?

She hoped no one else came into the store. Robert had agreed to tap on the horn outside if anyone showed up, but she didn’t trust him to do it. If a police car turned into the lot, she was sure Robert would drive away and leave her in there.

She could hardly feel her legs and the shopping basket seemed weightless. She tried not to keep glancing at the pharmacist as she worked her way toward him, but she couldn’t help it. There was a distinct ache in her chest that got worse as she got closer to him.

He said something to her that didn’t register.

“What?”

“I said, can I help you find anything?”

What an opening. She knew she needed to decide right then whether or not to go through with it. Her instincts screamed at her to turn and run. But the image of Stenko’s tortured face was stronger.

“Do you have morphine?” She could barely meet his eyes.

“Why yes!” the pharmacist said with sarcastic enthusiasm. “And would you like some other narcotics along with it? We have those, too!” And he grinned wolfishly, his eyes sparkling.

She was confused.

Then he reached across the counter and grabbed her wrist, squeezing it hard.

“Why do you have your hood up?” he said. “Is it so I can’t see your face? Who are you and why do you want morphine?”

She struggled and pulled back but he gripped harder.

“Please, mister …”

He reached for her face with his other hand to peel the hood back but she ducked under his arm. The shopping basket fell to the linoleum but didn’t spill.

Then she noted that the pharmacist hesitated, that something or someone had diverted his attention. Suddenly her sweatshirt was lighter because the weight of the gun had been removed. Robert shot the pharmacist four times in his neck and chest. She screamed as his grip released on her wrist and she ripped her hand back. The pharmacist sagged out of view behind the counter, leaving a snail’s track of blood on the wall behind him.

Robert said to her, “Shut the hell up and help me find the morphine.”
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Saddlestring

JOE AND MARYBETH were in bed but not sleeping. He’d arrived home after nine to find—pleasantly—that she’d saved him the last of the spaghetti and garlic bread they’d had earlier for dinner. While he ate, he’d outlined his day with Nate, the governor, and Coon. She nodded as he talked, seeing where it was going and becoming frightened by the inevitability of the situation ahead. Sheridan had already packed a Saddlestring Lady Wranglers duffel bag with clothes and placed it near the front door.

After they’d cleaned up the dishes, they’d continued the discussion about involving Sheridan, in his office with the door closed. He’d thought about the situation over and over while driving home, and each time he came to the same conclusion. He was more than willing to be talked out of the idea and hoped Marybeth could come up with a better way.

If another text came in while Joe was out in the field looking for April, it would be impossible for him to coach Sheridan into getting her foster sister to reveal her whereabouts. And even if Sheridan was able to get solid information, she’d have to relay that to Joe at a distance—providing he could be reached and was not himself out of range of a cell tower—and hope he was in the vicinity of where the call came in. If those were the only obstacles, though, they could try to get around them. Marybeth could be there with Sheridan if a call came in, for example. She’d probably do a better job of coaching than Joe could do anyway.

But the fact was April had chosen to contact Sheridan. Not Joe, not Marybeth. And if April agreed to meet somewhere, it would be with Sheridan.

Marybeth talked it out, which is what she did. Joe listened. His wife came to the same conclusion he had, and they looked at each other with trepidation.

They went to bed before eleven but it was perfunctory.

OUTSIDE, A COLD wind rattled the bedroom window. Dried leaves that had been hanging from the cottonwood branches broke loose and ticked against the glass.

Marybeth rolled over and propped her head up by folding her pillow over on itself. She said, “I wish I could think of another way than to let Sheridan go with you, but I can’t.”

Joe grunted. While he welcomed the idea of his oldest daughter’s companionship, he was terrified by the possibility that he couldn’t keep her safe. This was his dilemma. This had always been his dilemma: keeping his family safe. Although there had been some horrific events and even more close calls, for the most part he’d been successful. Except once: April.

Joe turned to his wife in bed. “The last time she saw me, I was standing across the road with the local cops and the FBI who attacked the compound. I’m sure I looked like I was on their side. What is she supposed to think of me?”

“Your actions can be explained,” Marybeth said, “but not without gaining back her trust. And that won’t be easy, I don’t think. Not after all this time. And I’m sure I’m painted with same brush as far as she’s concerned. It makes my heart ache to think of that poor girl being out there for six years thinking that the family that took her in betrayed her in the end. It just makes me want to wail.

“Our only hope is she trusts Sheridan to at least listen to her, and later to us. I can see from April’s perspective that she assumes we chose not to try and find her after the fire. She probably doesn’t even know we were convinced she was dead.”

Joe stared at the ceiling, listened to the wind pound the window.

“If we somehow get through this,” Joe said, “if everything falls into place somehow and we can talk to her … would you want to take her back?”

“In a heartbeat, Joe.”

He smiled.

“But of course it would be up to her.”

After a long silence, Marybeth said, “Lucy wants to go, too.”

Joe groaned.

“I’m not letting her, no matter how angry she gets. I know I’ll hear plenty of, ‘She’s my sister, too,’ but she’ll just have to live with it.”

Marybeth turned over on her back as well to stare at the same ceiling. Joe hoped she could gain more wisdom from the view than he had been able to get.

Joe said, finally, “How could April get caught up with a Chicago mobster? How could it even be April?”

There was a light knock on the door before it opened. Sheridan stood in profile from a hall night-light. Her phone glowed blue in the dark. She whispered, “It’s her.”


From: AK

sherry, u awake dude

ak

CB: 307-220-5038

Aug 26, 12.12 A.M.

Erase REPLY Options




yeah im awake. I’ve been waiting for u.

sorry. couldn’t text earlier.

where r u?

same as always. in a car. ha.



Sheridan was sitting at her desk in her bedroom. Joe and Marybeth hovered behind her, reading the screen of her phone as Sheridan typed and scrolled. Tube had taken to sleeping in Sheridan’s room, and he curled at her feet.

“Ask her if she’s moving or stationary,” Joe said.

Sheridan blew a breath. “Stationary? That’s not the best word, Dad. Texting words are short and sweet. She’d know you’re here.”

“You know what I mean.”

The list of questions he’d made out was on the desk. Marybeth gestured to it, and Sheridan nodded.

“I’ve got to be cool, you guys,” Sheridan said. “April’s always been pretty suspicious—she has a high-powered BS meter. So let me do this my way.”


r u still in aspen?

na. we left last night.

where now?

some bar. middle of nowhere.

yre in a bar? cool.

na. im waiting outside in the car. bored.

where at?

not sure. cant remember.

no idea at all?

savage I think. y so many ????



Sheridan said, “See, I’ve got to be careful. She’s starting to wonder.”

Joe said, “Savage?” Then: “Not Savage Run? The canyon? That’s the only Savage I know.”

“Dad, please.”

Marybeth shot him a look.

He mouthed, “Okay, okay.”


im worried about u.

im ok. but kinda scared now.

?????

bad day. stenkos sick and we’re going 2 some ranch.

r u scared of stenko?

na. robert. stenkos nice.

does robert. hurt u?

na. but he hurt some man 2day in a drug store.

?????

2 awful 2 say. later.



Said Marybeth, “Oh no—is that it? Did she sign off?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Sheridan said. “I think she means she’ll tell me what happened later when she has more time. It’s too much to text, in other words.”

Joe said, “Ask her where the drugstore is. Ask her where the ranch is. Ask her if you can meet her there—”

“Dad, please.”

“Joe, please.”

“Sheesh,” Joe said.


can I call u?

NO.

ok.

they cld come outside any minute.

ok. sorry. i want to hear yr voice again.

ya. me 2.

wheres this ranch?

not sure. black hills i heard stenko say.

can I c u?

id like that. me & my other sister.



Sheridan looked up. Joe and Marybeth shrugged.


there’s 2 of you? or do u mean lucy?

id like 2 see luce 2. my other sister. chicago.

confused.

sorry. i got a sister in chicago i want to fly out 2 me.

how?

get her a plane ticket 2 me.

when?

as soon as stenko gives me the $. Lol. do u drive?

ive got a truck.

cool. u drive.

where? u name it.

not sure yet. ill let u know.

????

soon i hope.



“Okay,” Sheridan said. “Here goes …”


can i bring my dad?

NO.

what about mom?

NO.

????

just u. us sisters.



Marybeth reached over and squeezed Joe’s hand. He looked up. Her eyes were moist with tears.

Joe thought, Savage? What ranch? What sister?


how bout 2morrow.

NO. do u miss maxine?

yes.

sad.

we have a new dog named tube.

can u bring him?

maybe 2morrow.

ill let you know.



Joe said, “See if you can get her to tell you what kind of car they’re driving.”


what kind of car u in?

just a car. no big whoop. what kind of dog is tube? is luce awake?



“Man,” Joe said, “she’s tough to crack.”

Sheridan said, “Unless it’s a cool car, girls don’t know makes and models and things like that, Dad. I don’t know what kind of van Mom drives and we’ve had it for years.”

Joe shook his head.


lucys sleeping.

can u wake her up?

hold on. tube is a corgi/lab mix.

LOL!



Joe looked to Marybeth, puzzled.

“Laugh out loud,” Marybeth said.

“Oh.”

Suddenly:


here they come G2G bye.



“Is she gone now?” Marybeth asked.

Sheridan sat back. “Yes.”

“Can you try again?”

Sheridan’s tapped out several versions of “Are you there?” “Are you coming back?” “April?”

No reply.

“She probably turned her phone off again,” Sheridan said.

“Why won’t she let you call her?” Joe asked. “This text message back-and-forth takes forever. If you could just talk with her …”

Sheridan said, “What she’s doing makes sense to me in her situation. If Stenko or Robert come out of the bar and look at her in the car they’d see the phone if she was talking on it. You can always tell when someone’s talking on a phone. But if she’s texting the phone’s in her lap and out of sight.”

Joe saw the logic of that.

“That’s what kids do at school,” Sheridan said. “They text each other under their desks all day long.”

“Really,” Marybeth said.

Sheridan shrugged. “Not me, of course.”

“Of course.”

JOE WAS IN his office with a Wyoming highway map spread open. He could find no Savage, and there was no bar near Savage Run Canyon. Of course, he thought, she could still be somewhere in Colorado. Or Utah. Or New Mexico, Nebraska, Arizona, Kansas … someplace up to twenty hours away from Aspen. That could be 700 road miles if they’d driven non-stop. He wished he knew when they’d left Aspen exactly so he could draw a radius. How many square miles would that be? Thousands.

But she’d mentioned black hills. The Black Hills were in western South Dakota and eastern Wyoming. She might know the Black Hills because she claimed to have been there in Keystone. Was there a Savage, South Dakota? He searched his bookshelves for a U.S. atlas and was following the tip of his finger through the cities, towns, and locations of the state to find a Savage. No luck: he’d need to do an Internet search.

His phone burred in his pocket and it startled him. He glanced at his watch: past one A.M. He retrieved his phone and looked at the display. It was the number of the FBI office in Cheyenne. He thought, “Ah …”

“So you got the warrant,” Joe said, opening the phone. “That was quick.”

Coon said, “We had to interrupt Judge Johnson’s dinner to get it. That didn’t make him very happy, as you might guess.”

“You said it would be tomorrow.”

“I thought about it, Joe. I thought we couldn’t risk missing your daughter getting a new call tonight and we were right, weren’t we?”

“Yes.”

“So, do you want to know where it came from?”

“What do you think?”

“First, give me the gist of the exchange.”

Joe nodded. Coon had him.

Joe said, “The caller said they were sitting in a car outside a bar somewhere while Stenko and Robert were inside. We couldn’t get a description of the vehicle. The only place names we could get were ‘Black Hills’ and ‘Savage.’ I’ve been looking over the map and I can’t find any Savage. Oh—and it had been a very bad day. Robert allegedly hurt someone in a store.”

Joe left out the part about the sister on purpose because he saw no way of not revealing April’s identity if he went down that road.

“A store?” Coon asked. “What kind of store? And where was this?”

“We don’t know. A drugstore. The text said a drugstore.”

Coon paused. Joe knew the conversation was being taped. What he didn’t know was how much Coon and the FBI knew. There was no doubt they were withholding information as well.

“Joe,” Coon said, “the cellphone tower that got the ping is located between Pine Tree Junction and Gillette, Wyoming. On State Highway Fifty.”

Joe brushed the atlas aside and stared at the Wyoming map. Savageton was seventeen miles north of Pine Tree Junction and thirty-five miles south of Gillette. The middle of nowhere. Was it even a town at all? Or was it like so many place names on the Wyoming map—a location? But every location in Wyoming had a bar.

Bingo.

He scanned the map. There were several south-to-north roads that could have been used from Aspen into Wyoming and on to Savageton in the northeast corner of the square state. There was WYO 789 through Baggs to I-80, WYO 130 or 230 through Saratoga to I-80, WYO 230 to Laramie. There were at least four other highways that could have been used to get to Savageton. If they were headed for the Black Hills, Stenko, Robert, and April would likely drive north through Gillette. From there, they would hop on I-90 East.

Joe’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the map. If one were headed toward the Black Hills from Gillette, I-90 was, for twenty-five miles, the only road east. At Moorcroft, other options appeared on both sides of the interstate. But for twenty-six miles, 1-90 looked like a thin wrist that led to an extended hand with routes for each finger. And throughout the Black Hills, there was a spider’s web network of rural roads.

So if Stenko was to be located, it would be either on that 1-90 stretch or before he got to Gillette on Highway 50 north of Savageton.

Marybeth came into his office looking puzzled. She’d heard him talking. He mouthed “FBI” and jabbed at Savageton on the map. Marybeth understood immediately, nodded, and turned in the threshold, said, “Sheridan …”

On the other end of the line, Joe heard a voice in the background he recognized as Coon’s boss, Tony Portenson. Portenson said, “Savageton!”

“We think we’ve found it,” Coon told Joe.

“So Portenson is there?”

“Of course. He’s my supervisor.”

“Mmmm.”

“Look,” Coon said, “I know you two have history. But Agent Portenson is willing to look the other way right now. To quote him, Stenko is a bigger prize than you are a pain in the ass.”

Joe smiled. He wondered how long it would take Portenson and Coon to coordinate a roadblock at the logical pinch point on I-90 with the Wyoming Highway Patrol. Then they’d order up their helicopter from the Cheyenne airport. He guessed it would take several hours at least to get the roadblock set up because there simply weren’t enough troopers available to handle it themselves, which meant local sheriff and police departments would be asked to provide men and vehicles. And it would take a while to roust the chopper pilots and get clearances in order to fly north. It would be unlikely Coon, Portenson, and team would take off before dawn. That gave Joe a five- to eight-hour window.

The drive from Saddlestring to Savageton would be less than two. He could beat them there.

“What else?” Coon asked. Joe couldn’t tell if Portenson was prompting him but he assumed so. “There has to be something else you can tell me. A twenty-minute text exchange and all you got was Savage, Black Hills, and Robert doing something bad in a drugstore?”

Joe felt his neck get hot. He didn’t want to get into the sister thing. But then he asked, “Twenty minutes? What do you mean twenty minutes?”

“I told you, Joe,” Coon said. “We have the ability to register the location of the phone from when it’s turned on to when it’s turned off. I have the printout right here in front of me, so don’t hold anything back.”

Joe said, “Hold on,” and dropped his cell on the desk. He met Sheridan in the hallway. She had her duffel bag over her shoulder, ready to go. Marybeth was behind her looking concerned. Joe asked to borrow her phone and he took it back to his office.

“You’re wrong,” Joe said to Coon after opening Sheridan’s phone and scrolling back through the exchange. “The first text came at 12.12 A.M. The last one came at 12.21 A.M. That’s just nine minutes.”

Nine long minutes of frustration while the two girls tapped out short messages to each other, sent and received, answered. So much could have been accomplished if April had allowed them to talk …

“I see what I see, Joe,” Coon said. Joe could hear paper rustling.

Then: “Oh, now I get it.”

“What?”

“We were both right.”

“What do you mean?”

“The phone was turned on for twenty minutes. But it looks like the first ten were to someplace else.”

“Where?”

Joe heard muffled voices. Coon had obviously covered the mouthpiece. Portenson and who knows how many other agents were having a heated discussion.

Joe paced. Marybeth and Sheridan stood outside his office, looking at him cautiously.

Finally, Coon came back on. “We aren’t at liberty to say right now.”

Joe stopped. He wished he could reach through the phone and grab Coon by the throat.

“We suspect you’re withholding information,” Coon said, speaking as if he were being coached what to say. “If we’re going to be partners in this investigation, you’ve got to come clean. Like who it is you think is sending the texts. When we feel you’ve come clean, we’ll do the same. Up until this moment, you’ve had the upper hand. But you forget, Joe. We are the upper hand.”

It was as if Portenson had his hand up the back of Coon’s shirt, using him like a ventriloquist’s dummy.

Joe decided it wasn’t worth it to reveal April. And while it was killing him to know whom she’d called before texting Sheridan, it might not be vital.

Joe said, “I guess I’ll see you there.”

“Where?” Coon said.

Joe snorted, “Chuck, you’re a good guy, but you’re not yet a good liar,” and hung up.

He turned to Sheridan. “Ready?”

Sheridan nodded. Her face was deadly serious, but her eyes sparkled.

AS JOE EASED out of the driveway in his pickup, he looked at his house. Marybeth was in the front picture window with Lucy, who looked stricken. Through the glass, Joe could see her mouth, She’s my sister, too … and it was like a knife through his heart.

Joe and Sheridan waved, and Sheridan hid her face from him while she cried.
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Savageton

THE FULL MOON in the cloudless sky cast the prairie grass ghostly white/blue and threw impenetrable black shadows into the hollows of the hills and draws as Joe and Sheridan drove east on I-90 and crossed the Powder River. The river in the fall was no more than an exhausted stream marking time until winter came and put it out of its misery. Despite that, mule deer huddled on its banks and ancient cottonwoods sucked at the thin stream of water in order to provide the only shade and cover for miles.

Joe knew of a two-track ranch access road with an unlocked gate that would allow them to cut the corner of their journey and eventually intersect with Highway 50 and Savageton, although the likelihood of finding April still there seemed remote at best.

Although it was an interstate highway, there was no traffic at two-fifteen in the morning. Big semi-rigs were parked at pullouts with running lights on, and as they roared east, the twinkle of working oil and gas rigs dotted the prairie. This was the western frontier of the Powder River Basin. Under the thin crust of dirt were underground mountains of coal, rivers of oil and natural gas, seams of uranium. A bald eagle nearly as big as the one he’d delivered to Nate fed on a road-killed pronghorn antelope on the shoulder of the highway, and the bird barely looked up as the pickup sizzled by.

Sheridan was wide awake and filled with manic energy that no doubt came from both fear and exhilaration. The moonlight kissed her cheeks, and Joe felt glad she was with him as well as concerned. Her cellphone was in her lap.

“Do you have a signal?” he asked.

“Three bars,” she said.

“Good. Let me know if we start to get out of range. We can’t afford to miss a call or a text.”

“I’ve always wanted to do this,” she said. “I mean, go on an investigation with you.”

Joe said, “I know. But you’ll have to be careful. You’ll really have to listen to me. This isn’t a game.”

“I know that.”

He nodded in the dark. She was miffed at him for stating the obvious, and he wondered why he’d felt the need to do so.

He kept the radio tuned to SALECS, which stood for State Assisted Law Enforcement Communication System, and listened as Coon and the FBI talked with the highway patrol. The HP had units in Gillette, Wright, Moorcroft, and Sundance, and all were rolling toward the checkpoint they’d agreed upon near Rozet, east of Gillette. The local police departments in Gillette, Moorcroft, and Hulett were sending officers as well. The operation was going smoothly, although the HP was obviously annoyed they didn’t know what kind of vehicle they were looking for or who would be in it.

“Two male subjects and possibly more,” Coon had said in response, giving a description for David Stenson, aka Stenko. Robert was described as Stenko’s son, but Coon said there was no physical description yet. He said they thought they’d have a photo of him within the hour and they would e-mail it for distribution. Joe was intrigued. Where did they find a photo of Robert so quickly in the middle of the night? Did Robert have priors as well? If so, Marybeth had not found any arrests on her Internet search.

As he usually did in anticipation of a confrontation, Joe did a mental inventory of his gear in addition to his weapons. On his belt was pepper spray, handcuffs, spare Glock magazines, and his Leatherman tool. He was a poor pistol shot so he’d rely on the shotgun if he ran into Stenko and Robert. But he prayed it wouldn’t come to that with Sheridan and possibly April present.

Joe maintained radio silence, but he was urged to grab the mike and tell the officers they should be looking for two adult males and one teenage female. He couldn’t risk it. Not yet. As always, he doubted himself and fought against a compulsion to tell them what he knew. If Stenko, Robert, and April slipped through the checkpoint because the HP wasn’t looking for a girl with them, the guilt would eat him alive. Not only that, he could be brought up on charges for withholding information. But if local cops, buzzed on coffee and adrenaline—or the Highway Patrol or the FBI—overreacted as they had six years before and April was injured or killed, he’d never forgive himself. He didn’t realize he’d just moaned aloud until Sheridan asked him what was wrong.

“Nothing,” he said. He slowed and eased to the right of the highway because he didn’t want to shoot past the shortcut road.

“You can tell me,” Sheridan said. “Is it that you want to tell them to look for April?”

Joe grunted.

“We can’t,” she said, shaking her head in a gesture that could have been Marybeth’s. “Not yet. Not until I get a chance to see if it’s really her. We can’t let her down again.”

“I know.”

“I don’t want her to think I snitched on her, too.”

“Gotcha,” Joe said, turning off the pavement toward a sagging wire gate. Sheridan climbed out, opened it, and closed it again after Joe pulled through. He used the opportunity to dig his shotgun out from behind the seat, check the loads, and prop it, muzzle down, between the seats. He watched Sheridan skip toward the pickup through a roll of dust turned incendiary by his brake lights.

The two-track cut through the knee-high dry grass, and the uneven surface of the ranch road rattled everything that wasn’t secured in the cab of the pickup. Instinctively, Sheridan reached up and grasped the loop handle above the door and braced her other hand against the dashboard to steady herself.

“Do we have to listen to that?” Sheridan asked, gesturing to the radio. There was lots of chatter as law enforcement assembled on I-90.

“Yes.”

“We can’t listen to music?”

“No.”

“I’ve got a question,” she said.

“Shoot.”

“Do you think that the day you stop listening to new music is the day you decide you’re on the path to old age? Like you’ve given up on new stuff and you resign yourself to music you’ve already heard? Like you’re through discovering and all you want to do is rummage through your old things?”

Joe jerked the steering wheel to the left to avoid a rabbit in the right track that refused to move. He said, “I don’t know how to answer that.”

Sheridan said, “I think I’m right. That’s why I’m never going to listen to old music. I’m only going to listen to what’s new on the radio.”

“You might change your mind when you get older,” Joe said. “Don’t you think you’ll miss the songs you’re familiar with?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe the new songs will be better.”

“It’s possible. But don’t you find that certain songs remind you of certain things in your life? That when you hear a specific song it takes you back to when you were listening to it?”

“Well, yeah,” she said. “But then I’d be thinking backward and not forward. I’d be on the way to geezerhood.”

“Like me,” Joe said.

“Like you and Mom.”

He smiled in the dark.

“I mean, Mom listens to that old stuff when she’s in the car. People like Simon and Garfunkel, the Police, Loggins and Messina. I’m not saying it’s all bad but it is old. Pretty sad, huh?”

“Not really,” Joe said.

“Do you still have those CDs I made for you of new music?”

“Somewhere,” Joe confessed. They might be in the console or glove box, he wasn’t sure. Wherever they were, he hadn’t listened to them recently. “Sorry,” he said.

“See, you’re the same way.”

“I guess so.”

She paused, then said what was obviously heavy on her mind. “What if it’s April who’s pulling the trigger?”

“What?”

“What if she’s so messed up she’s turned into some kind of teenage killer? Think about it. She has a lot to be messed up about. She might be a no-hoper.”

“Sheridan, jeez …”

“She used to be pretty mean,” Sheridan said. “When she first came to live with us, I was kind of scared of her, but I never let her know that. It wasn’t until the end that she kind of opened up. Don’t you remember how mean she could be?”

Joe remembered. But they’d chalked it up to her transient childhood and to the presence of her on-again, off-again mother, Jeannie Keeley. April’s hardness was a tactic against getting hurt or betrayed, they’d decided. April tested them early on with outbursts and rudeness, but Marybeth said she was simply probing to see where the boundaries were. Once April found out there were limits and rules in the family, she visibly softened and relaxed. April, Joe thought, was like a horse. She needed to know what was expected of her and where she fit in the herd. Once she knew both she was all right.

Sheridan said, “April scared her teachers, she told me that. Every kid wants to be feared by adults. And the truth is a lot of adults fear us. You can see it in their eyes. It gives us power, you know? We’re like vampires. We feed off adults being scared of us. I could see April being pushed into hurting somebody.”

He said, “Sheridan, let’s not speculate too much until we have some kind of evidence, okay?”

Which didn’t stop her. She said, “What if we find her and she’s so messed up we know she’ll kill again? What do we do then?”

“Stop it,” he said. “We don’t know if she’s done anything wrong in the first place.”

Sheridan nodded, apparently thinking that over. She said, “No matter what, I miss her,” she said. “Toward the end there, I was really starting to like her and I thought it was cool how she looked up to me. She must still feel that way or she never would have started texting me.

“I remember when she lived with us,” Sheridan said, almost dreamily. “I came down the hall to get a drink of water at night and I heard you and Mom talking. I remember you saying you wondered if April was doomed.”

“I don’t remember saying that,” Joe said, although he could vaguely recall similar conversations.

“What if she heard you say that? What if it stuck with her? Do you think that would mess her up?”

They crested a hill and the countryside opened up ahead of them. In the distance were the Pumpkin Buttes; four massive flat-topped cone-shaped land formations that dominated the southern horizon. They looked like crude sand castles formed by inverted God-sized buckets. Moonlight bathed the tops of the buttes, which shone like four blue disks.

“Wow,” Sheridan said. “Those things are awesome-looking.”

“I’ve been on top of them,” Joe said, grateful to change the subject.

“What is it like up there?”

He told her how he’d climbed to the top of the middle butte and walked around. The surface was as flat as a tabletop, covered with short grass. Chippings from arrowheads and other tools winked in the grass like jewels, and there were a half-dozen campfire and tipi rings where the Indians used to camp. The height of the buttes afforded them protection from other bands because the view was unparalleled: oceans of treeless prairie to the east, north, and south. He told Sheridan he could see until the land met the sky and vanished. To the west was the knotty blue spine of the Big Horn Mountains.

“I’d like to climb them someday,” she said. “I’ve never found an arrowhead.”

“Look,” Joe said suddenly, “I’ve done and said things in the past I regret. I wish I could take some things back. You’ll understand someday. But getting a second chance to save April means a lot to me right now. So let’s concentrate on that, okay?”

Sheridan nodded. “Okay.”

“No more speculating.”

“Okay,” she said, “I’ll shut up.”

“You don’t have to shut up,” Joe said. “Just quit bringing up things that give me a stomach ache. I’ve got to concentrate.”

She laughed, “So what is your opinion about never listening to old music?”

AS THEY DESCENDED on the two-track, Joe pointed out the windshield at a tight cluster of blue lights on the prairie floor to the north-east. “See that?”

“Yes.”

“That’s Savageton.”

“That’s all there is?”

“Yup.”

Joe’s cellphone lit up and rang: Coon.

“Yes, Chuck?”

Joe could hear a roar in the background and recognized it as the ascending whine of helicopter rotors. He was surprised how quickly the FBI had located their pilots and fueled the helicopter. It sounded like they were ready to scramble.

Coon had to shout: “Damn it, Joe. You’re holding out on us.”

“What are you talking about?” Joe asked, wondering if Coon and Portenson had learned about April.

“You know what I’m talking about,” Coon yelled. “The subject fired up the cellphone a half hour ago. Are you telling me your daughter didn’t get a call or a text?”

Joe slowed to a stop on the two-track and jammed the pickup into park. He glanced over at Sheridan, who’d heard Coon shouting.

Sheridan shrugged and checked her cell, just in case. “No new texts,” she said, looking at the display, “and I still have a strong signal.”

“I’m sorry,” Joe said. “We’ve heard nothing. Do your contacts say calls are being made?”

“Yes, but we’re not sure which numbers were called. We don’t have that information yet,” Coon said. “The night staff at the phone company isn’t up on the tracing procedure, I’m afraid. But we do know the phone is on and starting to move.”

Joe felt a tremor in his face muscles. So April had been at Savageton all this time? And was just now starting to drive away? He dug beneath his seat for his spotting scope while Coon said, “Yeah, we’re tracking it going south on Highway Fifty, which is the wrong way! They’re supposed to be headed north to I-Ninety, where we’ve got the roadblock set up!”

Without consulting the map, Joe knew 50 would intersect with Wyoming Highway 387, which went south-west to north-east. On that road and several others, it would be possible for Stenko to access the Black Hills without ever putting his tires on the interstate. They’d all guessed wrong. He gave Stenko credit for being unpredictable in his movements.

Sheridan said, “I wonder why she turned her phone on.”

“Hold on a second,” Joe said to Coon and dropped his phone in his lap while he tightened the bracket of the spotting scope to the top of the driver’s side window. He leaned into it, focusing on Savageton.

Savageton consisted of a single green corrugated metal building on a small rise two hundred yards from Highway 50. The sides of the structure had been battered by snow and wind over the years and the words SAVAGETON LOUNGE AND RESTAURANT could barely be read in the moonlight. The large gravel parking lot where energy trucks and semis parked during the day was empty and lit by four pole lights. He could see fifty-gallon drums that served as garbage barrels and large wooden spools that were used as makeshift outdoor tables. Two abandoned cars sagged on the side of the building. All the interior lights were on, but as Joe focused on them they went off one by one, from the back of the building to the front. Ten seconds later, the front door opened and a single large man came out, turned, and locked the front door. He was alone and obviously closing the place for the night. Joe was sure he couldn’t be Stenko.

“There!” Sheridan said. “I see a car.”

Joe looked to his right. Sheridan was pointing far to the south, where two tiny tail lights could be seen for a moment as the vehicle passed between two small hills. As the lights receded from left to right a brushy rise blocked them and they blinked out.

Joe grabbed the cell and put the pickup into gear. “We have a visual,” he said to Coon. “A single vehicle headed south on Highway Fifty.”

“Can you see who’s inside?”

“No.”

“Make or model?”

“Too far,” Joe said. “And I’ve got at least two miles of rough road in front of me before I hit the pavement.”

“Stay on them!” It was Portenson, who had apparently snatched the phone from Coon. “Don’t lose them!”

“Hi, Tony,” Joe said.

“Don’t ‘Hi, Tony’ me!” His voice was rapid-fire and angry. Joe could visualize Portenson standing in the dark on the tarmac with his salt-and-pepper hair flying in the prop wash and his scarred lip pulled back in a grimace. He shouted, “Catch up with Stenko and stay on him until we can get the chopper there or divert law enforcement from I-Ninety your way!”

Joe said, “I’ll do my best.”

But he’d lost the tail lights. Sheridan had, too, and looked over with a palms-up gesture.

“We can’t see the vehicle right now,” Joe said.

“You can’t lose him!” Portenson said. “It’s impossible. Christ, there’s only one highway—”

Joe said, “This whole basin is covered with roads, Tony. This is where all the energy development up here is. There are gravel roads everywhere going to oil rigs, wells, gas lines … and plenty of old ranch roads.”

“JUST STAY ON HIM!”

Joe wasn’t sure whether Portenson was yelling because of the increased motor noise from the helicopter or because his internal gaskets were blowing. Either way, Joe closed the phone.

“It’s for his own good,” Joe said to Sheridan.

She giggled as he tossed the phone aside and gripped the wheel with both hands. “Hold on,” he said to Sheridan, and gunned it down the hill.

“WOO-HOO!” she howled, thrilled.
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BY THE TIME Joe launched up through a borrow ditch onto the stunning calm of the two-lane blacktop, he felt as if his bones had been rattled loose and his internal organs were sloshing around inside of him like loose pickles in a jar. He turned the pickup south on the highway and accelerated. The too-fast push down the butte and across the rutted steppe to the highway had been brutal, although Sheridan had shouted as if she were on a carnival ride.

“I feel like I just got tumble-dried!” Sheridan said, laughing. “That was cool!”

Unfortunately, the rough fast ride had jarred the glove box open and the contents—maps, papers, citation books, spent cartridges, spare handcuffs—had spilled all over the floorboards. As they sped down the highway, wind rushed in through the vents and sent papers flying through the air as if the cab of the vehicle were somehow gravity-free.

Worse: they’d lost sight of Stenko’s car.

The terrain was rolling hills and shallow arroyos, as if the high plains were severely wrinkled. Every time Joe topped a hill, they looked into the distance for red tail lights before plunging back down into a low spot. Although there were plenty of static white lights on distant oil wells, there appeared to be no other traffic on the highway.

As they shot past gravel service roads that cut to the right and left of the highway, Joe and Sheridan tried to peer out into the murk for a glimpse of the car. As the minutes went by, Joe knew the odds of finding Stenko’s car were tumbling. There were so many ways for them to get lost at night in terrain like this—taking an unexpected service road, pulling so far ahead that Joe couldn’t see a vehicle, or simply pulling off the highway into the shadows of a depression and turning off their lights. If Stenko suspected Joe was chasing him—he could have easily seen Joe’s headlights on top of the rise—he could be making evasive maneuvers.

Joe scanned the night sky for a glimpse of the FBI helicopter and wondered how many minutes away from the Pumpkin Buttes it was …

“I just saw car lights!” Sheridan shouted, her face pressed to the passenger-side window. “Back there—we went right past them.”

Joe slowed and craned around, trying to confirm what she’d seen. They’d shot by at least two gravel exits on the right. Stenko could have taken either of them.

“Where?” Joe asked, slamming the truck into reverse.

“Out there,” Sheridan said, opening her window and waving generally to the west. “I saw tail lights way out there, I swear …”

He nearly backed off the highway from going too fast, but he corrected the wheel and stayed on the pavement. Then he saw something on the second access road—an almost imperceptible roll of dust that lit up in the headlamps. He never would have seen the dust as they sped by, but in his brights the settling dust bloomed like a wilting flower in the road.

“They took this one,” he said. “See the dust in the air?”

“Yeah …”

He shut the lights off, and the gravel road vanished into darkness.

“Hey,” she said. “How are we going to follow them in the dark?”

“An old Indian trick,” Joe said while he reached under the dashboard and found the toggle switch for his sneak lights and turned them on. The sneak lights threw an orb of light down from under his front bumper into a pool immediately in front of the pickup. It was enough light to see to drive but because the beams pointed down into the dirt they were difficult to see from a distance. The sneak switch also disabled the taillights and brake lights, so that if he slowed or stopped, there would be no indication from flashing red.

“Hey,” Sheridan said, “I didn’t know you could do that.”

“I’ve caught a lot of game violators over the years using these to follow vehicles or sneak up on poachers,” he said. “I’m sure Stenko probably saw us earlier when we were coming down that rough road with the brights on. But he’ll assume we went on down the highway, which is probably why he turned off here.”

“Cool,” she said. “How come you didn’t ever tell me about these spy lights?”

Joe said, “I keep some of my tricks in reserve. There are lots of tricks you don’t know about. You know, in case you ever decide to break any Game and Fish laws and I have to arrest you.”

“Very funny,” she said. “You’d never arrest your own daughter.”

“You know I would,” Joe said.

She sighed, said, “Yeah, I guess you probably would. But Mom would be mad at you.”

He smiled, reached over and squeezed her shoulder. Then he shoved the pickup into drive and turned off the highway onto the unpaved road. The truck vibrated and shook as it had before as his tires ground over egg-sized gravel.

Sheridan said what Joe was thinking: “So what do we do if we catch them on this crappy road?” she asked.

Joe said, “I’m not sure.”

He could feel her staring at him, waiting for a better answer. But she wouldn’t get one. He didn’t dare approach Stenko’s vehicle too aggressively with Sheridan in his pickup and April with Stenko. The chance for a confrontation would be too great and he couldn’t risk their lives. He was sure Sheridan would object so he didn’t even want to discuss it with her.

He said, “We’re going to maintain visual contact,” Joe said. “That’s all for now.”

Sheridan didn’t respond. He glanced over to see her furiously tapping a message on her phone.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I’m asking April what’s going on.”

“What if she can’t answer?”

“Then she won’t,” Sheridan said, testy. “But if her phone’s on like that man told us, maybe she’ll get the text from me. She might be able to respond when Stenko or Robert aren’t paying attention.”

“So what are you sending her?” Joe asked.

“I’m asking her if they know we’re back here.”

Joe nodded. “It would be interesting to know that.”

“Yeah, and she can text back with just a ‘Y’ or an ‘N.’ Easy.”

Because the sneak lights drastically cut down on his field of vision, Joe proceeded much slower than he would have preferred. He hoped that if Stenko saw no headlights in his rear-view mirror, he’d have no reason to try and outrace him. He might even slow down or pull over to regroup. Joe and Sheridan topped a rise, and Joe saw the tail lights ahead in the distance less than a mile away.

“There they are,” he said. He couldn’t judge if Stenko had slowed or not before they plunged down into a hollow.

Halfway up the next incline, Sheridan’s phone lit up and buzzed. Joe felt his stomach clench: April was responding.

Sheridan read the message in silence and lowered the phone to her lap. When Joe looked over for clarification he could see moisture rimming her eyes.

“What did she say?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”

“She said something bad,” Sheridan said, her mouth twisting into a pucker as if she was about to cry.

“What?”

“She said, ‘Fuck you and the horse you rode in on.’”

Joe nearly drove off the road. He didn’t know if he was more shocked by what April had written or the fact that Sheridan repeated it verbatim.

“Maybe somebody took her phone away from her and is using it to answer me,” Sheridan said weakly, turning her head away.

Joe was instantly enraged at the idea of April—or whoever—talking to his daughter like that and he thought: Things are going to get real Western here in a minute.

IT WAS A car chase in slow motion: Joe fuming and driving under the duel handicaps of his anger and his sneak lights while the vehicle he was following ground on a half-mile ahead on the rough gravel road. Although they could only see Stenko’s vehicle in short glimpses as they drove on the tops of rolling hills or Stenko did, Joe started to discern that Stenko (or Robert) was driving erratically—racing ahead, sagging back, taking stretches of the road too fast and other stretches with ridiculous caution. He’d also noticed tire tracks meandering off the gravel road to both the right and left before correcting.

His mind raced with situations to fit the facts as he knew them. The scenarios made his heart race, and he didn’t want to share them with his daughter. She was smart, though, and he wouldn’t be surprised if she was making the same speculations as well.

Was the driver injured or hurt, he wondered? Was there a fight going on inside the car, causing the driver to veer off the road and overcorrect? And he thought about that message Sheridan had received and he knew that whoever had sent it—whether it was a suddenly hostile April or someone who’d taken her phone away from her—the situation had changed drastically from what it was. He could only guess where it would lead, and he found it hard to imagine a narrative in which April would be perfectly safe.

He located his cellphone on the seat next to him, handed it to Sheridan and asked her to speed-dial Coon. When she connected she handed it over.

“Where are you guys?” Joe asked. “I’ve been following the subject vehicle for half an hour.”

Joe could hear the roar of the props through the earpiece and he could barely make out Coon’s voice. He heard Coon shouting to Portenson that, “Pickett is still in hot pursuit.”

Then: “Joe, can you hear me?”

“Barely.”

“I’d use the radio, but Agent Portenson thinks Stenko may have a scanner.”

Joe shrugged.

“Anyway, the pilot says we’re ten minutes from Pumpkin Buttes. That’s where the cellphone pings have been coming from. Does that make any sense to you? I don’t know the geography around here.”

Joe nodded. “Yup. I’d be able to see the Buttes in my rear-view mirror if the sun was up. Right now, we’re headed east on gravel roads through the oil field. I can’t tell you what road we’re on because I haven’t seen a number or a sign. But if you tell the pilot to head due east-southeast from the middle butte you should soon be over the top of us.”

Joe could hear Coon yelling the directions. While he did, Joe checked the coordinates from his dash-mounted GPS and read those to Coon.

“Okay,” Coon said. “We’ve got you located. We’re on our way.”

“Hey,” Joe said. “Are you tracking my cellphone as well?”

“Didn’t I tell you?” Coon asked.

“No,” Joe said, feeling his neck get hot. “You must have forgotten.”

“Don’t say anything inflammatory,” Coon said. “I’ve got you up on speaker.”

“Look,” Joe said, “don’t do anything crazy.”

“Stenko is a dangerous man,” Coon said.

And suddenly Joe visualized the helicopter swooping in over his pickup toward Stenko’s car, guns blazing. Coon and Portenson would love to get Stenko. Capturing or killing a fugitive like Stenko might result in Portenson’s promotion and transfer out of Wyoming, which was what he wanted most.

Joe and Sheridan exchanged glances. She said, “Don’t tell them, Dad.”

He put the phone face down on his thigh to cover the mike. “I might have to,” he said.

She looked away.

To Coon, Joe said, “Promise me you’ll make your presence known to them without any hijinks. Promise me you’ll give them plenty of opportunity to pull over and give themselves up.”

Muffled conversation on the other end. Joe muttered to Sheridan, “I’ve got nothing to bargain with right now. They know our location and Stenko’s location. They can do anything they want and they know it.”

Coon came back, said, “I give you my word.”

Joe said, “What about Portenson?”

“He gives you his word, too.”

Said Joe, “He did that once before. When he broke it he told me, ‘Never trust a fed.’ Put him on. I want to hear it for myself.”

After a beat, Portenson said, “Damn it, Joe. We want Stenko alive and kicking. We need his testimony.”

Joe felt a wave of relief, said, “Okay, then.”

Suddenly, the cab of his truck exploded in white light as the helicopter bathed it with their halogen spotlights. They came swooping down with a roar. Sheridan covered her eyes with her hands and Joe squinted in order to see.

Just as quickly, the spotlights shot ahead up the two-track and found the fleeing vehicle, lighting it up as if it were daylight. Stenko was driving a battered silver SUV with Wyoming plates. Joe could see the silhouettes of two heads in the vehicle, one dark-haired and one light-haired, the dark-haired one driving.

Two people, not three, Joe thought. Who was missing or hiding? Robert?

“Is that April?” Sheridan shouted over the roar of the helicopter.

“Don’t know,” Joe yelled back, as the SUV took a sharp right off the road and bounced through untracked sagebrush. The spotlights lost it for a moment but found it again as the helicopter hovered overhead.

Portenson’s sharp voice filled the night: “You in the SUV … this is the FBI. You need to pull that vehicle over right now and come out with your hands in the air. I repeat, this is the FBI and you need to stop the vehicle immediately and get out.”

Joe felt himself gasp as he saw something come out of the driver’s side window—an arm, a hand, a gun in the hand …

Three heavy concussions from the handgun and three orange fireballs into the sky. The helicopter banked sharply to the left and roared away, the spotlights crazily strobing the distant hillsides. The SUV plummeted into darkness as the aircraft fled.

“Oh no,” Joe said. “I don’t know if the helicopter got hit but Stenko’s trying to get himself killed!”

“And April,” Sheridan cried.

The shots had been wild, Joe knew. The driver couldn’t have aimed so much as stuck the gun out the window and fired. Still, it was provocation enough for the FBI to return fire.

Joe turned off the gravel road into the brush. The tires heaved over sagebrush and Sheridan was tossed around inside, her arms flying. He thought if he could cut the corner and head off the SUV, Stenko might think he was surrounded and give up.

The chopper did a long arc through the sky and came back. In seconds it was once again back over the top of them, this time without the spotlights. Instead, Joe could see what looked like two red eyes dancing like fireflies on top of the SUV. He recognized them as laser sights that were likely mounted on automatic weapons. The FBI could open up any second and cut the SUV—and everyone in it—into pieces.

Panicked, Joe grabbed his cell—which was still connected to Coon and the speaker inside the copter—and shouted, “They’ve got a hostage in the vehicle … a minor.”

Silence. Joe knew what he’d done. Sheridan glared at him. Whether April was actually a hostage or was along for the ride could be sorted out later, he thought.

“A hostage? Who is the minor?” Coon asked, after no doubt being fed the question from Portenson. Joe noted that only one red eye remained on the top of the SUV. He guessed Coon had lowered his weapon while he questioned Joe. Which meant Portenson had not.

“Our foster daughter, April Keeley,” Joe said in a rush of words. “She’s the one who’s been texting my daughter.” In his peripheral vision he could see Sheridan slump into the door.

“Impossible!” Portenson shouted, once again apparently wresting the phone away from Coon. As he did, the second laser eye blinked out on the top of the SUV. “Is this your idea of a joke? Is this aimed at me because I was there when she died, Pickett? Are you trying to say she’s alive and with David Stenson? Come on … I was there.”

“I know you were,” Joe said. “But she claims to be with Stenko. Which is why you can’t attack that vehicle until we figure this out. Do you understand? If you do, the only way you’ll ever get out of Wyoming is as a civilian because you completely botched this thing and got a teenage girl killed. And worse, you’ll never see the end of me.”

Portenson sputtered something.

“I’m not kidding,” Joe said. “Leave that vehicle alone until we can get a visual in the light and see for sure who is in it. We need to make them give it up without a fight so April can get away.”

He tossed the phone aside. The helicopter spotlights came back on and lit up the SUV.

To Sheridan, he said, “I’m sorry. I couldn’t think of any other way.”

That’s when the passenger door of the SUV opened and a female flew out into the dirt, arms out and hands clawing the air, blond hair flying like flames behind her in the harsh beams.

“DID YOU SEE that?” Coon shouted to Joe.

“Yup. I’ve got her,” Joe said.

“Pick her up and we’ll stay with the vehicle,” Coon said.

Sheridan shouted, “Oh, no! I hope she’s okay!”

Joe slowed down, hit his high beams, and cut the sneak lights. The scrub brush obscured where she’d landed. She’d not gotten up. Sheridan unbuckled her seat belt and shinnied halfway out of her open window, shouting, “April! It’s me, Sheridan! Are you okay? April!”

Joe heard the pop-pop-pop of additional shots up ahead as Stenko or Robert fired wildly again at the helicopter, but he didn’t look up. April was somewhere in the brush, possibly hurt, possibly dead.

The automatic weapons in the helicopter opened up and the sound was like twin buzz saws. Joe looked up to see angry streams of tracers pouring from the chopper into the SUV, raking it from hood to tailgate. Windows exploded and pellets of glass cascaded like droplets from a splash in a lake. The SUV lurched forward until one of the wheels dropped into a badger hole, where it stopped abruptly and rocked. Plumes of radiator fluid rose from the undercarriage. The helicopter hovered, looking for signs of life, before slowly descending and kicking up dust.

“Dad!” Sheridan shouted, pointing to a thin figure rising from the brush like a specter. Joe braked and swung his hand spotlight in the direction Sheridan was pointing.

The woman was thin with scraggly blond hair, hollow cheeks, and haunted eyes. She wore an open flannel shirt that hung from her skeletal frame over a stained white tank top. She held her hands up and grimaced. Her open mouth revealed missing teeth. Even at that distance Joe knew a meth addict when he saw one. Sheridan slid back into the cab. Disappointed and confused, she said, “Who is she?” Then: “Oh my God, Dad, was April in the car?”

“I don’t think so,” Joe said, watching the skids of the chopper kiss the top of brush as it settled to earth. “I think April’s long gone.”

“Then what’s going on? Why did those men in the helicopter say it was April’s phone?”

Joe said, “Because it probably is.”
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ACCORDING TO A driver’s license found in his bloody hip pocket, the body in the SUV belonged to one Francis “Bo” Skelton, thirty-four, of Moorcroft, Wyoming. A call via SALECS to dispatch in Cheyenne revealed Skelton had a significant rap sheet including multiple arrests for possession of methamphetamine, marijuana, and crack cocaine as well as one arrest for B&E that was withdrawn by the Crook County prosecutor when Skelton agreed to cooperate with authorities. Local law enforcement, who had been waiting in vain at the I-90 roadblock, knew Skelton as a rounder and informant who was working with a joint local/state task force to infiltrate methamphetamine traffic in northeastern Wyoming. When not doing drugs or informing, Skelton ran parts for oil well and gas supply companies based in Gillette.

The girlfriend of the deceased, Cyndi Rae Mote, thirty-eight, sat on Joe’s pickup tailgate with a blanket wrapped around her to ward off the predawn chill. It didn’t help much because the few teeth she had still chattered. She told Joe she’d ridden to the Savageton Bar that evening and they stayed until last call. As they left the bar she said the “alcohol caught up with her” and she staggered to a garbage barrel in the parking lot to throw up. The effort knocked her over and she was scrambling on all fours to get back on her feet when she found the cellphone in a stand of weeds.

“I couldn’t believe it,” she said. “It looked like a perfectly good phone. I was gonna turn it in to Badger in case someone wanted to claim it …”

Joe said, “Badger?”

“The manager. He’s the bartender, too.”

Joe scribbled the name into his notebook, even though he had his mini-cassette tape recorder running in his breast pocket for backup. “Do you have a last name?”

“Mote,” she said, spelling it: “M-O-T-E.”

“Not yours,” Joe said patiently. “Badger’s.”

“Oh. No, I guess not.”

Joe thought, Badger should be easy to find. He glanced up to locate agents Portenson and Coon, to see if he should call them in to participate in his interview with Cyndi Mote. He found them both where he expected them to be. Coon was circling the SUV with his flashlight, looking at the damage he’d helped inflict. Joe thought, When Coon was talking to Joe the evening before from his kitchen table with his son chattering at him, neither one of them could have imagined how the night would end. Joe felt bad for Coon. He knew Coon to be tightly wound but professional, basically good-hearted and honest. He doubted Coon had ever drawn his service weapon before, much less brandished an AR-15 with laser sights. Joe could only imagine what was going through his mind now that they’d confirmed that the entire incident, which resulted in a dead body, was all predicated on an error.

Meanwhile, Portenson was in the bubble of the helicopter making and taking calls. In a situation like this, Joe thought, raw priorities were revealed without pretense. While Coon was pensive, reflecting on what he’d done, Portenson was reaching out to people who could help bolster his case and save his job. Joe looked back to Cyndi Mote, assessing her. “Go ahead,” he said.

She said, “Anyway, I was gonna turn it in but Bo looked at it and said it was one of those cheap-ass phones like the ones you get at Wal-Mart. He said somebody probably used it up and threw it away.

“He was right. When I turned it on the battery light was flashing,” she said, “but I figured I’d get as many calls out of it as I could before it died.”

Her version confirmed Coon’s claim that the phone was being used to make other calls. It also explained the Wyoming area code and why the FBI hadn’t instantly tracked down the phone number to a specific user. April had been using a TracFone that could be purchased anywhere, loaded with minutes from a calling card, and used like any phone. It was a favorite among those who didn’t want or like long-term phone contracts, monthly bills, or the bells and whistles that came with more expensive phones. It was also the phone of choice among dealers and gangsters and others who didn’t want to be pinned down or tracked, and it came with a kind of temporary anonymity since the number assigned to the phone wasn’t assigned to a person but to the phone itself. But why had she thrown it away instead of recharging it or ordering more minutes? It didn’t make sense. Joe asked, “Who’d you call?”

She grimaced again. Her lips peeled back and her eyes narrowed into slits. Joe realized it was actually her smile.

“I called every ex-boyfriend whose phone number I could remember and told them they were full of shit,” she said, grinning/grimacing.

“Do you still have the phone?” Joe asked, thinking they better check the call log to make sure it was the same phone April had used.

“I don’t know where it is,” Cyndi said, chewing on her nails. Joe saw that her nails were gnawed to the nub and bleeding. “It’s probably somewhere in Bo’s pickup. It’s probably shot up all to hell, like poor Bo.”

Joe said, “Why did Bo stick his gun out the window and start firing at the helicopter? Couldn’t he hear them ordering him to pull over? If he had, none of this would have happened.”

She shook her head and rolled her eyes as if to say, Boys will be boys. “I couldn’t hear them neither,” she said. “We kind of had the music up loud. Like full freakin’ blast. We were just relaxing, you know? Driving down some roads Bo knew from work. All of a sudden the sky was full of light from that damned helicopter and all hell broke loose.

“I still can’t believe Bo started shooting,” Cyndi told Joe. “I knew he had a gun in the truck. I mean, who doesn’t around here? But when that helicopter showed up out of nowhere, Bo went postal and started screaming and shooting.”

She pulled her blanket tight and leaned forward, lowering her voice as if to tell Joe a secret. He bent toward her. The smell of cigarette smoke and souring alcohol was overwhelming. “See, he’s officially helping the cops on some cases and he’s not supposed to be messing with alcohol or drugs anymore. That’s his part of the deal. And he’s not supposed to have a gun. But when that helicopter showed up, he just lost it. He didn’t want to get caught, I guess. I told him to stop but he pointed his gun at me and told me shut up.” She said the last part indignantly, and Joe nodded.

“Back to the bar,” he said.

“Okay.”

“Who else was there? Anyone you didn’t know?”

She shook her head, “Just energy guys. You know, hardworking Americans providing power for the rest of the country so they can all look down on us with their lights on. Oil guys, coal miners, gas guys. Some juggies and some surveyors loading up before they had to go home. Badger was there, of course.”

“Mm-hmm,” he said, scribbling, encouraging her to keep talking. A surprising number of witnesses loved to have their words inscribed, he’d found over the years. It made them feel important that their words mattered to someone. It was the same impulse some people had to immediately commence talking whenever a television camera was around.

“What I’m wondering,” Joe said, “was if there was anyone in the bar you didn’t recognize? Or maybe they just didn’t fit?”

She gnawed on her fingers and looked up at the sky and closed her eyes. “Thinking,” she said aloud. Then she snapped her fingers. “There were two guys sitting in back by themselves,” she said. “I remember them now. One older guy and one handsome dude, but in an Eastern, kind of faggy bark-beetle way …”

Joe interrupted. “What do you mean by that? Did he look homosexual?”

She laughed huskily and shook her head. “No, worse. He looked like an environmentalist. I can spot ’em a mile away. You know how some people have ‘gay-dar’ when it comes to picking out gay people? Bo said I had ‘Gore-dar,’ the ability to pick out whacko enviros. You know, after Al Gore.”

“Got it,” Joe said, suppressing a sigh.

“Anyway, they sat a back table keeping to themselves. I think they were arguing about something. Badger kept delivering them drinks. I noted they shut up every time he took drinks over to them, like they didn’t want him to hear what they were talking about. That was unusual because everybody around here knows everyone else’s business. Well, they acted like they were having a big important discussion. The good-looking enviro had a laptop out, and he kept pointing at the screen to the old guy.”

Joe paused. “Can you describe them a little better? I don’t have Gore-dar.”

She giggled. “Sure. The old guy was big—he had a big head and a big face. Dark hair, mustache. Mid- to late sixties, I guess. He was dressed pretty well in that he wasn’t wearing Wranglers. Definitely not from around here. He had nice eyes—I remember that. Maybe six foot or a little over. Maybe, I don’t know, two hundred and fifty pounds? The one with the laptop had wavy brown hair and his shirt was open too much for around here. Like I said, handsome in a faggy way.”

Joe thought, Stenko and Robert.

“Was anyone with them?” he asked.

“Not that I can remember.”

“A teenage girl, maybe?”

She barked a laugh. “Believe me, mister, if there was a teenage girl in that joint, I woulda known about her! I was the only female in the place!”

Joe nodded. “You mentioned you went outside a couple of times. Did you see anyone in any cars?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t look,” she said. “I was, you know, getting high.”

He paused, thinking what to ask.

Then she said, “Hey, I remember something. Bo came back in once. He’d gone outside to piss. He likes—liked—to piss outside rather than inside. One of his quirks. Anyway, he sat down by me and said there was an underage girl out there in one of the cars who saw him pissing. He said she was kinda cute. I smacked him. I thought he was shitting me about seeing a girl. You know, hallucinating. Are you saying he wasn’t?”

PORTENSON MADE CALL after call with a satellite phone. He was lit by the green glow of the instrument panel. He looked distressed and angry. The pilot sat silently next to him but made it a point to look away as if he found something out in the dark sagebrush worth careful study. The pilot wore sunglasses and headphones. Joe guessed he’d wear a grocery bag on his head if one were available.

Coon stood for a long time looking at the body of Bo Skelton behind the wheel of the pickup and cursing. Joe asked Coon to watch his language in deference to Sheridan, who leaned against the grille of Joe’s pickup with her arms crossed. Her cellphone, as always, was in her hand. Joe felt the need every ten minutes or so to approach her and give her a hug or a squeeze until she finally asked him to relax. She insisted she was okay, that the events of the night hadn’t traumatized her in any way.

“Don’t go near that SUV,” Joe cautioned. He’d caught a glimpse of Skelton’s body earlier. Machine-gun fire had practically gutted him and there were two bullet holes neatly spaced in his forehead like another set of eyes. Joe was thankful it had been a long time since he’d eaten anything or he likely would have lost it, like Coon had.

“I’ll stay where I am,” she said. “Should I call Mom and let her know we’re okay?”

“Yes, please.”

THERE WAS A thump on the inside of the Plexiglas bubble as Portenson smacked it with the heel of his hand. Joe looked up from where he was with Sheridan. Portenson was obviously furious and sharing his frustrations with the pilot, who listened without removing his sunglasses or headphones.

The FBI supervisor opened the hatch and climbed out. Joe said to Sheridan, “Hope he doesn’t scorch your ears.”

Sheridan said, “You are so protective.”

Portenson paced and spoke as much to himself as to Coon in the distance. “We have to stay right here and wait. So forget trying to find Stenko for the time being. The powers that be are sending up an incident team from Denver, and our orders are to stay right here and not touch anything. Like we’re a couple of suspects. Touch nothing! Hear that?”

Coon grunted in the dark.

“I think this was a righteous shoot,” Portenson said. “I think we did everything by the book. Why that son of a bitch started firing at us, I’ll never know. What the hell was wrong with him? Did he have a death wish or something?”

From the tailgate of Joe’s pickup, Cyndi Mote said, “Bo was paranoid. But you didn’t need to kill him for that.”

Joe said, “I’ll testify to what I saw. You guys handled everything the best you could. You had no reason to believe it wasn’t Stenko. And Skelton did shoot first.”

Portenson looked at Joe as if he’d forgotten he was there. The FBI agent sized him up, waiting for another shoe to drop. It didn’t.

“Your action was justified,” Joe said.

“I appreciate you saying you’d be willing to tell them what you saw and heard.”

Joe said, “Yup.”

“Because I know if you wanted to, you could hang me out to dry.”

Joe said, “I could and maybe I should. But I saw what I saw.” He put his hand on Sheridan’s shoulder. “We saw what we saw.”

Portenson looked almost embarrassed. “Thank you, Joe.”

TO THE EAST the sky took on a rosy cream color as dawn approached. Several Highway Patrol vehicles had found them and the troopers helped set up a perimeter. From whom, Joe wasn’t certain. Local police from Gillette, Moorcroft, and Hulett drove out to look at the pickup, Skelton’s body, and to count the bullet holes in the top of the SUV and whistle. Everyone waited for the FBI incident team to find them and clear the scene.

Coon wandered over and joined Joe and Sheridan leaning against Joe’s pickup. He looked ten years older than when Joe had seen him the afternoon before.

“You okay?” Joe asked.

“What do you think?”

Joe didn’t respond.

“Man, oh man,” Coon said. “Why did that idiot shoot at us?”

Joe said, “Meth. We’re drowning in it in rural Wyoming. Everyplace is.”

Coon pushed himself up and away from the pickup. “I nearly forgot. There’s something I need you two to look at. Come on, follow me.”

“Me, too?” Sheridan asked.

Coon said, “Especially you.”

COON OPENED THE passenger hatch of the helicopter and dug out his briefcase from under a seat. He unlatched it to reveal thick files and a sturdy government laptop. As he booted up the computer, he said, “I barely got a chance to see this before we took off. I downloaded it from the Carbon County sheriff’s department. From Rawlins, to be exact.”

“What happened in Rawlins?” Joe asked.

“A pharmacy got robbed and the pharmacist was killed in the robbery. We’re not sure what the bad guys took, but we’re guessing it was cash and drugs. The sheriff’s office is doing an inventory. The store had a closed-circuit camera, and they recovered the digital file. The quality’s not so good and the angle kind of sucks, but you can see the crime going down. The sheriff sent it to us to see if we could help identify the assailants.”

Joe and Sheridan exchanged looks, thinking: “na. but he hurt some man 2day in a drug store.”

The static image was in black-and-white and it showed four empty aisles stocked with packaging.

“From what I understand,” Coon said, “the camera is mounted on the ceiling behind the pharmacy counter. The view is basically what the pharmacist sees when he looks out into the store. As you can see, the store’s deserted.”

Joe felt Sheridan’s hand find his. He didn’t look down to draw Coon’s attention away.

“Okay, here,” Coon said, pointing at the screen, which showed a tall man with thick wavy hair entering the store and milling in the aisles. The man looked to be in his early to mid-thirties. Despite the poor quality of the transmission, Joe could see the man was fairly good-looking, with a prominent jaw and straight nose. He looked to Joe like an actor or an anchorman. The man was studying everything on the shelves with great interest, which struck Joe as discordant. No one was that interested in every single item on the shelves. His behavior was suspicious. Although there was no audio, it was obvious that someone—no doubt the pharmacist, who was out of view—asked the man a question because the man looked up with wide eyes and mouthed, “No.”

Then the man turned and walked swiftly down the aisle and back out the door. The exchange between the pharmacist and the shopper was brief and odd, Joe thought. He said, “We ought to have Cyndi take a look at this. She might recognize that guy. My guess is he’s Robert.”

Coon nodded and reached for the laptop. “Okay, we will in a minute. But we’re pretty sure it’s Robert Stenson. The bureau has a few photos of him and we’ve got agents looking for more. But just a second while I advance this. See if you recognize someone else …”

Joe felt Sheridan squeeze his hand.

The door in the store opened again and a second figure came in wearing a hooded sweatshirt with the hood up and cinched tight. There was enough shape to the profile to determine it was a thin female. A strand of light hair crept out from the hood, but because she kept her head down, her face couldn’t be seen.

Joe watched transfixed as the girl dropped items into a shopping basket.

“She looks like she’s really shopping,” Joe said. “She’s picking things out. It doesn’t look random.”

“I didn’t think of that,” Coon said. “Do you recognize her?”

“Not yet. I can’t see her face.”

“Sheridan?” Coon asked.

“She could be somebody,” Sheridan said. “But I can’t tell for sure yet.”

Said Coon, “Keep watching.”

The girl went from one aisle to the next, dropping more items in the shopping basket. One package was large, flat, and square, the kind of packaging used for electronics.

Joe said, “I think that’s a TracFone.”

Coon stopped the tape and tried to zoom in on the package in the girl’s hand. He couldn’t get the controls to work. “We need to examine this on our hardware in Cheyenne,” he said. “I don’t know how to look closer. But if she’s got a new phone, everything we’ve got goes out the window. We can’t find her again unless she calls or sends a text to your daughter.”

Joe grunted. Sheridan looked at her cellphone as if willing it to ring.

Coon gave up trying to zoom in on the package and let the tape roll. The girl got closer to the camera, to the counter. She flinched and Joe guessed the pharmacist had addressed her. She turned, and for a second she raised her head and he could get a glimpse of half of her face. The other half was still hidden in the hood.

What he could see: her face was angular, smooth, pale, and there was a slightly Oriental cast to her eye, which was widened in alarm.

He couldn’t be sure.

Joe said to Sheridan, “Is that her?”

“I can’t tell,” Sheridan said quickly.

“Want to look again?” Coon asked. “It’s the best shot we’ve got of her face on here.”

Joe asked why. Coon said, “Watch.”

Two things happened at once on the tape. A white-sleeved arm reached out from the bottom of the frame and grasped the girl by the arm and pulled her closer. Unfortunately, it was too close to the camera for the lens to focus. All that could be seen was the top of her hood, which was dark and blurred. She appeared to be struggling. At the same time in the background, Robert threw open the door and strode toward the camera. His face was a snarling mask. He bent into the girl and out of view and emerged a second later with a gun in his fist. He pointed it below the eye of the camera and it bucked three times.

Sheridan gasped, “Did he shoot her?”

“No,” Coon said, “he shot the pharmacist. Killed him. And if you want to wait for a minute here, I’ll advance the tape to where you can see Robert and the girl leaving the store with the shopping basket and some rather large pill bottles. But their backs are turned to the camera, so we can’t see their faces.”

Joe realized that Sheridan was squeezing his hand so hard his fingers ached. He asked Coon to rerun the glimpse of her face again. They watched it over and over. He wanted to recognize April, but he was overwhelmed with the dark feeling that he couldn’t remember her face except in abstract: a ghost at a trailer house window. He wished Marybeth were there to give her opinion.

Was it her? She’d certainly look different six years older. But was it her?

“I just don’t know,” Sheridan finally said. “It could be. But it might not be.”

Coon sighed heavily, shook his head. “We can get that one shot blown up and printed. Maybe then?”

Sheridan shrugged.

“Man, I was hoping for better,” he said.

Joe agreed. It bothered him immensely that April had been an eyewitness to Robert shooting the pharmacist to death. No matter what her role was, there was no reason for her to have to see that. She was fourteen. He despised Robert for what he’d done. Then: “What about April’s cellphone? Cyndi said she left it in Skelton’s truck. Let’s see if it’s the right phone.”

Coon didn’t move.

“What?” Joe asked.

The FBI agent shook his head. “It got a direct hit. Maybe two. The pieces are there, but I don’t know if we can put them together to get anything out of it.”

Joe said, “I’m sure there’s a computer chip or something with the call log on it. Can’t you guys find that and analyze it? Isn’t that what you do?”

Coon nodded. “It may take a while.”

“I’d suggest you speed it up.”

Coon looked over at the SUV and his shoulders slumped. “If I’m not suspended.”

THE FBI INCIDENT team arrived in two helicopters an hour after dawn. Eight men in suits and ties and sunglasses, so crisply and icily efficient that they’d cordoned off the SUV and separated the witnesses within minutes of landing. After Joe gave his statement, he declared himself free to go and was surprised there was no argument from the sandy-haired special agent who’d interviewed him. He was in his pickup with Sheridan and pointed back toward Savageton before someone else decided they needed him again.

In his rear-view mirror, he watched as Cyndi gesticulated for three stone-faced men, giving her version of events.

Sheridan was already sleeping hard, her head tilted back on the headrest. Joe reached over and gently lowered her to the bench seat and pulled his jacket over her.

As he drove out of the basin, he scanned the landscape. Oil wells, gas lines, survey stakes, metal signs adorned with the company logos of international energy conglomerates. He was exhausted and there was too much swirling in his head to make sense out of anything. But as he beheld the magnitude of the basin, the multimillion-dollar efforts being undertaken to extract fossil fuel from beneath the earth’s crust in this particular place, he thought about energy, about power, about Cyndi’s statement in regard to being looked down upon by people with their lights on.

He thought about the size of the carbon footprints in the basin from all that activity. Then something hit him.

What had April written when Sheridan asked her why she was in Aspen? “Wedding & footprints.”

Joe thumped the steering wheel with the palm of his hand.

HOURS LATER, SHERIDAN moaned and woke up. “Where are we?” she asked. “I don’t recognize this.”

Joe said, “Ever hear of a place called Hole in the Wall? This is it.”

“Why are we here?”

“We’re gonna need some help, I think.”

She nodded, and realization crossed her face. “Nate. Where you brought the eagle.”

“Yup.”

“This is where he is?”

“Not far from here. We’ll need to do some hiking. Are you up for that?”

“Sure. What time is it?”

“Almost ten.”

“Dad?”

“Yes?”

“Where’s April?”
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Bear Lodge Mountains, Wyoming

SHE OPENED HER eyes and tried to remember where she was. It was late dawn. They were parked off the road, hidden in a thick knot of pine trees on the side of a hill. It was cool and still in the dark rolling hills, but above in the big azure sky there was a lot going on, she thought, the way those clouds scudded across from horizon to horizon like traffic on a highway, like they were being called in for emergency duty somewhere else. Up there, things were happening.

On the ground they were, too. Or soon would be. She just wasn’t sure about the details. Something about a ranch, a man named Leo, and the Talich Brothers. And about all that money.

THE NIGHT BEFORE, outside the bar, she’d decided to text Sheridan again and ask her to come and get her after all. The horrible incident in the drugstore haunted her. Up until that moment she’d assumed Stenko was in charge, that he’d protect her as he promised he would and give her the money he’d offered. And she still believed that was Stenko’s intention. But when she saw that look on Robert’s face as he aimed the gun at the pharmacist and pulled the trigger, she realized Robert had changed in front of her eyes. He was taking control as he hadn’t before. She could see he was capable of anything, and Robert seemed to realize that as well. What had changed him so quickly? It was obvious: all that money Stenko had. That’s what did it. Robert had a mission. And she needed to get away from him.

As she turned her phone on and waited for it to get a signal, she realized someone was standing outside the car in the parking lot watching her. For a moment she was terrified. Robert? If so, she didn’t know what she’d say, how she’d get out of it. Maybe she’d just start running away in the dark. But Robert was fit. He’d catch her.

But it wasn’t Robert. It was some drunk who’d come outside. He’d grinned at her while he urinated, and she was both disgusted and scared. But he’d seen her using the phone—she was sure of it. What if he went back inside and told Robert and Stenko? So once the drunk was gone, she pitched the phone toward the garbage barrels. It was nearly out of power, anyway, and she had a fresh one still in the package from the drugstore. Robert hadn’t even looked in the basket. So if Stenko or Robert came out and asked her about a phone, she could honestly say she didn’t have one on her. If Robert wanted to search her, she’d let him. And the new TracFone would stay in the package until she had some privacy and could activate it and text Sheridan.

ROBERT HAD TAKEN the keys from Stenko once they’d finally come out of the bar at Savageton. She was worried about him driving drunk, but since Stenko was no better—in fact, he was sleeping—there was no choice. She kept quiet and pretended to sleep. It took two or three hours to get to where they were. Once the smooth road turned into dirt, Stenko awoke and gave Robert directions. She could smell the pine in the air. It had the same smell as that campground where Stenko shot the old couple, and that brought back bad memories. It was like they’d gone full circle and returned to the scene of the crime.

She’d slept fitfully in the back seat. Stenko had slept on the front seat and his wracking snores often woke them both up. Robert had gone off into the trees with a sleeping bag and a bottle of whiskey. She’d watched him try to start a fire, but he had no talent in that regard and had given up and angrily kicked the pile of wood away.

WHEN THE SUN came up, she realized how hungry she was. They hadn’t eaten dinner the night before and now they were in the middle of nowhere. She wished she had grabbed snacks at the drugstore and had some in the basket with her TracFone. Her stomach growled so loudly Stenko stirred and grunted in the front seat. In a few seconds his hand, like a bear paw, flopped over the back of the front seat and he gripped the headrest to pull himself up into a sitting position. His hair was askew and his eyes were red.

“Makers Mark and morphine doesn’t mix well,” he croaked. “How you doing?”

“I’m hungry.”

He nodded. “Yeah, me too. And we don’t have anything in the car. We’ll have to try and get some breakfast at the ranch.”

She said, “What ranch?”

Stenko chinned toward the hill that rose behind him. “Over the top,” he said. “My money bought it.”

“Why don’t we go there now? I need a shower and a bathroom. I’m not used to sleeping in cars.”

“We’ll go soon enough. I need to scout it out first.”

“For what?”

“For my old friend Leo. Leo was my accountant. Still is, as far as I’m concerned. Leo knows where all my money is.”

She nodded. She could tell he wanted to say more.

“You know, April, I’ve learned a lot of important things in my life. It takes a while. When you’re young, you think you’re the only person to take this journey and you’re going to do it better, smarter, and more thoughtfully than all the people who came before you. But as you get older, you start to gain wisdom. Wisdom is a lost commodity. And here’s some wisdom in the form of a riddle: Who rules the world?”

“What do you mean?”

“Who really rules the world? Do you think it’s politicians? Lawyers? Presidents of the bank?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I guess I never thought about it. All I know is it isn’t kids.”

He laughed. “Maybe this world would be a better place if you did. But no, April, it’s the accountants. Accountants rule the world. They can steal more with a pencil or a few clicks of a keyboard than a bank robber can with a gun or a politician can with a telephone. If the accountant is working for you and on your side, he can make you rich. But if he has his own dreams, well, he can secretly buy a ranch in Podunk, Wyoming, and live out his fantasy. He can be what he always wanted to be all those years in Chicago: a cowboy.”

With that, he rolled his eyes.

They both watched as Robert awoke in his sleeping bag. He sat up and ran his fingers through his hair and stretched.

Stenko said, “You know, I’ve really come to admire Robert. He’s still young enough to think he can change the world. He still has passion—maybe too much. I want to enable that passion before I go. That’s what this is all about.”

“He shot that man in the drugstore,” she said.

Stenko nodded. “He did it for me. So I could keep going.”

So he could get the money, she thought.

SHE FOLLOWED STENKO and Robert as they hiked up the hill. Robert had the gun in his belt. A pair of binoculars dangled around his neck from a strap. Stenko’s breath was labored from the climb, and he had to stop several times to steady himself against the trunk of a tree and rest.

When they reached the top, Stenko dropped to his knees, and for a moment she thought he’d collapsed. She reached out for him but Robert slapped her hands away. “Leave him alone—he’s fine,” Robert said. “Get down. We’re crawling the rest of the way. We don’t want them to see us.”

She was angry with Robert for treating her that way, but she kept her mouth shut. She’d remember it, though.

The three of them wriggled through the dirt and over rocks until they reached the top. A lush wooded valley opened up before them.

“Wow,” she said, pointing to a massive rock column in the distance. “What’s that?”

“Devils Tower,” Stenko whispered.

The column stood high above the forest like a primitive skyscraper. It was cylindrical with a flat top, and the sides were fluted.

She said, “I saw it in a movie once.”

Robert said, “Yeah—Close Encounters of the Third Kind. That’s where the aliens landed.”

Stenko said, “The legend is better than the movie, though. See, the Indians say there were seven sisters and a giant bear came after them. The bear was a bastard and had caused all kinds of trouble with the tribe. Well, this bear cornered the sisters and planned to kill and eat them, but they prayed to the Great Spirit, and as the bear got close, the earth started to rise. The sisters were on top as the column went up higher and higher into the sky. The bear got mad and still tried to get at them by trying to climb the tower. Those are supposedly his claw marks on the side. But he couldn’t get them.”

She asked, “How did they get down?”

Stenko turned to her. “They didn’t. They went to the Great Spirit and turned into stars. Have you ever seen the seven sisters in the sky?”

“No.”

“Me either,” Stenko said. “But it’s a good story. And you know how I know it?” he asked Robert. Before Robert could respond, Stenko said, “That damned Leo told me. This was eight, nine years ago. See, he wanted to buy a ranch out here that had a view of Devils Tower. He said land was always a good investment, and we had too much money tied up in the islands and in Indian casinos. He said we should consider something way out here as a quiet investment. He called it a ‘retreat,’ as if I’d ever retreated from anything. Apparently, Al Capone had a ranch out here in the Black Hills back in the thirties. So Leo made this pitch to me and when I asked him what the hell Devils Tower was he told me that crazy story. I don’t know why I remember it, but I’m glad I did. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have figured out where this place is.”

Robert was focusing the binoculars down on the valley floor. She tried to see what he was looking at and for the first time noticed a light square of flat green as well as a red roof partially hidden by trees.

“Tennis court,” Robert said, “and I see a couple of guys playing tennis. Unbelievable.”

Stenko took the glasses. He snorted, “Nathanial and Corey Talich. And there’s Chase standing off to the side like he’s the referee. Damn! We’ve found it.”

He swept the binoculars over the grounds of the ranch. “I don’t see Leo, though. He must be in the house.”

Robert said, “So how do we get through those guys to get to Leo?”

Stenko said, “We don’t get through them, son. We recruit ’em.”

Robert just stared at Stenko, shaking his head slowly as if witnessing the sad last act of a madman.

THEY TOOK THE car down into the valley. Stenko directed Robert to drive right by the ranch entrance that led to the front of the sprawling old Victorian home with the red roof. He told him to turn on a service road that led to the rear of the property where the tennis court was located. They saw no one.

“You’re sure you want to do it this way?” Robert asked Stenko.

“I don’t see that we have a choice,” Stenko said. “We’re outnumbered and outgunned. When that happens, you either run away or bull straight ahead. I always bull straight ahead.”

“Any last words?” Robert asked with sarcasm.

“Yes,” Stenko said. “Where’s my morphine? I need another shot.”

“I’LL STAY BACK and cover you,” Robert said as he pulled off the road and parked. “You know them. I don’t. They’d probably just as soon shoot me as look at me.”

Stenko chuckled but didn’t refute Robert. To her he said, “Do you want to go with me or stay here with Robert?”

It was an easy choice. Despite the danger, there was no doubt in her mind that she’d choose Stenko every time. Shooting an unarmed pharmacist in a white smock was one thing. Facing three tough men from Chicago was another. If things got rough, she was sure Robert would run. If it weren’t for the possibility of getting the money, she thought he would have run already.

Robert dropped behind them as they walked into the trees toward the tennis court.

She asked, “What are they like?”

Stenko said, “The Talich Brothers worked for me for years. They’re loyal if not imaginative. I always got along with them, but I didn’t try to get too familiar. I just paid them well and that was enough.”

She said, “But they’re gangsters, right? I didn’t know gangsters played tennis. It’s just not right.”

Stenko chuckled and patted her on the shoulder. She was familiar enough with him now to know the morphine was surging through him, cheering him up, making him feel strong. He said, “Gangsters do all sorts of normal things, April. We’re just businessmen with a different kind of business. We marry, we have kids, and we paint the trim on our houses. We put snow tires on the car and go to PTA meetings. At least most of us do. My theory is we’re all the same—the gangsters and the citizens—except maybe for one or two percent of our personalities. That one or two percent isn’t much difference when you think about it. Of course, the really bad ones, the psychopaths who can’t control themselves, well, with a few exceptions they don’t last long.

“Besides,” Stenko said, “what else are these guys going to do but play tennis? They’re from the city. Are they going to ride broncs or something? Rope doggies? Sing around a campfire? At least they know tennis.”

In the distance she heard the thwack of a tennis racket hitting a ball. Instead of another thwack she heard a man curse, “Shit!” and she imagined him missing it.

“There are three of them,” Stenko said, lowering his voice. “Corey’s the oldest. He has blond hair and he’s the best looking of the bunch. He’s smooth and does all the talking, usually. Chase is the middle brother, the one with black hair. Chase never smiles. Hardly talks, either. Chase is the one we send out to collect overdue loans because all he has to do is look at you with those black eyes and you start sweating bullets and reaching for your wallet. It’s a gift he’s got. On the rare occasion that he says something it’s best to listen. The youngest is Nathanial. He’s the redhead. He’s the one who worries me the most because he’s a hothead, and without his brothers’ calming influence, he’s known to explode. Don’t stare at him, whatever you do. He doesn’t like it. Plus, I don’t think he likes females very much, based on the stories I’ve heard about what he’s done to some of them. Frankly, he’s found his calling as a killer.”

She said, “They sound dangerous.”

“I won’t kid you—they are. That’s why Robert hung back. He’s heard of them. But I’ve got no animosity toward them, and as far as I know they’ve got none toward me. But anything can happen, April.”

She stumbled on a root but didn’t fall. She said, “When this is over …”

“You want to leave?” Stenko said, barely hiding the hurt in his voice.

She nodded.

“Well, I can’t say I blame you,” he said. “This isn’t what you bargained for, I’m sure. If everything goes well here, I can go out the way I want to go out. I’ll get my debt paid down below zero, Robert will get his funding, and you’ll get to be with your sister.”

She didn’t ask what would happen if everything didn’t go well. As they approached the tennis court, her legs got heavier and harder to move. It was difficult to get her breath and her stomach ached from more than hunger. She was getting tired of being terrified.

There was another sharp thwack and another curse and a man laughed, “You suck at tennis, Natty.”

COREY, THE BLOND brother, was in the process of serving to Nathanial when they cleared the trees. He had just tossed the ball into the air and reared back when he saw them and froze in place. The ball dropped to the court and bounced between his feet. Then bounced again. Corey made no move to reach for it. Which made Chase, who stood at the side of the court and watched the match with dead black eyes, follow his brother’s lead and turn his head to see Stenko and her. And slowly reach behind his back, for something in his belt.

Nathanial was still poised to receive the serve. To Corey, he said, “What was that about, just dropping the ball like that? Don’t try to mind-fuck me, Corey. Just serve. Come on …”

Corey ignored Nathanial, said to Stenko, “I can’t believe what I see.”

“Me either,” Stenko said, much more jolly than she thought possible. The sound of his voice made Nathanial snap his head around toward the source. Stenko said, “I never in my life thought I’d see the Talich Brothers playing tennis of all things. Target practice, maybe. Seeing who can hang the most men from a meathook in a day, sure. But tennis? Come on, you guys.”

Corey laughed, repeated, “Hang the most men from a meat-hook. You still got it, Stenko. You can always crack me up.”

“I never lost it,” Stenko said.

Corey pointed at her with his tennis racket. “And who is this?” To her: “You look familiar. Where have I seen you before?”

She shrugged. She was pretty sure she’d never seen Corey or any of the Talich Brothers.

“She looks like someone,” Corey said. “Who am I thinking of?”

Stenko said, “You’re thinking of Carmen. That was a long time ago. This is April. You don’t need to know any more about who she is.”

“I’ll bet,” Nathanial said, spinning his racket and leering.

Stenko went cold the way he had back in that building in Chicago. Before he pulled his pistol and rescued her. He said, “I’m sure, Little Natty. And I think you should keep your mouth shut when it comes to her.”

She was grateful Stenko had defended her that way, but she thought, Isn’t Natty the one Stenko described as a killer?

Nathanial, surprisingly, broke off and looked away first. But his face and neck were red. For the first time, she saw the bundle of leather and metal on a bench on the other side of the court. She recognized the bundle as a pistol or two in holsters that he’d taken off in order to play tennis. He could get to the bundle in three steps. He was staring at it and fuming, but he didn’t make a move. She found herself stepping closer to Stenko, reaching for his hand.

“Anyway,” Corey said, “I’m very surprised to see you.” To Nathanial, Corey said, “Calm down, little brother.”

Nathanial took a deep breath, but his face was still red. He faced them squared up, taking deep breaths that made his nostrils flare out.

Stenko said to Corey, “I know. You figured I’d be in jail.”

“No,” Chase, the dark-haired one, said. “We figured you were fucking dead.” The hand that had been around his back swung to the front again, empty.

“Is that what Leo told you?”

The three brothers exchanged looks, which confirmed that yes, that’s what Leo had told them. She was surprised at their reaction. Despite the fact that the three brothers were bigger and younger than Stenko and at least two of them had guns, it seemed understood Stenko was their superior.

Stenko said, “Guys, Leo screwed you and he really screwed me. I suppose he told you the gig was up, that I was all but gone and I was singing to the feds. So the only thing you could all do was pack up what you could and move our base of operations out here away from Chicago and the cops. Does that sound about right?”

Chase nodded yes. Nathanial looked to his brothers for direction. Corey said, “Mr. Stenson, Leo has never steered us wrong before. He was, you know, your second-in-command. He said you were going down and everything you’d built together was going down with you. He said you were all remorseful and feeling guilty, and that you were out of your head with pain and drugs.”

Stenko raised his arms and his eyebrows, said, “Is that how I look to you?

“Look,” Stenko said, reading their faces one by one, “Leo saw this as his chance to cut and run. He’d been planning this for years behind my back and using my money to finance it. Since he thought I might be sending someone after him, he convinced you boys to come along with him for protection. He played you for suckers. Can you believe the disloyalty? The betrayal?”

“So you ain’t even sick?” Nathanial asked.

“Oh, I’m sick,” Stenko said, “but as you can see, I’m battling it. And I think I’m doing pretty well, considering. But Leo screwed me. He diverted all my holdings and closed the accounts I had access to. Have you ever heard of such a thing? Can you believe Leo tried to do this to me?”

Corey said the obvious, “So you came here to get your money back. To get back in business.”

Stenko said, “Yes. And you boys can either help me or you can stand in my way. But if you help me, it’ll be just like the old days. We can go home and go back to work. You can’t tell me you like it here, can you?”

After he finished Stenko gave her a quick glance, signaling her he was lying to them. She was reassured.

Nathanial paused and appeared to be thinking over what Stenko said, then snorted and threw down his tennis racket as if it had suddenly become electric. It was a gesture that seemed to say he was throwing away the whole ranch as well.

Corey said, “The only one who likes this nature shit is Leo. We call him ‘Hoss’ behind his back because no matter how he dresses or acts like a cowboy, he’s still just a little jerk-off accountant to us. He’s the furthest guy you can think of for a Hoss.”

Nathanial said, “There’s nothing around here but trees and cows. There are no women unless you get really hot for fat divorcees, snuff queens, and barrel racers.”

Chase reached back and this time drew the pistol. He racked the slide and said to Stenko, “Let’s go see that son of a bitch Leo.”

THE TALICH BROTHERS and Stenko walked across a shorn hay meadow toward the side of the old house. They walked shoulder to shoulder, spaced evenly apart. Chase held his pistol loosely at his side. Nathanial had strapped on his shoulder holsters, and he held a gun in each hand.

Corey said, “Gunfight at the OK Corral.”

Chase said, “Tombstone.”

Nathanial said, “Fucking Young Guns, man.”

She stayed a few feet behind Stenko. When she looked over her shoulder, she couldn’t see Robert anywhere in the trees. She wasn’t surprised. She guessed he was back at the car hoping he wouldn’t hear any shots from the tennis court.

Stenko spoke softly to all three brothers, “Look, what I need most from Leo is information. Starting with where he keeps my cash hidden. Then account numbers, passwords, personal identification numbers. When I get all that info and check it out, then I don’t care what you do with him.”

Stenko scared her because he spoke with a coldness she wasn’t familiar with. She considered turning and running herself. But what if Robert had left in the car? Or if he was so jumpy he might start firing at her from the trees when she got close?

Corey said to Stenko, “Leo just doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to do this, you know? I mean, he never said a bad thing about you until the end. He was the most loyal guy I ever seen all those years, you know?”

Stenko grunted, “That’s the kind you need to keep an eye on.”

“That son of a bitch Leo,” Nathanial said, echoing what Chase had said. “Son of a bitch Leo.”

Stenko turned his head as he walked, said, “April, I don’t want you here right now. I want you to go back with Robert.”

“Robert is hiding,” she said.

“Then go hide with him.”

“I’m staying with you.”

Nathanial kept talking, his words sounding like a mantra. “Son of a bitch Leo. A month out of my life, playing cowboy for no good reason. Son of a bitch Leo.”

They were nearly to the porch when the screen door opened. A small man clomped onto the wood in high-heeled cowboy boots. He was looking off in the distance toward the road, away from the Talich Brothers and Stenko, who approached him from the side. He was slight and bald with a large nose, and he held a cowboy hat in his hands.

“Leo,” Stenko said.

She could see Leo stiffen, his hands at his side. The cowboy hat dropped to the porch. Leo threw his shoulders back and raised his face to the sky in a reaction that was not unlike someone who’d just had an ice cube dropped down the back of his pants. Leo slowly looked over his shoulder at the four men who were now just ten feet away from him.

“Stenko, it’s good to see you,” Leo lied.

Stenko said, “Let’s go inside, Hoss.”


21

Hole in the Wall

“I KNOW THAT name, Robert Stenson,” Nate Romanowski said as the three of them hiked up out of the canyon. “If it’s the same guy you’re talking about, then he’s familiar to me.”

Sheridan had listened to her dad as he led the way up the trail, which was so narrow they had to climb single file. He’d been filling Nate in on the events that had taken place and what they’d learned since they’d last met. Her dad had ended his briefing with “and now we’re stumped. All we can do is hope that Stenko, Robert, and April slip up and get caught somewhere and whoever catches them has the presence of mind to hold them in place. Either that, or April decides to start texting Sheridan again from a new phone.

“The wild card,” her dad continued, “is whether or not Agent Coon will be available quickly and back on the case. He should be cleared—along with Portenson—but I don’t know how long FBI shooting inquiries take before the agents under investigation are cut loose. Even if it’s quick and Coon’s back on the job, he’ll have to start all over with April’s new cellphone number—going to the judge again, getting cooperation from the cellphone companies. There might be complications this time if the judge or phone company lawyers think the FBI will swoop down and smoke innocent citizens who just happen to pick up the wrong cellphone and use it like Bo Skelton and Cyndi Rae Mote did …”

But that’s when Nate interjected and said he knew Robert Stenson, which made her dad stop, turn, and glare at his friend. He asked Nate incredulously, “How do you know him?”

“It’s not like I know him personally,” Nate said, “I know of him.”

“And how do you know of him?” her dad asked, his irritation showing.

“I know of his work. He’s the owner of ClimateSavior. net, one of the flashier carbon-offset companies. Based in Madison, Wisconsin, just like you said your Robert Stenson came from, so it’s probably one and the same guy. We’ve exchanged e-mails.”

“What?”

Nate looked over his shoulder and winked at her. They both knew Nate was tweaking Joe by slowly doling out information her dad was desperate to hear.

“I sent him some money once,” Nate said. “It was Alisha’s idea. She’s trying to save the planet. Me, I just want to hedge my bets.”

Her dad briefly closed his eyes and breathed deeply to keep his impatience in check.

Sheridan looked from her dad to Nate and back.

“I have a different angle on him than you do,” Nate said. “To you, he’s just Stenko’s crazy son along for the ride. I know of him in a different way.”

“Not just that,” her dad said. “He’s a murderer. He shot and killed a pharmacist in Rawlins. It’s on tape.”

Nate whistled. “Then he’s really stepping out. I never would have guessed he’d cross the line. I mean, he’s very passionate and strident, but murder? Nah—that doesn’t fit.”

Her dad looked to Sheridan with exasperation, as if hoping she could translate Nate’s language into something a game warden could understand. Sheridan shrugged and mouthed, “Sorry.”

“Let’s say they’re the same Robert Stenson,” her dad said to Nate. “How does that shed any light on what’s going on? How does that get us closer to finding April?”

Said Nate, “I’m not sure it does.”

“And if Robert’s company has something to do with Stenko and the murders, why hasn’t the FBI been working that angle?”

Nate said, “You give them too much credit.”

“How do you always seem to have an angle I don’t have?”

“Because,” Nate said patiently as if explaining it to a child, “you think in a linear way and I don’t. You’ve got that law enforcement thing going. I never have. But give yourself some credit, Joe. You’re smart enough to reach out when you need help. That’s an unusual trait and a rare one with men of your ilk. Now if you’ll turn around and start climbing, we can eventually get out of this canyon and maybe we can put our heads together and find April Keeley.”

Her dad sighed and turned and began striding up the trail. Nate started talking.

SHERIDAN WAS THRILLED but tried not to show it. In the last hour while Nate packed a daypack with clothes and equipment, she admired not only the recovering eagle but also Nate’s other hunting birds—a male and female peregrine falcon and a red-tailed hawk. She was fascinated by the cave where Nate now lived and awed that her dad had brought her there. She wanted to believe she was being thought of as part of the team, and she knew that as long as she had her cellphone she was integral in the search for her foster sister.

Nate had been a shadowy part of their family for six years. He’d arrived the same time April had. She didn’t quite understand the partnership Nate and her dad had, but she found it exciting and reassuring. Nate had always been friendly to her, and she’d accepted his offer to be his apprentice in falconry. Her mom had told her several times over the years not to put too much stock in Nate’s presence, that she shouldn’t be surprised if he simply vanished from their lives some day. For the past year, she assumed he had gone away. Now, to her astonishment, she’d learned not only that Nate was still in the picture, but also that her dad kept in contact with him. No doubt her mom knew about Nate’s new home as well. That her parents had maintained the secret and kept it from Lucy and her surprised, angered, and impressed her.

Nate had a hooded prairie falcon in his gloved hand as he climbed and talked. He wore the shoulder holster for his .454 Casull revolver.

And as he talked, he made the case that it was the same Robert Stenson.

“I TRY TO live low-impact,” Nate explained to her dad, “as much out of necessity as a sense of duty. Naturally, I’m concerned about the environment and my planet. The whole world is in a tizzy about global warming, but I never take these crises at face value. If I did, I’d never get any sleep. Remember bird flu, swine flu, and mad cow disease? We were all gonna die from those, if you’ll recall.”

“What’s bird flu?” Sheridan asked.

“Exactly my point,” Nate said. “Sheridan doesn’t even know that it was supposed to be a big-time pandemic and that no one would be safe. One great crisis steps forward and replaces the last one and we don’t give it a second thought. Don’t forget the millennium bug! Ha! And I distinctly remember when I was growing up that we were headed for a new ice age. Remember that? I remember reading about it at grade school. Seems like people always want to think they’re doomed. It brings them some kind of black comfort, I guess. Anyway, since I’ve got that satellite Internet dish and plenty of time on my hands these days, I’ve been doing lots of research on climate change. I’m not sure what I believe yet. There’s no doubt there’s been an increase in temperature. Not much, but definitely real. The rub is whether it’s our fault or a natural cycle. There are some pretty convincing arguments on both sides. The problem is the issue has moved from science into religion, with true believers on both sides. There isn’t even debate anymore—both sides believe what they believe and their positions have hardened.”

Sheridan observed her dad. She could tell he was getting antsy waiting for Nate to get to the point. The muscles in his jaw balled up and released, as if he were chewing gum. He always did that when he was annoyed.

Nate continued, “It makes sense to me that the temperature of the planet isn’t stagnant. How could it be? How could it possibly remain at a single perfect temperature that never varies? That doesn’t wash with what I know about nature. All you have to do is look around to know that’s not right.”

Nate stopped and kicked at the dirt on the side of the trail. “I could dig a few feet down from where we stand and find fossils of ferns and fish from when this canyon was a tropical swamp. Or I could dig a few feet further and find mammoth bones from when it was covered with ice. So there’s no doubt the climate has changed and that logically it will change again.

“But at the same time,” he said, hiking again, “I’ve got to believe that all the greenhouse gases we put into the air have to have some kind of overall effect. Again, it only makes sense that when you introduce all kinds of unnatural crap—including billions more people—into the ecosystem that you impact what’s there. If nothing else, maybe we’re accelerating a slow natural warming trend into something more serious, and if we can slow the trend, we should do it. Plus, it just goes against my grain to waste resources or use more energy than I have to. Like I said, I believe in living low-impact just because I want to. I don’t want or need too much stuff. So I’m conflicted and I’m trying to figure out the best way to live.”

Her dad grunted.

She didn’t know if he was agreeing with Nate or simply grunting for Nate to get on with it.

“What’s your take on man-made global warming, Joe?” Nate asked.

Joe said, “My take is I want to find April Keeley and bring her home safely.”

Nate rubbed his chin, said, “That’s an interesting take. Very Joe-like.”

Her dad shrugged, as if to say, Get on with it …

“Anyway,” Nate said, “that’s how I got to know of Robert Stenson and ClimateSavior. He’s got one of those carbon-offset companies where you can pay to reduce your carbon footprint. In my research his name kept popping up. He’s controversial because he’s so outspoken and he’s made a whole shitload of enemies. There was at least one website called PlanetStupido.com devoted strictly to attacking him and his company …”

Her dad shot her a look over his shoulder. She wasn’t sure why. Something Nate just said had jarred him.

Nate went on, “I sort of like the idea of being able to offset my energy consumption and I wanted to hedge my bets, so I sent his company some money and he sent me back an e-mail with photos of some eucalyptus trees they’d planted on my behalf in Nicaragua and Thailand.”

“How nice,” Joe said.

“Dad…” Sheridan admonished him.

Nate said, “That pissed me off, those photos.”

They were nearing the rim of the canyon. Sheridan was breathing hard from the climb.

Her dad said, “Why did eucalyptus trees you paid for make you mad? Isn’t that the point?”

Nate slapped his thigh with his free hand. “No! See, what I found out was planting certain kinds of trees in the Third World does more harm than good, both morally and scientifically. See, some of these companies like Stenson’s outfit plant trees like eucalyptus and pine—which are considered monocultures. Sure, those non-native trees suck up their share of carbon dioxide that comes from our fossil fuels. But I’m not sure I like the trade-off. Many of these companies not only take the land out of agricultural production for the locals, but they plant trees that gobble carbon dioxide but aren’t even native to the area. So my dollars are helping to introduce alien plant life to unique ecosystems. Not only that, but those kinds of trees deplete the water table, increase acid in the soil, and put locals out of work. Just so I’ll feel good about myself.”

They cleared the canyon. Her dad’s green pickup was parked a hundred yards away.

Said Nate, “I hate polluters. I do. But you know who I hate even worse?”

Before Joe could respond Nate answered his own question. “I hate people who prey on the sincere goodwill of others. I hate false religious prophets who milk the savings from people who want to be healed or saved and I hate false environmental prophets who do the same damned thing.”

Nate said, “I read where some of the tribes in the Amazon call these new plantings Devil’s Orchards. So I sent an e-mail to Stenson’s company and asked him what the hell he was doing with my money and raised all these issues. I expected some kind of reasoned response. But you know what I got back?”

Her dad said, “What?”

Nate said, “I quote: ‘You either believe or you don’t.’ Then he accused me of being a shill for the energy companies. Me!”

Her dad laughed. Nate continued, “You should see some of these websites, Joe. You can pay off your guilt for flying in a plane or taking a vacation. You can even offset the entire carbon footprint for your wedding!”

Sheridan felt her scalp twitch.

JOE STOPPED, FIXED his eyes on Nate, and said, “What did you just say about a wedding?”

Said Nate, “You can calculate how much of a carbon footprint a wedding will make due to the number of guests, the miles they travel, and so forth. Then using one of these companies like ClimateSavior, you can write a check to offset the damage, and they’ll go plant trees or buy up rain forest or something to offset the damage.”

Joe said to Sheridan, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

His daughter’s eyes were wide, and she nodded without speaking.

To Nate, Joe said, “You’ve said some things that made bells go off in my head. The first was Robert’s company. The second was the PlanetStupido website because the owner of it was murdered two weeks ago in Madison. The third was the wedding because April said they were at a wedding in Aspen where the bride and groom were murdered. This can’t all be coincidence. It might just be a way to connect the murders.”

Nate said, “So why would Robert’s dad get involved? What’s in it for him? And what’s the deal with April? Are you sure it’s even her?”

Joe kicked the dirt. “I don’t know. But until now I thought Stenko was instigating this whole cross-country trip. I assumed he was running from the feds. Now I’m wondering if it isn’t being driven by Robert.”

WHILE NATE RELEASED his prairie falcon to the sky and Sheridan observed, Joe climbed into his pickup and tried to raise Special Agent Chuck Coon. When he didn’t answer on the mutual aid channel, Joe called his cellphone. It went straight to voice mail.

Joe said, “We need to look closer at Robert Stenson. Forget about Stenko for a few minutes. Robert may be the key. What you learn may help us determine where they’re going next.”

He closed the phone and sat back. The late-summer sun was intense through the windshield, and it warmed him. There was a dull ache at the back of his eyes from lack of sleep. He could use rest, and he knew Sheridan could, too. As he watched the prairie falcon climb slowly into the cloudless blue sky in wider and wider arcs, he heard a call come in on the radio from a local dispatcher based in Hulett, two hours to the north-east in the heart of the Wyoming Black Hills.

Someone had called 911, claiming he was dying of gunshot wounds. The alleged victim was a ranch owner named Leo Dyekman, who requested three ambulances to be sent to his ranch.

Joe sat up and increased the volume.

A scratchy response, probably from a Crook County sheriff’s deputy: “Come again? Did you say three ambulances?”

“Affirmative. He requested three.”

“We’ve only got one. You know that.”

“Affirmative. I’m simply relaying his request. He said he was injured.”

“Did he say what happened? Why he needed three?”

“Yes,” the dispatcher said. “He said, ‘One for me, one for the dead psycho, and one for more bodies outside.’”

“Oh, man. What’s the location of the ranch?”

“We’re trying to determine that now. The line went dead. We’ve been calling him back, but no one answers. Ruth here knows the area, and she says she thinks it’s in the Bear Lodge Mountains by Devils Tower. She says she heard some guy from back east named Leo bought it a few weeks ago.”

Joe started the motor and opened his window, yelled to Nate and Sheridan, “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s GO!”


22

South of Devils Tower

BLOOD EVERYWHERE. HERS.

Robert, shirtless, driving erratically. Screaming. Stenko in the front seat, yelling back at Robert.

They were driving too fast down a bad, bumpy road. Pine trees shot by on both sides, the sun strobing through them, reminding her of a bright bulb behind a rotating fan. Every time Robert hit a bump, the pain in her leg sent bolts of electricity piercing through her.

But she didn’t cry. Yet. Not until they got out of this. Not until she got out of this.

Stenko yelling, “Watch where you’re going, Robert! Watch the damned road or you’ll kill us all.”

Robert, panicked: “I’m watching the road! Stay out of my face. You’re the one who got us into this, not me.”

“You’re looking more at the mirror than the road. Look at the goddamn road!”

“I’m looking for the Talich Brothers. I’m sure they’re behind us. You know what they’ll do if they catch us …”

Stenko: “If you drive off the road and kill us all, they don’t need to do anything, do they? Their job will be done. Now calm down, son. Calm down. Calm down.”

Robert screaming: “Don’t call me son. And HOW DO YOU EXPECT ME TO CALM DOWN?”

Stenko: “This is where you need to calm down. This is the kind of situation where you can’t panic. It reminds me of that time we were at the place in Wisconsin and you saw the snake. Remember that? You screamed and cried like a girl until Carmen got a shovel and killed it. It was just a garden snake, not poisonous. But your reaction scared me and this scares me now. Calm down. Think. This is where you need to sit back and try to outthink them.”

“Easy for you to say, Dad. You’re a gangster.”

“Ah, that again,” Stenko sighed.

“I was wondering how long it would be before you brought up that damned snake.”

She couldn’t believe how much she’d bled, how much blood there had been inside her. How for a few frantic minutes all her blood was so eager to spill out of that hole in her leg.

IT HAD HAPPENED so quickly in a sudden eruption back on the ranch that she didn’t see coming. She doubted anyone had.

After Stenko, the Talich Brothers, and the man they called Leo went into the house, she found herself alone on the front lawn. She had no idea how long they’d be inside and she really didn’t want to go in there, but Robert didn’t answer her calls for him. She wished she’d brought the cellphone so she could contact Sheridan and tell her to come get her now, please come get her now …

Inside the house she heard deep voices and sharp skin-to-skin slaps. She hoped Stenko was okay and wasn’t the target of any of the violence, but at the same time she felt sick thinking that he was likely administering the blows. She knew he was capable of anything, but she tried to block that out, tried to pretend he’d left that part of him behind. Because how could a man who was so kind to her be like that?

She yelled for Robert. Either he couldn’t hear her or he refused to answer.

The morning was cool, sunny, still. A beautiful high-mountain day that smelled of pine, grass, and clover. But from inside the house came the sounds of blows and shouts. And a maniacal laugh that gave her chills because she recognized the voice as belonging to Nathanial. The crazy one.

She tried to sit on a lawn chair and wait, but she couldn’t. She was nervous and scared and she didn’t like being alone, separated from Stenko. And who knew where Robert was? Robert and the TracFone, which she hadn’t yet had the chance to use. As she stared at the sky, it dawned on her the blue was marred by the lines across it—lines from power poles that went into the house. Phone lines. She’d forgotten that old-fashioned telephones had to use phone lines.

She jumped to her feet. She’d go inside, find a phone, and call Sheridan, beg her to come get her.

So she opened the front screen door and stepped inside, letting the door close behind her on a spring.

She was repulsed by what she saw. The man named Leo sat behind a table, his back pressed against the wall, his hands on the tabletop. He was next to a large window that overlooked the back pasture. In the distance, Devils Tower shimmered in the cold morning sun. One of Leo’s eyes was swelled shut and his lip was bleeding. Stenko sat across from him with his back to her. Nathanial stood next to Stenko, leaning across the table toward Leo. Chase was off to the side in the room, leaning back against a bookcase. Chase acknowledged her when she came in but turned back to Leo. Corey stood on the other side of Stenko facing Leo, his hands on his hips.

There was a phone on the wall of the dining room, past Corey Talich. No way she could get around him to use it. But there had to be another one somewhere, right? Maybe down the hall? Upstairs?

Nathanial saying, “You lied to us, Leo. You said the boss was dying and squealing to the feds. You said come with you and we’d be all right …”

Stenko saying, “The money, Leo. My money. I know you well enough to know you’ve got cash here. I need that cash and I need all the account numbers and passwords so I can get the rest.”

Corey saying, “I know where the safe is, Stenko. It’s in his office under the desk. I seen it there.”

She thought, his office. There would be a phone in the office. How to get there, though, without being noticed?

Leo saying, “I know I did the wrong thing, Stenko. I know now. I guess I panicked, you know? I shoulda trusted you to do the right thing, but … you know. I mean, we all screw up at times, right? Everybody screws up. I’ll come back—it’ll be like it used to be …”

Nathanial reaching over and slapping him again, hard.

“Jesus, Natty!” Leo complained, his voice cracking with a sob.

“Tell Stenko the fucking numbers for the safe!” Nathanial hissed, leaning in so close to Leo their foreheads were touching.

Leo sobbed out the combination.

Stenko pushed away from the table, saying, “I’ll go get the cash, Leo. But you’ll sit right here and write down the account numbers and the passwords to all the offshore accounts. ALL OF THEM. And you’ll have them all written on that napkin by the time I get back.”

Leo stared dumbly at the napkin and the pen on the table until Nathanial leaned over and cuffed him on the back of his head.

She felt sorry for Leo, who looked weak and soft. He didn’t look evil. He just looked like a man being picked on by bullies. The concept of men hitting men distressed her. They were like overgrown children, no better than animals. She knew the world could be like this—and was—but she wanted no part of it. She wanted to grow up. She wanted to get away.

On the way to the office Stenko saw her standing there and for a brief moment she saw the face and eyes of a monster, a man she’d not seen since that evening in the campground. And although he softened when he saw her, the image lingered, hung in the air like a mask.

“I told you to stay outside,” he said to her. “I don’t want you to see this.”

She didn’t respond, but she hoped her being there would make him change his mind, rethink what he was doing.

It didn’t.

“I’m coming with you,” she said.

“No,” Stenko said. “I don’t want you around right now. Go outside, April. This will be over soon.”

The way he said it sent a new chill through her.

She said, “I don’t know where Robert is. I don’t know where to go …”

“Out,” Stenko said, raising his voice to her for the first time. “Out. Now.” He paused to make sure she obeyed, and she turned for the door. As she crossed the floor toward the door, she looked over her shoulder to make sure he’d entered the office. He had. So instead of going out through the screen door, she pushed it open hard and let the spring bang it back. Stenko would think she was outside rather than down the hallway. She glanced back to see if the Talich Brothers were watching her. They weren’t. She ducked into the dark hallway, looking for a phone.

While Leo scribbled numbers on a napkin at the table, she could hear him muttering to the Talich Brothers, saying now was their chance to take over the operation, that he’d show them how, that they could become equal partners in everything like they deserved to be, that they didn’t have to answer to Stenko ever again, that it could all be theirs.

She paused and looked back down the hall into the dining room. She could tell Corey was listening. Chase, too. Both of them glanced toward the office where Stenko was, then exchanged looks.

Leo stopped writing. He knew he had their attention. His voice was more urgent. As he talked, blood from his broken mouth flecked the napkin on the table. He said, “Stenko is in his last act, like I told you. He plans to take the money and run. He’ll probably give it all to his useless son. The whole operation—all the businesses, the casinos, the real estate—it’ll all go away. You’ll have to start over somewhere. Me, too. And we’re too damn old to start over now …”

She heard Chase ask Corey, “What do you think?”

And Corey say, “He has a point. Stenko doesn’t look right. There’s definitely something wrong with him.”

They talked as if she weren’t down the hall at all, like she was invisible. She had to find a phone, but she needed to warn Stenko. She couldn’t let him come out of the office into a trap. But how to let him know?

Nathanial missed the exchange between his brothers, but he’d heard Leo. He slapped him again, said, “How do I know you’re not lying again, Leo?”

The slap must have stung, because there were tears in Leo’s eyes. He glared at Nathanial and said, “Stop hitting me,” in a little-boy voice.

Nathanial hit him again, this time with his fist. Leo’s head snapped back and thumped the wall with enough force that a picture in a frame came loose and crashed to the ground.

“Natty!” Corey said sharply.

Nathanial ignored him and hit Leo again. “He’s a lying little shit. He’ll never turn anything over to us. He’ll keep it all because everything’s in his head. He’s been planning this for years, Corey. He’s not going to just hand it over to us now.”

And he hit Leo again, knocking him to the floor.

Tears filled her eyes and she wanted to turn away, but she couldn’t. She didn’t know what to do.

Then Nathanial said, “Hey …” and she saw that he was distracted by something he saw in the pasture outside the window. “Who is this asshole?”

“What asshole?” Corey asked.

“Some pretty-boy asshole,” Nathanial said. “Creeping around out there in the bushes.”

Leo managed to pull himself back up by grabbing the edge of the table. When he stood, he wobbled.

Nathanial said, “Who is that?”

Leo sighed, “It’s Robert. Stenko’s loser son. The one he’s gonna give his money to. Robert thinks he wants to save the planet or some damned thing.”

“What’s he doing here?” Nathanial asked.

From the corner near the bookcase, Chase said: “Ambush.”

The way he said it made a chill creep through her scalp.

Nathanial barked a laugh and tapped on the glass with the muzzle of a .45. “Hey, you! Trust fund boy? What the fuck you doing in the bushes? You here to ambush us?”

There was a loud sharp pop from outside, and a pane of the window glass shattered. Nathanial grunted, “Ung,” and stepped back.

Pop-pop-pop-pop-pop. The window imploded.

Nathanial doubled over like someone had punched him in the stomach. Corey and Chase dived out of the way.

She didn’t see Leo reach up under the table and pull a pistol loose that had been taped there all along, point it at the window, and start shooting. The pistol still had strips of tape on it. The shots were so loud inside the house that her ears rang from them.

Stenko materialized at the entrance to the hallway holding a large cardboard box that appeared heavy. He’d ducked and snatched the napkin from the table and it was crumpled in one of his fists. He saw her, yelled, “Run, April!” and started toward her. He spun and ran. There was a door at the end of the hallway with a window that streamed light, and she ran toward it. Stenko was behind her.

One of the Talich Brothers yelled, “Stenko! Stop!” but she felt him close in on her and she was relieved to find the outside door unlocked.

They ran across the lawn toward the trees. Behind them, in the house, she heard several more pops from Leo’s gun, followed by a series of heavy booms. As they ran, Stenko pulled ahead and a few untethered bills fluttered out of the box he was carrying and settled into the grass behind him. Fifty yards ahead, Robert was running as well, his arms flapping wildly. He never looked back.

It didn’t occur to her at the time that the reason Stenko was outrunning her was because something was wrong with her. She’d been hurt. She stopped and looked down, saw the bright red blood coursing down her right leg into her shoe, and when she saw the wound pulsing blood, she suddenly felt the pain and pitched forward into the grass.

She couldn’t remember him carrying her through the trees all the way to the car, or Robert screaming at him because he didn’t get the account numbers.

THEY’D DRIVEN A few miles like maniacs, Stenko yelling for Robert to pull over. When he finally did, Stenko said to Robert, “Take off your shirt.”

“No! It’s my favorite—”

Stenko bellowed, “TAKE OFF YOUR GODDAMNED SHIRT!” and Robert did, as fast as he could, and he watched in horror as Stenko cut it into strips.

Her head was slumped back against the seat, and she wasn’t sure she could raise it. Her blood had soaked into the back seat fabric until the fabric was black. The sharp hot pain of the gunshot had faded some into a place that was empty, numb, and cold. It didn’t make sense she was cold.

Stenko winced as if it hurt him to move her, to swing her legs toward him so he could work on the wound. He used the strips of Robert’s shirt to tightly bind the wound. Robert watched from the front seat, making a face.

Stenko said to her, “There, I think I’ve got the bleeding stopped.” He looked into her eyes and cupped his warm hand on the side of her face. “You’ll make it now, I think. The bullet hit an artery but no bones or organs. As long as we stop the bleeding you should be okay. But we’ve got to get you to a hospital. You aren’t hit anywhere else, are you?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“The way Robert was blasting away, I’m surprised we all aren’t dead.”

Robert said, “It wasn’t me who hit her. I never even saw her.”

Stenko said, “Shut the hell up, Robert. Of course it was you. Bullets were flying everywhere. Did you ever think about maybe, you know, aiming?”

“Hey, I’m not the gangster in the family.” Then, “Well, it wasn’t on purpose.” Petulant.

Stenko ignored his son and looked up at her, tears in his eyes. Said, “I’m so sorry, April. I’m so sorry you’re hurt. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I never saw it coming. I’d never seen Leo with a gun in his life. Leo is scared of guns, just like Robert used to be.”

“YOU KNOW THEY’LL be after us,” Stenko said to Robert after climbing back into the front seat and slamming the door shut. “They’ll want their share of the money. And who knows how they’ll be if their brother’s dead? He was a loose cannon, but he was their brother. They’ll want revenge.”

Robert hit the gas and the car fishtailed gravel and a plume of dust. “I know,” he said. “That’s why I didn’t want to stop.”

“We had to. She was gonna bleed out.”

A long pause. She pretended to sleep.

“What are we going to do with her, Dad?”

“We’re gonna get her some help.”

“How? For Christ’s sake, look around you. There’s nothing but trees and rocks for miles. And don’t you think they’ll be looking for us at all the local hospitals, or clinics, or whatever?”

“April needs a real doctor,” Stenko said. “There might be infection in that leg—or hemorrhaging.”

“We can’t run the risk—”

“The hell we can’t.”

“Dad—”

“Shut up, Robert. I’d do the same for you.”

“Look,” Robert said, lowering his voice, “we could drop her off at a ranch or something. With some nice old couple. They’d call an ambulance and get her into the emergency ward.”

“I’m not leaving her like that,” Stenko said. “She’d been left places all her life. I told her I’d take care of her.”

“This is insane!” Robert yelled. “You’re insane! What is she to you? This is your son talking. Your real son!”

“I’m not leaving her.”

SHE STARED AT her bandaged leg as they screamed down the old highway. He was right: the bleeding seemed to have stopped. Maybe, she thought, because she didn’t have any more blood to lose. She was cold.

Robert was yelling, “Why did he threaten me at the window like that? It was like he was begging me to shoot him. And Jesus, I was pulling the trigger before I knew what was happening. I mean, it wasn’t my plan. I didn’t have a plan …”

Stenko saying, “He’s crazy, that Natty. Like you, he doesn’t think things through. He just reacts. When he saw you outside the window, he probably thought we were trying to ambush them.”

“Like we’d do that,” Robert scoffed.

“Hard to tell you aren’t when you just start shooting everything up.”

“I was protecting you!”

“You were protecting yourself. You didn’t even know where I was. The problem with you, Robert, is you don’t hold yourself accountable for anything you do. It’s always someone else’s fault.”

Robert screamed, “You made me what I am. You made me what I am, Dad.”

“Calm down.”

ROBERT HAD BOTH of his hands on the steering wheel, squeezing it so tightly that his knuckles were white. She noticed that every time he shouted, he jerked the car one way or other.

“I wish I had more time with Leo,” Stenko said, uncrumpling the napkin and looking at the series of numbers. The black ink had soaked into the paper and obscured the accounts. “I don’t know where all these accounts are located or what Leo might have done to make sure only he could get to them. We still need Leo’s help if we’re going to get all the money for your cause.”

“I think he might have been hit, too,” Robert said.

Stenko groaned.

Said Robert, “How much cash did you get?”

“I don’t know. A few hundred thousand, maybe more. I didn’t take time to count it, Robert.” Stenko sounded weary, beaten.

“Count it now.”

“Robert …”

“Count it now!”

“Don’t grab at it, for Christ’s sake. Just concentrate on your driving. Robert!”

And she felt the car careen off the pavement and into a ditch, heard the furious scratches of brush from the undercarriage, saw the rolls of yellow dust blossom in clouds from both sides of the car. She closed her eyes as the car turned and hit something big and solid, felt the vehicle leave the ground, hit on its side in an explosion of dirt and shattered glass, begin to roll …
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Bear Lodge Mountains

JOE SAW THE helicopter wink in the sunlight on the right side of Devils Tower as it bore down on the ranch in the foothills of the Bear Lodge Mountains. The mountains themselves had an entirely different look than Joe’s Bighorns or the Sierra Madres he’d been in recently. Rather than vertical and severe with dirty glaciers sleeping the summer away in fissures, the Bear Lodges looked sedentary and relaxed, sleeping old dogs covered with a carpet of blue/black pine. The aircraft was miles away, a flyspeck on a massive blue screen, still far enough that the sound of rotors couldn’t be heard. He knew Coon and Portenson were inside because he’d heard the chatter on the radio. Apparently, the preliminary investigation into the shooting had gone well enough to release them to the ranch call. Crook County sheriff’s deputies were also en route. Joe guessed that all of them would converge at once on the location of the distress call.

They were on State Highway 14, north of Devils Tower Junction, looking for the ranch access that would take them east toward the mountains and the ranch headquarters. Dispatch had been quiet; whoever had placed the initial 911 call had dropped off the line and had never come back. Calls to the ranch house had gone unanswered, which didn’t bode well.

Joe thought, One for me, one for the dead psycho, and one for more bodies outside.

Sheridan sat in the middle of bench seat clutching her cellphone, staring at it as if willing it to ring. Nate hung out the open passenger window, squinting at the sky with his blond ponytail undulating in the wind. He reminded Joe of Maxine, his old Labrador, who liked to stick her head out the window and let the wind flap her ears.

“See that chopper?” Nate said, pulling his head inside the cab.

“Yup.”

“You had better let me off up here for a while. I don’t think it would help anyone concerned if Portenson sees me.”

“Agreed.”

“Why not?” Sheridan asked.

“Because I’m on the run,” Nate said, matter-of-fact.

“On the run?” she asked. “Like from the law?”

He nodded, said, “Thanks to your dad I’m not in jail right now.”

Joe felt Sheridan’s eyes on him, hoping for an explanation.

“Dad, I thought you put people in jail.”

“I do.”

“But …”

“It’s a long story.”

“Are you going to tell it to me?”

“Not now.”

“Nate?”

“Me either,” Nate said, taking Joe’s cue.

“There’s a stand of trees up ahead on the right,” Nate said, changing the direction of the conversation. “Maybe I can hang out over there and wait for you.”

It was an old homestead. On the high desert that led toward the foothills, the only trees were those once planted by settlers trying to make a go of it. In nearly every case, they’d failed—overwhelmed by poor soil, harsh weather, isolation, and market conditions. All that remained of their efforts were rare stands of trees, usually cottonwoods, that had been put in for shade and to provide a windbreak.

The highway was a straight shot across the stunted high-country sage. Traffic was practically non-existent except for a single pickup ahead in Joe’s lane. The vehicle crept along with its right wheels on the shoulder.

“Let me pass this guy and get up ahead out of his view,” Joe said, “then I’ll drop you off.”

As he approached the slow vehicle—a late-model blue Dodge pickup with out-of-state plates and no passengers—and swung into the passing lane, Joe felt a rush of recognition. The Oklahoma plates—reading “Native America”—confirmed it.

The driver, Ron Connelly, looked over casually at first to see who was passing him as Joe shot by. Their eyes locked and Joe saw Connelly’s nostrils flare as he recognized Joe as well. Connelly slammed on his brakes and Joe shot by him on the highway. But Connelly’s face lingered as an afterimage and Joe was sure it was him.

Joe said, “Hang on—it’s the Mad Archer!”

Nate said, “The mad what?”

“Brace yourselves,” Joe said, flinging his right arm out to help protect Sheridan from flying forward as he hit the brakes.

Joe cursed himself for being careless and alerting Connelly, who’d been moving down the highway much too slowly and too far over on the shoulder with no apparent car problems or flashing emergency lights. He’d been cruising the road with all the characteristics of a road hunter—scanning the terrain out the passenger window for game animals to shoot illegally from the comfort of a public road. And since most wildlife became acclimated to the singing of traffic on the rural highway, they no longer followed their instincts for caution. Over the years, wildlife had learned not to look up unless a vehicle stopped. Unscrupulous road hunters like Connelly took advantage of the new paradigm and jumped out firing.

“Is he the one who shot Tube with an arrow?” Sheridan asked as Joe came to an abrupt stop in the middle of the highway.

“That’s him,” he said, throwing the transmission into reverse. To Nate: “He’s the same one who shot your eagle.”

“Let’s get him,” Sheridan said through gritted teeth.

Nate said, “Proceed.”

Connelly had decided to run and was in the process of turning back the way he’d come, his back tires churning up fountains of dirt in the borrow pit, his front tires on the pavement. His pickup was bigger and newer, and Joe knew that on the open road Connelly could outrace him. He had to stop Connelly before he could get going.

Rather than turn around and give chase, Joe floored it in reverse. He was filled with sudden anger at Connelly, at Stenko and Robert, the choices he’d made that consumed him with guilt, at everything. Getting the Mad Archer would be another one in his good works column.

“Joe,” Nate said calmly as the motor revved, “are you sure you want to do this?”

“Brace yourself,” Joe said to Sheridan and Nate.

Joe used the rear bumper and tailgate of his pickup to T-bone Connelly’s pickup on the passenger side as Connelly tried to make his turn. The impact knocked the Dodge six feet sidewise, and Joe saw Connelly’s hat fly off and his arms wave in the air. The collision wasn’t as severe in the Game and Fish pickup because they’d been accelerating straight backward, had braced themselves for the collision, and were cushioned by the seat.

“Got him!” Sheridan cried, raising a triumphant fist in the air.

“Not yet,” Joe cautioned, swinging the pickup off the road into the ditch and aiming his grille at the Dodge.

Joe threw the transmission into park and launched himself out the door. He could see Connelly on the passenger side in his pickup instead of behind the wheel due to the impact on his passenger door, which had thrown him across the cab. Connelly sat stunned, shaking his head from side to side. Blood streamed down his face and into his mouth from a cut in his forehead.

Joe wanted to get to Connelly and subdue him before the Mad Archer tried to resist or run again. He was halfway there, his boots thumping on the asphalt, when Connelly looked up and saw Joe running in his direction. Connelly dove for the wheel and used it to pull himself back into the driver’s seat. He righted himself and started fumbling for the gearshift.

The engine growled and the blue Dodge lurched forward. Connelly cackled and maniacally turned the wheel away from Joe, who pulled up and reached for his Glock as the bumper of Connelly’s pickup grazed his thigh while it turned. “Later!” He laughed to Joe through a mouthful of bloody teeth.

The deep-throated concussions of Nate’s .454 Casull coughed out once, twice, and seemed to briefly suck the air out of the morning. The blue Dodge bucked as if it had hit a set of hidden ditches head-on. The engine went silent and the truck rolled lazily forward off the road. The front tires bit into loose sand and it lurched to a stop. As intended, both slugs had penetrated the engine block. Green radiator fluid pooled on the dirt and plumes of it hissed and rose in the air, coating the windows of the Dodge.

Gun drawn, Joe ran to the driver’s side of the pickup from the back. He yelled, “Thanks, Nate!”

“My pleasure,” Nate said, standing wide-legged on the other side of the road, still holding his revolver in a two-handed grip. “I like killing cars.”

Connelly opened his door cautiously. He looked at Joe coming at him. He turned his head to see Nate and his .454 in a cloud of green steam that made him look like an apparition from the Gates of Hell. Connelly was half in, half out of the cab. Joe could see only one of Connelly’s hands, the one holding the handle of the door.

“Let me see ’em both,” Joe said, raising the Glock and sighting down the barrel as he approached. He hoped he wouldn’t have to shoot. Nate was not far out of his line of fire through the windshield, and ricochets could threaten Sheridan.

Connelly hadn’t moved in or out an inch. He seemed to be weighing his options. Was his other hand gripping a gun?

“I said, show me your hands and climb out slowly,” Joe said. “You’re under arrest for skipping bond in Carbon County.”

Connelly smiled slightly, said, “Don’t you think this is excessive force? Since when is it okay for a damned game warden to injure a man and total his pickup for missing a hearing for a misdemeanor?”

Joe said, “Ever since you shot a dog with an arrow. Now shut up, get out, and get down on the ground.”

Nate emerged from the steam and aimed his .454 at the side of Connelly’s head. “Let me shoot him and tear his ears off, Joe. You know, for my collection.”

Joe stifled a smile and watched as Connelly leaped out of his pickup empty-handed and eagerly threw himself face down into the sand.

As Joe snapped handcuffs on Connelly’s wrists, Connelly said, “How in the hell did you find me all the way up here?”

Joe said, “Just good police work,” and winked at Sheridan, who had watched the arrest openmouthed.

WITH RON CONNELLY cuffed to the front strut of his dead pickup on the side of the highway, Joe called in the arrest to central dispatch. In the days since the Mad Archer had vacated Baggs, he’d obtained a new compound bow and a set of broadhead arrows, as well as a Ruger Ranch Rifle and a stainless-steel .45 semi-auto. In the glove box were cartridges, a bloody knife still covered with deer hair, and plastic vials of crystal meth. Tim Curley, the game warden out of Sundance, heard the call and broke in.

“Joe, how the hell are you?”

“Fine,” Joe said, remembering Curley as a big man with dark eyes, impressive jowls, and a gunfighter mustache. “Can you come get this guy?”

“This is the one they call the Mad Archer?”

“Yup.”

“I thought I heard you already caught him and threw him in the pokey.”

“I did. But that was last week. You know how it goes sometimes.”

“What—a sympathetic judge who let him out on bond?”

“Tim, we’re on the radio.”

“Oh, yeah. Hey—you gonna stick around? It’s been a while since we got caught up. I want to hear your version of what happened to Randy Pope.”

“Nope,” Joe said in answer to both questions. “I’ll send you all the paperwork on Connelly later. You’ll need to send a tow truck to the scene.”

“Don’t tell me you wrecked another departmental vehicle?” Curley laughed. Joe was infamous for holding the record for the destruction of departmental vehicles. No one else was close.

“Not mine, this time.” But as he said it, he stepped away from the cab and gauged the damage he’d caused to the back of his pickup. Both tail lights were smashed. The back bumper was curled under the frame. His trailer hitch was flattened to the side and his tailgate hung open and out like the tongue of a dead animal. “Not enough that I need a tow truck, anyway,” he said.

“What’s going on? What are you doing in my district? Last I heard you were sentenced to Baggs.”

Joe said, “I don’t have time to explain right now. This arrest cost us ten minutes. I have to go, sorry.”

Curley said, “Does this have something to do with that ranch deal that’s been all over the radio this morning?”

Joe said, “I’ll need to catch up with you later, Tim.”

Sheridan and Nate were already in the cab, and Joe swung himself in, hung up the mike, and gunned it.

“That was a good one,” Joe said to Nate and Sheridan as if they’d been privy to his earlier ruminations. He nodded at the view of Ron Connelly slumped against his pickup in his rear-view mirror. “That was worth the time it took to get that guy back into jail where he belongs. Yup, that makes me feel real good. That’s one on the plus side, by golly.”

Nate chuckled as he replaced the two spent cartridges in his five-shot revolver with fresh rounds the size of lipsticks.

Sheridan glared at Nate. “Your collection?”

Nate winked at her.

In the distance, they could see the helicopter begin its descent.

“There’s the ranch,” Nate said, gesturing toward the cottonwoods marking the abandoned homestead. “You can let me off here. I’ll stay out of Tim Curley’s way and watch for you when you come back out.”

Joe said, “Do you finally have a cellphone so I can call you?”

Nate curled his upper lip. Nate hated cellphones. He once told Joe satellite phones were a necessity but cellphones made him feel that he was always on call.

“Here,” Joe said. “Take mine. I’ll let you know when we’re coming.”

Nate took it as if Joe was offering him a bar of feces. It was Sheridan’s turn to wink.
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Bear Lodge Mountains

THE RANCH YARD was a hive of activity; sheriff’s department SUVs were parked at jaunty angles near the main house with their doors wide open, an ambulance driver was arguing with deputies to clear the way so he could back his vehicle in, and the FBI helicopter sat in a back pasture like a giant insect on a break. Joe drove his pickup to the other side of the yard near a Quonset hut filled with farm equipment.

“I want you to stay here,” he told Sheridan.

“What about April?”

“Believe me,” Joe said, “if April’s in there, I’ll come running.” Thinking, Unless she’s in bad shape.

“Why don’t you get your mother on the phone?” he said. “Let her know what’s going on and that we’re both okay. I’m sure she’s going crazy.”

“I’m sure she is.”

TWO SHERIFF’S DEPUTIES stopped Joe from entering the house, saying they were under orders to keep everyone out. Joe asked who to talk to and one of the deputies said the FBI was in charge and both agents were inside. “When one of them comes out,” the deputy said, “you can talk to him.”

Joe considered rushing them, but they were both bigger as well as filled with the official hubris that always resulted when there was a multiple homicide in a single-digit crime rate county. Their blood was running hot with purpose. He knew better than to try and get through them.

Instead, he circled the house hoping he could see inside. If he saw April, he decided, he was going in even if he had to fight his way inside. He walked on the lawn around the left side of the house and saw a side door with another deputy stationed at it. Joe waved and kept walking, looking in every window and seeing nothing out of the ordinary. He walked the length of the back of the house and around the side. He was noting a broken window to what looked like the kitchen when the tip of his boot ticked something metallic. He stopped and looked down. Spent cartridges from a handgun blinked in the sun. He counted eight before he stopped counting, then stepped back and away so he wouldn’t crush them into the ground. From the location of the spent shells, he could imagine a gunman standing just outside the kitchen and firing inside. It bolstered his theory when he noted there was no broken glass under the window in the flowerbed—the glass had been blown inside the house. He wanted to show the FBI agents what he’d found.

Coon was exiting the front door of the ranch house, struggling with the removal of a pair of latex gloves. As Joe approached, Coon held up a gloved hand made a sick yellow by the latex covering and said, “I’d suggest you stay where you are. Agent Portenson just gave the order to seal up the crime scene as soon as we get more photos of the victims taken out of there.”

“Who are the victims?” Joe asked, feeling his chest constrict.

Coon said, “An adult male DOA in the kitchen. Another adult male in critical condition. The EMTs are loading him on a gurney as we speak.”

“Anyone else?”

Coon frowned. “Should there be?”

“The nine-one-one call mentioned bodies outside. Is there a girl in there?”

“No.”

“Can I look?”

“I said …”

“Stay the hell out,” Portenson interrupted, appearing behind Coon. He was red-faced. “Why are you always around, anyway?”

Joe sighed in frustration. “Can you at least describe the scene to me? What’s your best guess what happened in there?”

Portenson rolled his eyes and shouldered past Coon toward the helicopter, making it clear he didn’t have time to waste with Joe. Over his shoulder, he said, “I want Stenko. I want his head on a platter.”

When Portenson was out of earshot, Coon said, “He is not a happy man.”

“He never has been. What’s going on?”

Coon said. “Tony is in big trouble because of that incident earlier today. Our bosses don’t like that kind of thing anymore because it attracts the wrong kind of attention in the press and in Washington. We’re supposed to be counterterrorism these days except for the occasional slam-dunk mob arrest. And when we screw up like we did this morning, the shit rolls downhill.”

Joe nodded.

“I think you know that all Agent Portenson really wants is to get out of Wyoming. What happened earlier doesn’t help. Neither one of us is out of the woods yet. Hell, I don’t mind whatever happens. I like it here and so does my family. But Tony …”

“… wants out,” Joe said. “I know. He wants to run with the big dogs.”

Coon nodded. “The only way he can make amends is to nail Stenko.”

Joe gave it a beat. “So what’s it look like inside?”

Coon finally got his right glove pulled off with a sharp snap. “As I said, two victims. One under the broken kitchen window. Male, thirties, dressed in tennis togs, if you can believe that. His ID said he was Nathanial Talich from Chicago. He was the youngest of the three brothers and considered to be the craziest …”

“The psycho,” Joe said, repeating the term from the call.

Coon nodded. “Multiple gunshot wounds. I could see one right below his eye, but my guess is he took at least a few more in the belly the way he was curled up.”

“The other guy?”

“The sheriff said he’s the owner of the ranch. A guy named Leo Dyekman. Also of Chicago,” he said, raising a single eyebrow. “We think he’s a known associate of Stenko. His money man, we think. Portenson is in communication with Washington now to confirm that.”

“Can you tell what happened?”

Coon shrugged. “It looks like a gunfight. They were both armed and I’m guessing they shot each other.”

Joe shook his head. “I doubt that. Can Dyekman talk?”

Coon narrowed his eye, not pleased by the Joe’s casual disregard of their theory. “Why? What do you think?”

“I’ll show you in a minute. Can Dyekman talk?”

“I’d be surprised if Dyekman ever talks, judging by the amount of blood he lost. I don’t think his wound was fatal—it looks like he got hit on the side of the neck—but he might have bled out after he made the call. There is a lot of blood in that house.”

Joe hoped none of it was April’s.

Coon said, “That’s the problem with living out here in the middle of nowhere. The EMTs can’t get to you in time.”

“So why do you think the two guys shot each other up?” Joe asked.

“Because that’s what it looks like, Joe. But that’s why we called in forensics. They might be able to figure out what the hell happened in there.”

“So why did Dyekman refer to more bodies?”

Coon shrugged. “Who knows?”

“Was there any other blood anywhere?”

“I told you, Joe, there’s blood all over the place. It looks like a slaughterhouse.”

“So why is the kitchen window broken?”

Coon gave Joe a big-eyed exasperated expression. “I don’t know, Joe,” he said with annoyance. “That’s why we called in our team.”

“I can’t wait for your team,” Joe said. “Look, there’s brass on the side of the house outside the kitchen window. I tried not to disturb it much. But what it looks like is that somebody stood outside and started blasting.”

Coon stared at Joe skeptically.

Joe said, “April’s not here. Every minute we wait for your team she gets farther away.”

Coon threw up his hands, said, “We don’t even know that she was ever here, Joe. Come on …”

Joe held up his hand and extended a finger for every point: “One, she said she was going to a ranch in the Black Hills. Two, these guys are associated with Stenko. Three, the caller said there were people who might be injured. Four, someone who is not on the floor in there stood outside the house and fired inside. Which says to me they got away from here and they probably took April, who might be hurt.”

“Is there a five?” Coon asked sarcastically.

“Five, where else could she be?”

“Go home, Joe,” Coon said. “For once, I agree with Portenson. We’ve got this handled. There’s nothing you can do. Plus—”

Joe waited. Coon didn’t finish. Instead, he stepped out of the way of the EMTs who came crashing through the door with a body on a gurney. Joe stepped aside as well and walked alongside the gurney, hoping the slight middle-aged man beneath the sheet would open his eyes. The man—Leo Dyekman—was ghostly white. Swinging plastic units of blood coursed into both arms as they wheeled him toward the open ambulance. Joe recognized the stitched brown cowboy shirt Dyekman was wearing as one he’d seen on a Western wear store clearance rack.

“Leo, talk to me,” Joe said, prodding Leo’s chest.

“Please don’t touch him,” a bearded EMT warned.

“Leo, where’s April?”

“Man …” the EMT said, shaking his head.

“Leo!”

And Leo’s eyes shot open.

“Jesus,” the EMT said, as surprised as Joe.

Joe reached out and stopped the gurney and leaned over the victim. His eyes were open but there was no expression on his face. “Can you hear me?”

Dyekman groaned.

“Leo, who shot you?”

“Fuck. I’m gonna die.”

“No you’re not. You’ll be fine. Now who shot you?”

Dyekman rolled his head to the side. “I think Robert. But it could have been Natty. Lots of shots.”

“Robert Stenson?”

“Who else?” As he said it, his eyes drooped. Joe didn’t think Dyekman would be conscious much longer.

“Was there a girl in the house?”

“Stenko,” Dyekman said. “That damned Stenko got the cash.”

“Clear the way,” the bearded EMT said to Joe. “We need to get going. You can talk to him later in the hospital.” He pushed on the gurney and the lead EMT pulled. Joe walked alongside.

“What about the girl?” Joe asked again.

“What about her?”

He felt a thrill. “So there was a girl. Do you know who she was?”

Dyekman’s face contorted with pain.

Joe slapped him. The bearded EMT said, “Hey!” One of the sheriff’s deputies guarding the front door broke away and started jogging toward them, his hand on his weapon.

“Did you see what he just did?” the EMT said to the deputy.

“Clear the hell away, mister,” the deputy growled.

But the slap had opened Dyekman’s eyes again. Joe cocked his hand as if to do it again.

Dyekman said, “I didn’t get her name!”

“Blond? Fourteen?”

“Could be.”

The deputy bear-hugged Joe while the EMTs rolled Dyekman into the ambulance.

“Man, what’s wrong with you?” the deputy hissed into Joe’s ear.

“Let me down,” Joe said. “I got what I needed.”

When the deputy released him, Joe turned toward his pickup near the Quonset hut. Sheridan had watched the altercation and looked to him with pleading eyes. He knew what she was asking: Was April here? He nodded: “Yes.”

“SHE WAS HERE,” Joe told Marybeth on Sheridan’s cellphone. “I just know it.”

Marybeth was calm, he thought. Calmer than he was. It always amazed him how pragmatic she became when events seemed out of control.

“But Sheridan said she might be hurt,” she said.

“We don’t know. They won’t let me inside the house. But she’s gone—that we know.”

“Did someone identify her?”

“Maybe. I couldn’t get much out of him.”

Marybeth sighed. “This is tough, Joe. It’s tough that you’re gone with Sheridan. And I understand you went and got Nate. I don’t know—is she ready for this? Is she okay?”

Joe assessed his daughter, who leaned against the door of the pickup pretending she wasn’t listening to every word. What he saw was a young woman who was lucid, calm, but worried. She’d never been out in the field on an investigation with him. All she knew were the results. She’d never been in the middle of a chaotic crime scene like this one with uniformed men cursing at each other and running around, the jockeying for status and position, the clash of jurisdictions among personnel from different agencies, the baseless speculation thrown around in regard to what might have happened. He wondered if she was questioning his acumen and clearly seeing his fallibility. Lord knows he was fallible. But he was her dad. He knew she always thought he had special abilities. Now, he thought, she’d know that he didn’t. That he could run around and speculate with the best of them.

“I think so,” he answered Marybeth, trying not to tip off the question.

But Sheridan sensed it and mouthed, “I’m fine, Dad.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. Then: “Maybe it’s time to bring her home, Joe. There haven’t been any calls from April. I know she’d rather be with you and Nate, but I’m not sure that’s the best idea.”

He looked up to see Sheridan glaring at him. He wondered if his face betrayed Marybeth’s question, and he tried to deaden his expression. “You may be right,” he said. And for Sheridan’s benefit: “I’m exhausted. We haven’t gotten any sleep for I don’t know how many nights. We would both probably welcome being in our own beds.” He nodded as he talked and looked to his daughter for agreement. The glare didn’t waver.

He turned away. “How’s Lucy doing?” he asked in a whisper.

“She’s not happy. She wishes she were with you and Sheridan. This morning at breakfast she looked at your empty chairs and said, ‘I’m sick of being the baby in the family.’”

“She said that?”

Before she could answer, there was a chirp on the phone that he disregarded. He assumed it was a bad cell connection.

“Yes, Joe. She’s growing up. She’s an interesting child. She observes the rest of us and makes up her own mind. And I’ve found when she says something, I’d better listen.”

“I can’t imagine being out here with the both of them,” Joe mumbled. “Especially with Nate.”

“Yes,” Marybeth said, “I heard about the ear collection.”

Joe cringed. “You know he really doesn’t have one, right? That it’s his way of joking?”

“I knew that. But does Sheridan?”

“I think so.” What was he doing to his daughter?

“Don’t worry,” Marybeth said, as if reading his mind. “Sheridan might just have a better understanding of Nate than either of us. She’s almost grown up with him around.”

He chuckled, despite himself. And the phone chirped again.

“Hold on,” he said to Marybeth. Cupping the mike, he said to Sheridan, “Your phone is making a funny beep. Does that mean you have to charge it or something?”

Her eyes shot open. “No, Dad. That means there’s a call coming in. Or a text.”

It took a moment to realize what she meant. But Joe quickly said to Marybeth, “Look, I’ve got to go.”

“What?”

He snapped the phone closed. He felt bad doing that to Marybeth, but he knew he could always call her back and explain. Quickly, he handed the phone to Sheridan, who took it and looked at the display.

She said, “It’s a number I don’t recognize. There’s no text or message. It says I missed two calls.”

Joe thought, April took a fresh TracFone from the pharmacy in Rawlins. It would have a new number. And if it was April, her situation was desperate enough that she finally decided to call, not text.

“I know,” Sheridan said, again reading his mind, again staring at her phone. Again, willing it to ring.

Although Joe had told her to stay in the truck, she jammed the phone into her pocket and stalked away into the meadow to regroup. Joe didn’t stop her.

“JOE, THIS ROBERT angle you suggested may have legs,” Coon said. Joe hadn’t seen him walk over from the helicopter, and his sudden presence jarred him. “I just talked to our team in Washington. They’re going crazy with the linkages. I can’t believe we weren’t looking in his direction before this. Stenko’s such a big fat target that we didn’t really move the spotlight off him.”

Joe turned away from Sheridan and her cellphone, hoping Coon wouldn’t pick up on what might be happening.

“Sometimes we think in too much of a linear way in law enforcement,” Joe said, echoing Nate.

“What?”

“Never mind.” Joe was preoccupied. If all Portenson wanted was Stenko’s head on a platter, as he said, April could once again end up being collateral damage. Joe refused to open up that possibility. Which meant he couldn’t yet confide in Coon regarding the incoming calls. They were back to square one.

Coon said, “The dead guy in Madison, Reif? Apparently, he was Robert’s nemesis. The two of them used to work together at one point and they founded the carbon-offset company together. But they had a falling out. Reif got disillusioned with either Robert or the cause or both, because he left ClimateSavior and spent all his time ripping our boy and the company on his own blog. He hated Robert and no doubt he damaged the credibility of Robert’s company and his cause. And then he turns up dead and Robert’s nowhere to be found.”

Joe said, “You guys need to run the spent casings on the lawn over there against casings found in Madison.”

“Already on it,” Coon said. “But there’s more. Like a double homicide in South Dakota of a couple with a giant RV. Robert had a thing against those big vehicles and he railed about it on his website. In fact, he tried to urge his fans to sabotage them.”

Joe said, “Keystone. That poor old couple.”

“Yeah.”

“And the Aspen wedding?”

Coon said, “Two trust fund kids with high profiles on the society and gossip pages. Two great big huge carbon footprints.”

Joe shook his head.

Coon said, “I don’t want to believe what it’s looking like. Plus, I believe in global warming and climate change. I don’t want this to screw up the effort. It’s up to all of us, you know. These guys could give it all a bad name.”

Joe grunted.

“There’s something else,” Coon said, stepping in closer and looking over his shoulder.

“What? Are you worried about your boss overhearing you?”

Coon leveled his gaze at Joe until Joe was uncomfortable.

Coon said, “I was watching your truck through my binoculars as we came in earlier. I saw you pull over and let somebody out.”

Joe looked away.

“Some big guy with a blond ponytail got out,” Coon said, taking another step toward Joe until they were inches apart. “That wouldn’t have been Nate Romanowski, would it?”

Joe said, “Who?” But he knew his face was flushed.

“So it was him,” Coon said. “You are a really lousy liar.”

Joe didn’t respond.

“If Portenson knew he was around, you would both be in a world of hurt,” Coon said. “Not that I told him what I saw.”

Joe nodded. He was grateful Coon hadn’t told his boss. And wished he were a better liar.

“What are you going to do if you find her, Joe?” Coon asked.

“I’m not sure.”

“Do you think you can save her?”

Joe met his eyes again. “I don’t know.”

Coon asked, “What do you know?”

Joe shook his head. “Not much. But I know she deserves better than what’s happened to her. She needs to know somebody cares.”

Coon started to speak but stopped himself. Instead, he tilted his head back and looked at the big blue autumn sky. Finally, he said, “That’s admirable. It may not be protocol, but it’s admirable.”

He wasn’t sure how to respond.

“If she calls again,” Coon said, “you need to give me the number. I’ll help you track her down.”

Joe made a decision. He said, “It’s a deal.”

Coon walked away.

In the meadow, Sheridan kicked through ankle-deep cheatgrass toward a wall of trees. She had no destination other than to have a few minutes to herself. She didn’t want to simply go home. Not without April. The grass was dry and stiff and crunched underfoot. She noted she wasn’t the only person to have recently walked through it. There were two parallel tracks heading from the house toward the trees—one heavier than the other. Then she saw the blood flecked across the stalks of grass and yelled, “Dad!”

He came running.

While she waited for him there was another chirp. She pulled out her cellphone and read the message.

As her dad approached and saw the blood on the grass, Sheridan said, “It’s her.”

SHE HANDED THE phone to Joe. He looked at the display and his stomach clenched.

It read:

From: AK

im hurt and its getting bad. im in the woods. the car is crashed. i need u 2 come get me now. i think there r some men coming 2 get me. i hear them. idont know what theyll do 2 me. plz come get me sherry. take me home. plz help me.

ak

CB: 307-220-4439

Aug 26, 11.18 A.M.
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South of Devils Tower

SHE COULD HEAR them coming.

Far above her, in the trees. They were working their way down the steep slope and occasionally one of them stepped on and snapped a dry branch or dislodged a rock that tumbled down. They were certainly taking their time. A half hour before, while she was texting Sheridan, she’d heard the sound of an engine and the crunch of tires on gravel far above her on the road. Then the sound of two car doors slamming.

She had no doubt they’d find her. Although the hillside was extremely steep, the trail leading to her was obvious. Far above, as far as she could see, there was a gap in the brush near the road where the car had torn through. It had rolled to the bottom, snapping off pine trees and churning up the ground. The car now rested upside down on its hood, wheels in the air. The motor had finally stopped ticking. She was grateful it hadn’t burst into flames like cars did on television when they crashed and rolled down a mountain. Instead, it was immensely quiet. The only sounds were the buzz of insects, the watery sound of a breeze in the treetops, and footfalls as they got closer.

She’d tried to stand but the pain in her leg wouldn’t let her. Her hands and face were covered with tiny cuts and her neck and shoulder ached from where the seat belt had bitten into her. She was too weak to crawl any farther from the car than to the base of a huge dark pine. She sat slumped against it.

Waiting.

SHE TRIED TO recall the events of the last half hour but they came to her in bits and pieces. She remembered the car rolling, her head either pressed against the inside of the roof as it dented down farther with every rotation or being slammed back again to the back seat. Robert was screaming the whole time, holding his hands in the air as if to stop the hood from collapsing on his head. The sounds of snapping trees were like gunshots and there were glittery jewels floating through the air. No, not jewels—tiny cubes of safety glass from the windows as they shattered. She’d picked some of the glass out of her hair and from folds of her clothing. Her leg had begun to bleed again.

She’d faded in and out of consciousness, but she knew both Robert and Stenko had somehow survived the crash as she had. She remembered Stenko moaning—something about his ribs—and Robert pulling him out of the car through the open windshield. When Robert crawled back into the interior of car to get his computer case and Stenko’s daypack, she’d opened her eyes. He scowled at her but didn’t speak, as if she weren’t worth his words, as if he just wished she’d go away. She seemed to be floating in the air upside down, and she realized she was hanging suspended from the seat belt.

Later—she wasn’t sure when—she heard Robert imploring Stenko to take more morphine.

Robert saying, “Come on, Dad. We’ve got to walk. You can walk downhill, can’t you? They’re gonna find us here if we stay. And if they find us, they’ll butcher me. You need to take more of that stuff so you can function.”

“What about April?” Stenko had asked, his voice slurred like he was drunk.

She had wanted to answer, to call out. But she was in shock and nothing worked. The only words she could express were in her own head.

“She’s dead in there,” Robert had said. “I’m sorry.”

She remembered wondering if she was dead.

Stenko started sobbing. The recollection of the sound brought tears to her eyes now.

“It’s okay,” Robert had told him. “She couldn’t have walked out of here anyway with her leg and all. You never should have brought her, Dad. You never should have brought her. She isn’t Carmen and she never was.”

Sloppy, racking sobs from Stenko.

“Come on, Dad. We can’t stay. We’ll go downhill until we run into a road or a ranch where we can get a car.”

Stenko said, “She was innocent. She never hurt anyone. I was trying to save her, Robert. Every time I try to do something right it seems like they end up getting hurt …”

Robert: “Get the box of cash. We need to take that with us. And you still have that napkin with the account numbers on it, don’t you?”

“Didn’t you hear what I said?” Stenko cried.

Robert’s voice was shrill. “Yeah, I heard. Like you need to tell me you screw up the lives of those around you. Sheesh. Like that’s news to me. It’s a freaking wonder I’m so well adjusted, you know?”

Then silence. They were gone.

FROM A RESERVE she didn’t know she had in her, she managed to find the buckle of the seat belt and release it. When it opened, she dropped a few inches. Although she was hurting everywhere, no bones seemed to be broken, and she crawled out of the car through the gaping rear window. She’d found the cellphone a few feet away from the vehicle but not the card she’d need to load minutes.

In the shade of the big pine tree, she tore at the packaging with her teeth and powered the phone. There was an automatic ten minutes of airtime on the phone to enable the user to call and load it with more time. Instead, she tried to call Sheridan, who didn’t answer, so she sent a text.

SHE HEARD A voice.

“Chase, down here.” She recognized the voice as Corey Talich, the oldest brother. It came from above in the trees and to her left. It was a whisper/yell. He was being cautious.

“What do you see?” Chase asked in the same tone. He was above to her right. The brothers were descending the mountain on either side of the churned-up ground the rolling car had made.

“An upside-down car. I can see the tires. It’s got to be them.”

Then she heard something else. Either a rock dislodging or a car door slamming.

She breathed deeply and closed her eyes. If she lay still, maybe they wouldn’t see her against the tree. Or, like Robert, they’d think she was dead.

“D’you see anybody?” Chase asked, his voice low but bolder, as if he was starting to believe there were no survivors.

“Nobody I can see.”

“I hope Robert isn’t dead,” Chase said, “because I want to kill him.”

Corey laughed harshly. He was very close. She cracked an eye and saw him as he pushed into the clearing through a pine bough on the other side of the car.

“Jesus,” he said. “How many times did it roll over to get all the way down here?”

“Not enough,” Chase said. “Are Robert and Stenko in there? Is our money in there?”

She knew they wouldn’t let her live if they found her. She just hoped they’d just kill her and nothing else.

She thought of her sisters and how much she’d like to see them again. How she never would. She wished Stenko would come back. Even Robert. No, not Robert.

“The car’s empty!” Corey hissed. She couldn’t see him and she assumed he’d dropped to all fours on the other side of the vehicle to look inside.

“You’re kidding!” Chase said, emerging from the trees on the right side. He had a gun in his hand.

“No, man, I’m not kidding. There’s no Stenko, no Robert, no money. Even that girl is gone. Where in the hell did they go? How in the hell did they get out?”

“Shit,” Chase barked. “This is why I hate seat belts.”

Corey stood up and she could feel his eyes lock with hers. He raised his hand and pointed. “There’s the girl.”

“What?”

“I see that girl. She’s over against that big tree.”

“Where?”

Corey shook his finger at her. “There.”

She’d never felt more helpless.

“I bet she knows where those bastards went,” Chase said, walking around the car toward her. His face was expressionless, his eyes dark coals. The lack of feeling or emotion on his face scared her more than if he’d been snarling, because he approached her as if he had a routine job to do and wanted to finish it so he could go on to the next task.

When he was ten feet away he raised his pistol and she could see the black O of the muzzle.

“Where’d they go, bitch?” Chase said. Corey walked up behind him. It was obvious by the way Corey looked at her expectantly that he had no intention of stopping what was about to happen. Especially if she didn’t talk.

She moaned and felt hot tears cut through the grime on her cheeks.

And suddenly there was a red fist-sized hole in Chase’s chest accompanied by a massive BOOM that seemed to shake the earth. Blood, bone, and tissue spattered the grass. Chase’s eyes rolled up in his head and he dropped straight down as if he were a mountain climber whose rope had been severed.

Corey cursed and wheeled around, fumbling at the back of his pants for a pistol grip.

“Freeze and put your hands up where I can see ’em!” a man shouted as he came out from under the branches of a tree in a crouch. He had a rifle or a shotgun—a shotgun—and he wore a red shirt and a gray cowboy hat. There was a badge on his breast that caught a glint from the sun.

Corey stiffened and slowly released his hold on the gun behind his back. He said, “Okay, okay, you don’t have to shoot.”

The man with the hat and badge stood up and walked stiff-legged toward Corey, aiming at him down the barrel of his shotgun as he closed the distance between them. His face was white, and he looked determined. His eyes were hard, but there was something pleasant and a little sad about his face.

“Get down on the ground on your belly,” he said to Corey, “hands on the top of your head, fingers laced.”

“My brother,” Corey said, his voice a plaintive cry, “you killed my brother.”

“Wasn’t me,” the man said. “Now get down like I told you.”

At the same time a blond man appeared from the trees holding a giant silver revolver with both hands. He was bigger than the man with the shotgun.

Corey dropped to his knees, then flopped forward with his hands on his head. The man in the hat was quickly on top of him, flinging Corey’s gun into the brush and yanking on one wrist at a time to snap on handcuffs.

Only when he was done and he was sure Corey Talich had no more weapons on him did he pause and look up at her.

She managed to say, “Thank you.” Her voice was a croak.

The expression on his face was anguished. He said, “Who are you? Where’s April?”

The blond man with the ponytail slowly shook his head.

The heavy beat of helicopter rotors coming over the mountain drowned out any more questions.


PART THREE

People will kill their puppies to stop global warming these days.

—Dave Snyder, transportation policy director,
San Francisco Planning + Urban Research
Association, 2007
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Rapid City, South Dakota

MARYBETH WAS THE only one allowed by the hospital staff to go see the girl who had been admitted that afternoon under the name of Janie Doe. A nurse told Joe that unknown female patients under the age of eighteen received that moniker at Rapid City Regional Hospital.

He sat with Sheridan and Lucy in the reception room. Not until he realized he’d read the front page of the Rapid City Journal for the fourth time without retaining anything did he toss it aside. His eyes burned with lack of sleep, and he was dirty, tired, depressed, and thoroughly flummoxed. Sheridan slept fitfully on a couch, overcome by exhaustion and emotion. Once, when she was crying in her sleep, Lucy went over and sat next to her and put her hand on her older sister’s head and stroked her hair.

The late-summer sun was ballooning outside the west windows and throwing discordantly festive peach-colored light into the room. Joe refused to be impressed. As it got later and the sun went behind the Black Hills, the hospital seemed to rest as well. Others in the reception area left one by one after visiting whomever they were there to see.

Joe smiled at Lucy. “Hungry? It’s past dinnertime.”

Lucy, who was always hungry, shook her head no.

“How are you doing?” he asked her.

She shrugged and pursed her lips, the precursor to crying herself. “I’m sorry I got so mad at you and Mom,” she said.

“It’s okay. You just wanted to help.”

“I wanted to see April again,” she said, and the tears came.

Joe said, “Come here,” and held out his hand. She slid away from Sheridan and sat next to him and burrowed into his side. He put his arm around her and his muscle memory told him it wasn’t Lucy at all but a much older girl. The Lucy he remembered was small, a thin stalk with downy white-blond hair. It was as if she’d grown into an adolescent overnight.

“How can it not be her?” Lucy asked after a while.

“I don’t know.”

“Does it mean April is still out there somewhere? Is this the wrong girl you found?”

He squeezed her tighter. “I don’t know who she is or why she said she told us she was April. I don’t know if the real April is out there or not. For whatever reason, she pretended to be April to all of us.”

“It’s just so unfair,” Lucy said. “To make us believe like that.”

Joe said, “There has to be a reason, but we don’t know what it is. Maybe your mom will find out something.”

“I hope so. If anyone can, it’s Mom.”

WHEN MARYBETH AND Lucy had arrived in Marybeth’s van, he’d had a few moments alone with his wife without Sheridan or Lucy. Marybeth’s first thought, that they’d simply located the wrong girl, was dispelled when Joe explained what had happened. How he’d called out the new cellphone number to Coon, how Coon had been able to get his people in Cheyenne to contact the phone company and track it under the original judicial authorization. “For once,” Joe had told Marybeth, “she didn’t turn her phone off right away after she sent the text. The FBI was able to pinpoint a tower. Luckily, there was only one road in the area and we were able to get there fast. Fifteen more minutes and …” he left the sentence to hang there with meaning.

Coon and Portenson had loaded the girl on their chopper and taken off en route to the nearest large medical facility: Rapid City. According to Coon, Janie Doe had lost consciousness in the air. The Crook County Sheriff’s Department arrested Corey Talich and sent for a state helicopter to airlift Chase’s body to town. Joe had climbed back up the mountainside, dreading Sheridan’s reaction when he told her.

“What about Nate?” Marybeth asked him. “Where is he?”

Joe said, “As soon as the chopper came over, Nate vanished. He didn’t want Portenson to see him and grab him. He knew we had to get April—or whoever she is—out of there fast.”

“Where is he now?”

Joe shrugged. “You know Nate. He’s probably hiding out with some falconer buddy of his. Those guys take care of each other.”

WHILE THEY WAITED for Marybeth to return, Joe looked up at the silent wall-mounted television and was surprised to see a visual of Leo Dyekman’s ranch house. He didn’t need to turn up the volume to follow the story. A local correspondent did a stand-up on the front lawn of the ranch house and theatrically gestured behind him. The camera zoomed in on the front door and panned across the crime scene tape. The initial on-the-scene report was followed by a clip of Portenson, flanked by local law enforcement, speaking behind a podium. Coon was at his left, avoiding the camera lens and looking uncomfortable. There was a photo of a handsome older man in a tuxedo identified as David Stenson, aka “Stenko,” who looked remarkably like Ernest Hemingway, Joe thought. Then came a grainy, poor-resolution photo of Robert standing in what looked like a rain forest. Joe guessed the image had been taken from the ClimateSavior.net website. A graphic read ARMIED and DANGEROUS. Joe guessed “armied” instead of “armed” was a result of the news staff’s hastily assembling the report.

The reporter on Dyekman’s lawn threw it back to the anchor, an attractive brunette who looked all of twenty-five years old and was obviously reading from a teleprompter by the way her eyes tracked across the screen. The face of Leo Dyekman filled the screen, followed by a Chicago Police Department booking photo of Nathanial Talich.

There was a long-distance helicopter shot of the mountains that zoomed in on the overturned vehicle on the floor of the canyon. Under the graphic IN CUSTODY was an old booking photo of Corey Talich.

Joe waited, hoping there would be news of the arrest of Stenko and Robert. Instead, the local news switched to an interview with a rancher complaining about his fences being knocked down by buffalo from Custer State Park.

MARYBETH FINALLY CAME back shaking her head, her face ashen.

Joe and Lucy looked up expectantly.

“She could almost be April,” Marybeth said. “She’s fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, it’s hard to tell. But she’s blond, tall, and attractive. I tried to convince myself that it might be her, that her looks had just changed as she got older. But no, it’s not her. Not at all.”

Joe said, “Is she awake?”

Marybeth was stoic. “No. She’s just out of surgery for her leg injury so she’s still under. But it isn’t the bullet wound that’s the problem. It’s the loss of blood. The doctor said blood loss was severe.”

Joe waited for a beat, said, “Is she going to be okay, then?”

Marybeth’s face twitched and her eyes filled with tears. “Maybe. Doubtful. They don’t know for sure. The emergency doctors said the blood loss could create something called hypovolemic shock. That’s when not enough blood flows through the organs. It made her heart beat too quickly and made her blood pressure drop. It could have long-term effects on her brain. When someone loses that much blood … they just don’t know what kind of internal damage was caused. It could be days before she wakes up, if she wakes up at all. And if she does, well, they just don’t know.”

Sheridan stirred and sat up rubbing sleep from her eyes. She said, “Who is she?”

“We don’t know,” Marybeth said. “She had no identification on her of any kind.”

Said Sheridan, “Why did she chose me? Why did she even start sending me texts?”

There was no answer to that.

“I mean, she knew all about us. Our pets, Lucy, everything. How could she know all that if she isn’t April?”

Joe and Marybeth exchanged looks. Joe hoped Marybeth had an answer.

Marybeth said, “I’ve been thinking about it. April wasn’t the only child in the Sovereign Camp that day. Maybe this girl knew April. Maybe they were friends and April told her all about us.”

Sheridan hugged herself, unconvinced. “Okay, but why would she text me? Doesn’t this girl have family of her own? Why me? Why us? And why would she wait so long after April told her about us to contact me?”

“There’s only one way we’re going to find out,” Joe said. “She’ll have to tell us.”

Lucy had listened to everything but said nothing. Finally, she declared, “April is still alive. This girl knows where she is.”

Marybeth sat on the couch next to Joe and Lucy and ran her fingers through Lucy’s hair. “If only it were so,” Marybeth said sadly.

JOE AND MARYBETH sent Sheridan and Lucy to the cafeteria so they could get dinner before it closed. It also gave them a chance to talk without the girls around.

Marybeth said, “One thing I do know is this girl, whoever she is, is all alone. Maybe someone somewhere has reported her missing, but we don’t know that. I have a feeling she’s been on her own for quite some time, though. I can’t ascribe her contacting Sheridan as some kind of malice on her part. I never even considered the possibility. She needs our help, Joe. Maybe this was her very strange way of asking.”

Joe said, “I was wondering how long it would take for you to say that.” He still couldn’t get over the shock of finally finding April, only to find out she was someone else.

Marybeth took both of Joe’s hands in hers and looked deeply into his eyes. “We’ve got to help her, Joe. Even if she’s not conscious, she needs to know we’re here and we care about her. Can you imagine waking up in a hospital and having no one—I mean no one—there to hold you?”

He shook his head. It was unimaginable.

She said softly, “Maybe it was supposed to happen this way. Maybe we’re being given a second chance to make up for what happened to April.”

Joe didn’t know what to say. The implications of Marybeth’s statement made it suddenly hard to breathe.

“Are you here for Janie Doe?” someone asked.

Joe and Marybeth looked over to find an overweight woman in an ill-fitting business suit carrying a clipboard. Her face was a facsimile of sympathy and understanding. Joe didn’t resent her for her show of false concern and expression of faux familiarity. He thought it must be tough to be her.

“Yes,” Marybeth said. “We’re here for her.”

“So you’re the parents?”

“We’re not her parents,” Marybeth said, shaking her head. “We’re here as, well, what are we, Joe?”

Joe shrugged. “We thought she was someone else,” he said to the hospital staffer.

The staffer, whose hospital ID read SARA MCDOUGAL, waited for more explanation with her eyebrows arched.

“I’m sorry,” McDougal said, finally, “so you’re not related or friends with Janie Doe in any way?”

Joe and Marybeth shook their heads, but Marybeth said, “We want to be here for her, though.”

“Even though you say you don’t know her?” McDougal said gently, trying to tamp down the doubt and suspicion that lurked beneath her question.

“That’s correct,” Marybeth said.

“Well, that’s interesting.”

Joe said, “Yup.”

McDougal made a point of reading the document on her clipboard studiously, although it was apparent she was really trying to figure out which way she wanted to go with the discussion. She said, “I hate to ask you at a time like this, especially given your, um, lack of a relationship with Janie Doe, but do you know who is responsible for paying for her medical care? Does she have insurance?”

“We have no idea,” Marybeth said flatly.

“Is she a resident of the county?”

Marybeth said, “I doubt it. We heard a rumor she might be from Chicago, but we’ve got no proof of that.”

“Does she qualify for Medicare? Medicaid? Does the State of Illinois have some kind of insurance for its residents?”

“I don’t know,” Marybeth said, steel in her voice.

“How are we going to resolve this?” McDougal asked. “Someone’s got to be responsible.”

“I’m losing my patience with you,” Marybeth said to her. “I know you have a form to fill out, but this is a very difficult situation without easy answers. We’ll work something out, I’m sure.”

After McDougal walked away, her heels clicking down the hallway, Joe asked Marybeth, “Work it out how? This is going to cost thousands of dollars. And if she requires long-term care … how can we help her?”

He was surprised when Marybeth responded with a slight conspiratorial smile. “I’ve got an idea,” she said.

Before she could explain, Coon stormed down the hallway. “Joe, there you are. Stenko and Robert’s trail has gone cold and we need to talk. Do you have a minute?”

“Slow down,” Joe said to Coon. “Let me introduce my wife, Marybeth. Marybeth, this is Special Agent Chuck Coon of the FBI.”

Coon took a breath and said to her, “I’m sorry I was rude. I have better manners than that.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” she said. “Thank you for what you did to rescue the … girl in here.”

Joe could tell she struggled through the last few words.

Coon was confused and looked to Joe for an explanation.

“It’s not April Keeley,” Joe said. “We don’t know who she is and we won’t know unless she comes out of her coma.”

“What?” Coon cried, and bent forward at the waist with his palms out, as if someone had delivered a blow to the back of his neck. “I was hoping she could help us find Stenko. She’s the only one who knows what they’re up to or what they might do next.”

“She can’t talk,” Joe said.

“She may never talk,” Marybeth added softly. “She has very little brain activity. They don’t know if they can bring her back.”

He turned and walked away, cupping the top of his head with his hand, saying, “Jesus, help us.”

Joe said to Marybeth, “I’ll just be a minute.”

“Take your time,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

JOE FOLLOWED COON down the stairs and out through a heavy door marked EMERGENCY EXIT—DO NOT OPEN into a side parking lot of the hospital. The night was crisp and cool, the stars beaming through light cloud cover.

Coon fished a pack of cigarettes out of his sport coat and tapped one out.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” Joe said.

“Officially, I don’t,” Coon said, lighting up. “I haven’t for the past year. Want one?”

“No thanks.”

“So did she say anything at all before she went under?” Coon asked. “Anything at all?”

Joe shook his head.

“Man, this is terrible. Portenson sent me here to question her. We need to know what she knows.”

“Sorry.”

“Yeah, me too. Like I said, Stenko’s trail has gone cold. Portenson’s pulled out all the stops to find him as fast as we can. His name and photo is out nationwide, and he’s doing press conferences and interviews one after the other. We’ve got the national cable news networks interested, and they’re lining up.”

Joe said, “I saw it on the news. I was surprised you guys went so high-profile so fast.”

Coon nodded and sucked on his cigarette. “Yeah, me too. We’ve really got our necks out there this time. With all the stuff that’s been happening with the Bureau in general and our incident this morning in particular, we can’t afford to screw this up worse than it’s already been screwed up. And my boss is nearly crazed. He knows if he doesn’t deliver Stenko within twenty-four hours and make that incident this morning peripheral to the big arrest, he’ll look like an idiot. We’ll all look like idiots.”

“But if you find him,” Joe said, “it may turn out to be Portenson’s ticket out of here.”

“That’s what he’s thinking,” Coon said. “You know how the bureaucracy works. He doesn’t even want to consider any other outcome at this point. Which brings us back to the situation at hand. Is there anything we can do to get that girl to talk?”

Joe said, “You’re starting to piss me off, Chuck. There’s an unknown teenage girl in there fighting for her life. As far as we know she’s completely innocent—maybe even a kidnap victim. My family’s been turned upside down. Show a little compassion, will you?”

Coon stopped pacing and looked Joe over. He said, “I’m sorry. You’re right. But I’m not sure what to do. Every minute Stenko is getting farther away and we don’t even know what direction.”

Joe leaned back against the brick wall of the hospital and bent a knee so his boot rested against it as well. “Are you searching the area of the crash?”

Coon said, “The sheriff has his people all over it. Your governor agreed to send troopers and DCI personnel. So far, no one’s reported anything.”

“Have they checked with all the local ranchers? Found out if they saw Stenko or Robert?”

“Yeah, all of that. Not all the ranchers were there, though, which leads us to believe that maybe the Stensons found a vehicle somewhere and took the owner with them.”

Joe whistled. He knew it would be a matter of time before someone local reported a missing person. But given the isolation of the area where residents might not see each other for days—or realize someone was not there—the delay could be fatal to the investigation.

“The pressure’s on,” Coon said needlessly, tossing the cigarette aside and digging for another. “When we left the crash scene with the injured girl, we might have lost our chance to get on top of Stenko and Robert. They couldn’t have gotten very far at that point. We might have been able to run them down.”

“You did the right thing,” Joe said. “You saved her life bringing her here.”

Coon snorted. “Fat lot of good that’s going to do me now.” Then, looking up, “I’m sorry I just said that. Really. You’re right, Joe. But you don’t have to be the one to tell Portenson what’s happened.”

“I’d like you to find them, too,” Joe said. “The only way we might be able to learn about who is up there in that hospital room is to find out from Stenko.”

“I might need a couple of drinks before I tell Portenson,” Coon said. “I’ve seen him blow up a couple of times and it’s not a good experience. I think my skin actually blistered the last time.”

Joe barely heard the last part of the sentence. He was recalling what Marybeth had asked him about Nate, and how he’d assured her Nate would be just fine. But would Nate, being Nate, seek sanctuary so he could hole up? Or would he …

Joe said, “Give me your cellphone. I might know how to find them.”
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South of Devils Tower

EARLIER THAT AFTERNOON, as the thumping bass beat of the FBI helicopter faded away into the sky miles behind him, Nate Romanowski crossed a shallow creek and saw that someone had been there before him.

He was halfway across the creek, hopping from one exposed river rock to another to keep his boots dry, when he noticed that the side of the basketball-sized rock he was about to step on was glistening with moisture. It had been splashed as if someone had stepped on it, slid off, and wetted it. He paused and looked carefully downstream and up the creek. The water was cold and clear if not more than four inches deep, and there were sandy pockets downstream from the cluster of river rocks he was using to cross. The creek was perfect habitat for brook trout. He should have seen them shooting from the sandy pockets to the shadows like small dark comets as he loomed above them. But there were no fish to be seen. Which meant someone had already spooked them.

And in the mud on the far bank was a fresh footprint with chocolate-colored water swirling in the depression of a half-moon-shaped heel.

He bent down and studied it. The shoe that had made the print had a smooth sole and a squared-off toe. Not cowboy boots or Vibram hikers. A city shoe.

He stood up and rubbed his chin.

His intention before seeing the footprint was to continue down the creek until it joined a stream and to follow that stream to Sundance. He had an old friend in Sundance, a falconer and Special Forces operative he’d not seen in years but who would take him in.

But when he thought about it, and he looked at the moisture on the rock and the city shoe print in the mud, he changed his mind and his destination. And he checked the loads in his .454 Casull.

ONCE HE WAS on them, their tracks became more glaring. Aspen leaves covering the trail were crushed into the ground by the prints, and spider’s webs that had been spun knee high had been breached and halved so that the threads seemed to reach across the opening in an effort to rejoin. There were two men ahead of him, all right. They were taking an old game trail south, mashing old and new deer tracks and mountain lion tracks. Different shoes; the squaretoed hipster shoe that had left the track on the creek bank and a more traditional businessman’s shoe—worn heels, a rounded toe—that sank deeper into the ground because the wearer was heavier. The businessman’s stride was inconsistent, the right foot flaring off the game trail with regularity, while the square-toed shoe proceeded relentlessly down the middle of the trail.

Stenko and Robert.

As he tracked them and observed their path, Nate paused often to stop and listen. They weren’t that far ahead of him. But he heard no voices or sounds.

The tracks stopped at a rusted three-strand barbed-wire fence stapled to gnarled pitch wood posts. On the base of the nearest post there was a collection of old C-shaped staples on the ground in the grass, indicating that they’d stepped on the wires like stairs to climb over the barrier, but weight—probably Stenko’s—had overburdened the staples and popped them out. Because the wires were now free, it was easy to press them down and throw a leg over and continue.

The boughs of the old-growth pine trees closed over his head, and he walked in shadow. Following their trail was simple now, as the forest floor was carpeted with dry yellowed pine needles that had scattered on the periphery of every footfall.

Ahead, less than a quarter mile, sunlight poured through the trees. There was an opening.

The afternoon suddenly filled with the sharp barking of dogs. Nate dropped to his haunches. The eruption of barks echoed through the timber and originated a quarter mile or so ahead of him. Nate imagined the scenario: Stenko and Robert had just broken from the trees and were approaching a ranch house. Most ranches had a small pack of dogs roaming the premises whose purpose was to alert the rancher to the appearance of strangers.

THROUGH THE SCOPE of his .454, Nate watched the proceedings. He was looking for a good shot.

The ranch itself was ancient. Front and center was an unpainted clapboard house with shutters and shake shingles on the roof so weathered they were the color of concrete. There were several dark and sagging outbuildings to the side of the main house and a post-and-rail corral. In the corral near the barn three steers and a swaybacked blue roan grazed on haphazard piles of hay. The barn on the grounds sagged as well, and what little white paint remained on it curled from the siding like dried worms. The dogs he had heard barking all sat in front of the ripped screen door on a porch, looking at the opening as if awaiting someone to open it and throw food to them. He could see no human activity.

Next to the barn, in sharp contrast to the buildings, was a new-model black Ford F-350 pickup crew cab.

He thought: Stenko and Robert are inside with whoever lives here. And like all ranchers, no matter the circumstances, the owner drove a state-of-the-art pickup truck. Priorities.

THE DOGS BACKPEDALED comically as the screen door was pushed out, clearing the way for whoever was inside to exit. Nate thumbed back the hammer on his revolver and squinted through the scope.

The first person he saw was an older bald man in his sixties or seventies wearing a pearl-snap-button yellow shirt, suspenders, and worn Wranglers. The man was unshaven and bespectacled in yellowed horn-rimmed glasses. His bald head was paper white on top and there was a clear line mid-forehead where his absent hat shielded the sun, while the rest of his face and neck were nut-brown. He held his hands out in front of him like he didn’t know where they should go.

Nate swiveled his weapon slightly to the right and his scope filled with the handsome, square-jawed face of Robert Stenson, who was immediately behind the rancher. But as he swept his weapon, he saw the pistol Robert held and the muzzle of it was pressed into the back of the neck of the rancher as he guided him outside. Nate’s finger tightened on the trigger but the rancher stopped on the porch and backed up into the crosshairs.

“Shit,” Nate whispered to himself.

The rancher was saying something over his shoulder to Robert. Nate peered above the scope. He couldn’t hear what the discussion was about, but he knew it was an argument. Without the aid of the telescopic site, he could see that Robert and the rancher were nose to nose, yapping.

“Step aside,” Nate whispered to the rancher. “Give me a clean shot and I’ll lend you money for paint.”

But the rancher kept it up until Robert closed in, lowered his gun and shoved the rancher ahead of him toward the pickup. Immediately behind them, an older man appeared in the doorway: Stenko.

Nate rotated his weapon again and peered through the scope. For a moment, the crosshairs kissed Stenko’s forehead. Until he ducked and Nate could see only the shadowed interior of the ranch house.

Again, Nate sat back and glared.

Stenko was doubled over, both hands on his belly. Nate could hear him moan. Despite that, Robert pushed the old rancher toward the pickup, staying so close behind him they looked like their belts were fastened together. Whatever dispute they had was over. Robert was in charge.

The two of them were now blocked by the pickup. Nate heard the door open and saw Robert push the rancher into the cab. Stenko was right behind them, still bent over, and he vanished into the back seat of the cab before Nate could fire.

The motor ground and took, and the pickup did a fast turn in the ranch yard toward a weathered two-track.

And they were gone.

NATE HOLSTERED HIS gun and jogged across the ranch yard toward the barn and outbuildings. Ranchers always had extra vehicles, and in his experience the keys were usually in them. His boots crunched through the gravel and he got a glimpse of machinery in the shadows of the barn so he veered toward it.

Which was when he heard a muffled squeal, and a crash inside the house.

He paused. In the barn was a vehicle he could borrow so he could stay close to Stenko and Robert and the kidnapped rancher. But someone or something was in the house. The dogs watched him from the front porch as if wondering what his decision could be. That they didn’t bark at him seemed unremarkable at the time. For his entire life, he’d had an odd, tranquilizing effect on some animals. He had no explanation for it.

Nate sighed, shooed the dogs aside, and entered the old ranch house. It smelled of cooked meat and old people. The décor looked frozen in time from 1972—avocado-colored appliances, gold shag carpeting, a digital clock radio on the kitchen counter with large red numerals.

In the living room, a large woman in a floral printed dress was on her side on the floor in a hardback chair in the living room. Her arms were bound behind her back and her bare mottled ankles were tied to the chair legs with duct tape. The hem of her dress was pulled up because of her fall, exposing a meaty white leg. She had white hair, metal-framed glasses that made her big eyes look even bigger, and a sock in her mouth. She squirmed against her bindings, which consisted of shrugging her shoulders and wagging her head from side to side. He could see where she’d managed to wriggle across the carpeted floor and overturn a small telephone stand by banging it with her head. The phone lay useless near her hair. The cord had been cut.

The way she glanced down at her leg said to Nate she was embarrassed by the exposure.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She said, “Ooof.”

Nate said, “Don’t worry, I’m one of the good guys. I’m not going to hurt you. Who put the sock in your mouth?”

He flipped her dress back down and righted her chair before cutting the tape free with his Buck knife. She came up flailing and talking.

“They took him, they took Walter with them. They tied me to that chair and left me like that. I could have suffocated and died. The dogs could have come in through the screen and eaten me! It might have been days before anyone found me. And they marched Walter out of here at the point of a gun.”

Said Nate, “Do you have any idea where they’re going?”

She shook her head, “No. They didn’t say.”

“Do you have a car I could use? A truck?”

“In the barn,” she said, gesturing outside. “Walter! They took him. I just can’t believe he’s gone. He has a doctor’s appointment in Rapid City tomorrow. He’s been having, you know, incontinence issues. He’s not a well man, and it’s taken me months to convince him to go to the doctor at all—and now this!”

She reached out with both hands and squeezed Nate’s forearm. “He could die out there, you know. He doesn’t get out much. It’s been years since he’s been any farther away than Rapid City.”

“Call the sheriff,” Nate said. “Let them know what happened and give them a good description of your pickup, including the license number. I’ve got to go.”

“They cut the cord,” she said, shaking her head with disgust. “We have another phone in the bedroom and they cut that, too. Why did those men do this to us? Are they outlaws or something? The older one seemed kind of nice. The younger one—he gave me the willies.”

Nate remembered the cellphone Joe had given him and pulled it out of his pocket and flipped it open.

“Forget that,” she said. “We don’t have cell service here.”

She was right—it read NO SIGNAL.

“Who are you, anyway? Why are you here?”

“Long story,” Nate said.

“Where’s my Walter? What are they going to do with him? He has a doctor’s appointment in Rapid City tomorrow.”

“You mentioned that,” Nate said, turning toward the screen door. “Look, I’ll send somebody here for you since you don’t have a phone. And I’ll do my best to find Walter.”

“Please, please,” she said, hugging herself. “He’s all I’ve got. And he’s got that appointment—I don’t want him to miss it.”

The screen door banged behind him.

THERE WERE PICKUP trucks from the seventies, eighties, and nineties parked side by side in the barn as well as a huge sedan with tailfins. The keys were in them, but none of them would start. The pickup from the nineties wouldn’t even turn over because the battery had been cannibalized for use somewhere else. Nate kicked the bumper in anger, then ran back in the house. Walter’s wife was sitting at the table, still stunned.

“I’m not having any luck out there,” Nate said. “Can I borrow whatever it is you drive?”

“I don’t drive,” she said, “haven’t for years. When I need to go to town Walter drives me. I guess I could learn but I keep putting it off …”

“Do you have anything that runs?” Nate asked, cutting in.

“The tractor runs,” she said.

“No, something faster.”

She tapped her chin with her index finger. “Well, Walter keeps his dirt bike out in the shed for irrigating. That runs.”

“Thanks,” Nate said, banging the door again.

THE DIRT BIKE was stripped down, battered, and muddy. A squared-off irrigation shovel was mounted into a PVC pipe Walter had fashioned and wired to the frame. The key was in it and Nate got it going on the third kick. The motor revved and popped is if were spitting mad, and the shed filled with acrid blue exhaust.

He guided it out through the door into the ranch yard and sat back in the saddle, getting used to the feel of it. The speedometer was broken, the dial frozen at 58 miles per hour. The gas gauge showed empty, but he hoped it was broken as well. The tachometer worked, as did the head-lamp. As he raced through the gears he shot a backward glance over his shoulder.

Walter’s wife stood at the screen door, dabbing her face with a handkerchief with one hand, waving goodbye to him with her other.

He didn’t know Walter, but he wanted to return him unharmed. He had a doctor’s appointment, after all.

NATE’S TOUGHEST DECISION was when he reached the T of the two-lane highway. Robert and Stenko had either turned north, toward Devils Tower, or south, away from it. Nate knew if he didn’t make the correct choice, it was the difference between tailing them and possibly saving Walter or losing them forever. He turned south on U.S. 85 and opened up the throttle. The shovel head hummed in the wind and chunks of dried mud shook loose from under the dented fenders of the bike.

A lime-green Volkswagen beetle was in his lane. As he passed it, the faces of two college-age girls rotated toward him. The back of their car was crammed with boxes, pillows, lamps. Kids on their way to school to start the fall semester.

He read in their puzzled expressions that he must look like a demented farmer who’d lost his way.

NATE TORE THROUGH Newcastle and didn’t stop. The dirt bike was starting to wear him down. His face stung from airborne insects that felt like pinpricks when they hit his skin. His hands and arms quivered from the hard vibration of the handlebars. The insides of his thighs burned because the motor was running so hot. He wondered if Walter had ever even taken the bike out on the open road and doubted the rancher had ever run it at highway speeds. It was like riding an electric razor.

A lone convenience store and gas station squatted in the desert brush at Mule Creek Junction. Nate glanced down at his gas gauge—still showing empty—and swung into the gravel lot.

He filled the tank and rubbed his face with his shaking free hand. If there was a car or truck of any kind for sale at Mule Creek Junction, he swore he’d buy it for cash or steal it if necessary. But the only vehicle—a dark red Ford Ranger pickup with bald tires—belonged to the attendant, a shockingly white middle-aged man with a dark maroon pompadour. When Nate went in to pay for the gas, the store was dark and crowded with ubiquitous snack racks and low-priced merchandise found at every truck stop in America. The owner apparently had a pawnshop operation going as well and had a wall filled with used firearms, auto parts, CDs, golf clubs, and dozens of other items tagged and stacked in two piles. He contemplated buying one of the AK-47s on the wall to take with him, but the idea of roaring down the highway in his shoulder holster and an AK strapped to his back was just too Mad Max.

The attendant arched his eyebrows like a fellow conspirator and said, “Don’t assume the AK can’t be converted to full auto by someone who knows what they’re doing.”

Nate said, “I know that. I’ve done it. But I’m not interested right now. Just the gas, please.” He dug into his wallet and handed the attendant a $100 bill from a stack of them. “Unless you’re looking to sell your Ranger out front?”

The attendant looked up. “Then how would I get home?”

“I’m riding a bike. I’ll leave it. I won’t even deduct it from the balance.”

“I’m afraid I can’t sell the Ranger to you. It ain’t mine. It belongs to my intended, Jenny Lee. I’m just keeping it running until she gets out of the women’s prison in Lusk. Sorry.”

Nate shrugged.

The attendant said, “You look lost, mister. Can I help you with directions?”

Nate glared at him. “I’m not lost.”

The attendant nodded at the dirt bike outside. “Thought maybe you were looking for a motocross track or something. There’s one over by Edgemont.”

“No. I’m looking for a black Ford pickup.”

The attendant paused while he made change. “F-350? Crew cab? Crook County plates?”

Nate’s voice raised a click when he said, “Yes.”

The man nodded. “They were through here a half hour or so ago. Saw an old rancher type inside without a hat. You can always tell a rancher by his tan line. And then some Dapper Dan type comes in and gives me a $100 bill, just like you did. I ain’t seen two $100 bills in a single day since, well, I don’t know.”

Narrowing his eyes, Nate said, “Did you see anyone else in the truck?”

The attendant pursed his lips and looked at the ceiling for a moment. “I had the impression there was someone in the back seat. I didn’t see him outright, but the Dapper Dan guy turned around in the front seat and it looked like he was talking to someone before he came in.”

“Did the rancher look okay?”

“He looked old and crabby. Typical rancher.”

Nate nodded. “They were still headed south on Eighty-five?” He asked because at the junction there was a road back into South Dakota.

“Yup, south,” the man said. “Mind if I ask you why you’re chasin’ them on a dirt bike?”

Said Nate, “Yeah, I mind.”

“Okay, okay, calm down,” the man said, raising both of his palms to Nate.

“I’m perfectly calm.”

Nate asked the attendant to call the sheriff after he left. “There’s a woman all alone in a ranch house between Upton and Osage, about six miles from the highway. Her phone is out and she might need help. Her husband’s name is Walter, but I didn’t get a last name. You might ask the sheriff to swing by there to check on her.”

The man studied him for a beat, said, “I can do that.” Then: “You have bugs on your face. Doesn’t that hurt when they hit?” If there wasn’t genuine sympathy in the attendant’s tone, Nate thought he might have been tempted to pistol-whip him.

“Yeah, it hurts,” he admitted.

“I heard a story once,” the attendant said, leaning on the counter with $82 of Nate’s change still in his hand. “This guy was riding without protection like you and he ran square into a big old bumblebee. The bee struck him right in the forehead,” the man said, putting the tip of his finger on his own forehead as if Nate didn’t know where it was, “and it was just like a bullet, the impact of that damned bee. He never knew what hit him. The force of that bee knocked him silly and he spun out. He died a few days later in the hospital. Never even woke up.” As he ended his story, the attendant widened his eyes for emphasis.

Nate reached out for his change. “If he didn’t know what hit him and he died, how in the hell do you know it was a bee?”

The attendant nodded wisely. “It’s just a story I heard. I wasn’t there. What I was getting at is, do you wanna buy a helmet?”

NORTH OF LUSK in his new German army helmet fitted with a darkened plastic face mask, Nate braced himself and cranked the hand-grip accelerator back as far as it would go. The motor went into a high-pitched whine, and he prepared for the bike to shake apart. But he needed to locate the black Ford before it got to Lusk to see what direction it would head. There were three choices: west on US 18 toward Manville and I-25; east to Chadron, Nebraska; on US 20; or farther south on 85 toward Fort Laramie and Rangeland. Although he’d been trying to think it through, he had no idea at all where Robert and Stenko were going. He wasn’t sure even they knew.

Maybe a hospital, he thought. Stenko was obviously in pain.

Dusk threw gold light over the tops of the rolling hills and deep shadows into the draws. It was getting cooler. His back ached and his muscles were screaming at him from the constant vibration. His right inside calf was soaked with hot oil the motor was throwing off.

He topped a hill so fast he caught a few inches of air. The lights of the town of Lusk were splayed out ahead of him at the bottom of the rise. And the brake lights of a black Ford F-350 winked a mile ahead as the pickup slowed down at the town limits.

Because of the whine and the wind, Nate almost didn’t feel the burring of Joe’s cellphone in his front jeans pocket.
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North of Rangeland, Wyoming

AFTER AN HOUR of smoldering silence, Robert said, “I blame you for everything bad that’s happened.” Although he held the gun on his lap and the muzzle was pointed generally at the rancher, who drove, Robert was speaking directly to his father in the back seat.

Stenko, through gritted teeth, said, “I’m shocked.” Despite his condition, he still managed to project sarcasm. Maybe sarcasm was the last thing to go, he hoped.

The fight they’d had was vicious. It started when Stenko studied the numbers Leo had written on the napkin and said, “That rotten son of a bitch. These aren’t account numbers. These are the phone numbers of all of my Indian casinos. He just didn’t put hyphens in the numbers so you can’t tell at first. That rotten son of a bitch.”

And Robert realized what Stenko was saying—that the $28 million was out of reach.

“When I say everything, I mean everything,” Robert said bitterly. “I’m not just talking about the last two weeks when you corrupted me and made me see and do things I’d never even imagined. I’m not just talking about your great friend Leo who gave us worthless phone numbers. I’m talking about my whole life. Not to mention my entire generation. You people have ruined everything for us with your greed and your predatory consumption of all the resources of the planet. It’s like you were a bunch of drunks on the greatest bender of all time. You sucked everything dry and left us nothing but shit. When I think about it now, where I am, I think, How fucking selfish can you be?”

Stenko took it all like lashes that didn’t really hurt. Instead, he sat up enough to see clearly out of the window near his feet. Man, what a night. The long vibrant Technicolor dusk that dominated the western half of the sky for a half hour had faded into an exhausted twilight of blue-grays and midnight blue. Hard pitiless stars grew in intensity as the sky went black. The sliver of a moon looked like an afterthought.

“Do you ever think about what you left us?” Robert asked, his voice higher than normal.

Stenko said, “Doesn’t it matter that I’m doing everything I can to make it up to you?”

“It’s not enough,” Robert said with a snarl. “There are too many sins of the father.”

He was angry, manic. Stenko figured Robert was going to vent at him until he could reach some kind of equilibrium and calm back down. In the meantime, though, Stenko just let it roll. He threw his attention toward the dregs of the big western sunset and thought about how few sunsets he’d actually studied in his lifetime and what he’d missed. To think that this fireworks display occurred every night of the year—amazing. And there was no cost of admission. All one had to do was watch it. The thought of that—just watching the sunsets—hit him like a hammer. So simple. And it had taken more than six decades to experience the joy of a great sunset. How could that be possible?

It was then he knew this was it. It was crushingly disappointing for him to think that his last actual thoughts on earth might be about how beautiful the sunsets could be in Wyoming. He wanted more than that. He wanted some kind of reward, some measure of wisdom. Something from heaven. But maybe, he thought, God had priorities and a pathetic gangster from Chicago was pretty low on the list. He could live with that, so to speak. But in his hope for wisdom, he was stuck on how mundane his insights were. And when he put them into words, ah!—it was awful. They tended to resemble the phrases on the posters mounted to the ceiling he used to read in agony while on his back in the dental hygienist’s office. Crap like:

HAPPY IS THE HEART THAT HOLDS A FRIEND.

HE WHO LAUGHS … LASTS!

HARD WORK IS THE YEAST THAT RAISES THE DOUGH.

On it went. Sappy bromides from another era. Crap from hayseed publications like Grit Magazine, the only subscription his mother ever had.

Now here he was, wondering if he’d seen his last sunset and wondering if they’d always been that great. He doubted it. He wanted to think 99 percent of the time the sunsets sucked and no one noticed. That maybe this one was special.

And he almost completely tuned out Robert going on and on and on about how it was all his fault that Robert was wretched.

Stenko was ready to take responsibility for Robert’s wretchedness. It was just that he’d rather do so on his own terms. What a mistake it had been to try and reunite the family. How ridiculous it was that he’d fallen into a kind of pathetic role-reversal: the father desperately trying to gain some kind of approval from the son. Stenko realized how stupid it had been, how quixotic. To think that he could pick up the son who hated his guts and a girl who resembled Carmen and to somehow assemble them into what he remembered fondly as his only real family … was a failure. April/Carmen died once again and Robert turned violent and then lost his mind. Stenko smiled with cynicism when he contemplated how badly it had gone. All Robert cared about was his silly website and his vapid efforts to save the planet. He didn’t know what April had wanted, and that continued to haunt him. April was special. What had happened to her was unfair. That she’d died in the crash Robert had carelessly instigated by grabbing for the cash in the box was more than tragic.

His attention drifted back over to Robert, who was still yammering.

“Al Gore said something recently that sounded like he was talking directly to me,” Robert said, “as if he were a human oracle who could anticipate my problems and address them directly.”

Stenko said, “A Gore-acle.”

The rancher chuckled and quickly looked away.

“What?” Robert asked.

“Never mind,” Stenko said. “What did he say?”

Robert snorted triumphantly. Stenko thought it was one of the five Robert gestures that at least came across as sincere.

Robert looked him in the eyes and said, “‘Future generations may well have occasion to ask themselves, “What were our parents thinking? Why didn’t they wake up when they had a chance?” We have to hear that question from them, now.’”

Finally, after several moments, Stenko said, “So do you want an answer or do you just want to ask the question?”

Robert narrowed his eyes. “What is your answer, Father?” Sarcasm dripped.

“My answer is I was too goddamned busy to contemplate the question. Not everyone has the time to sit around and be bitter like your generation of thumb-suckers, Robert.”

Again, the rancher chortled.

Robert angrily raised his pistol and pointed it at the rancher’s temple. “You stay out of this. This is between me and my dad.”

“Don’t shoot him,” Stenko said lazily from the back seat. “If you shoot him, we’ll crash again. One car crash a day is my limit.”

Walter the rancher said, “Can I ask how far you boys are going to take me from home?”

Robert said, “As far as we want to. Now shut the hell up and drive.”

Stenko didn’t like the dismissive way Robert talked to the old rancher. He also knew Robert wouldn’t want to leave a witness who could tell the cops which way they were headed and describe the vehicle. Robert had turned out to be much more cold-blooded than Stenko thought possible. And so damned bitter.

“I’ve got a question for you,” Stenko said to Robert. “Why in the hell is it you feel like you’re entitled to a perfect world? No other generation ever thought they were, I don’t think. What’s so special about yours that you can blame me for your misery?”

Robert rolled his eyes with contempt. “Maybe because no other generation was handed a planet ready to burn up. Maybe because we’re better informed and we know that.”

Stenko said, “So if you’re all so smart with your computers and iPhones and technology, why don’t you fix the problems you’re complaining about? You just want to blame other people—me—and bitch and moan. It’s your turn now, so why don’t you solve all these problems?”

“What do you think we’ve been doing, Dad?” Robert said as if talking to a child. “It’s hard to make up for a lifetime of abuse in a couple of weeks, you old fool.”

Stenko decided he didn’t want to argue anymore. His son’s words cut him deeper than he thought possible. No one had ever called him a fool, or to his knowledge ever thought of him as one. It hurt.

Robert was what he was, thought what he thought, believed what he believed. Stenko gritted his teeth and said, “So how much do I still have on my balance? I assume you’re going to apply the cash to my debt. How much is left?”

“Why are you asking?”

“Because I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be around, son. I feel like my insides are on fire. I’ve taken so much morphine, I’m an inch away from killing myself with an overdose. I want to know what my balance is.”

Robert said, “Twenty-four million.”

Stenko was suddenly angry again. “That’s ridiculous. It keeps growing the more I do to offset it. How can that be?”

Robert wheeled around in his seat, his eyes flashing. “Goddammit, Dad, haven’t you listened to a thing I’ve been saying to you? Your lifestyle is such that your carbon footprint just keeps growing. You still own the casinos, right? You still own all of the real estate in Chicago and down south, right? And you don’t have access to your own cash. Every minute that goes by, your footprint gets bigger. You haven’t done enough or paid enough to offset the damage you’ve caused.”

Stenko sighed and let his head drop back into the cushions. “But I’ve done everything I can,” he said. “I’ve run around the country doing all these things. I killed for you—”

Robert cut him off. “That wasn’t for me, Dad. It isn’t my debt. It’s yours. Don’t you dare say what you did was for me. It was for you, so you could try to get to below zero, remember?”

“But you’re the one keeping score,” Stenko said. “You’re the one I’m trying to get to forgive me.”

“Don’t give me that role. I didn’t ask for it.”

Stenko closed his eyes and tried not to grind his teeth against the pain.

In the front seat, he heard Robert ask the rancher, “What the hell is that out there on the prairie? It’s lit up like an obscene riverboat or something. But it’s not a boat, is it?”

The rancher said, “That’s a power plant.”

“What kind is it?”

“Coal-fired,” the rancher said. “Coal trains come down from Gillette.”

Suddenly, Robert was talking to Stenko again. He said excitedly, “Dad, we might have just found it. We might have just found your way to salvation. It’s a miracle because there it is out there, right when and where we need it.”

Stenko had no idea what Robert was talking about. He didn’t care. He wondered if he would last the night.

“How long has that single headlight been behind us?” Robert asked the rancher.

“Since Lusk,” the rancher said.

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Why should I? You think the sheriff is chasin’ us on a motorcycle? Is that what you think?”

“You know, I don’t have any problem putting a bullet in your brain. You’re a damned rancher. You’re as much of a problem to the planet as my dad. I think you’re both useless.”

The rancher said nothing.

Robert said, “Take that exit. I want to check something out.”
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Rapid City

JOE ENTERED THE reception area after his discussion with Coon and strode over to Marybeth where she sat in an armchair. She looked up expectantly, and he squatted down beside her. Both Sheridan and Lucy were asleep on vinyl couches, and he didn’t want to wake them up if he could help it.

His voice was soft but urgent. “Coon managed to track the location of my cellphone. Nate is just about to enter the town of Rangeland from the north.”

Marybeth said, “Rangeland? What’s in Rangeland?”

“Other than Stenko and Robert, I don’t know.”

“That’s enough, isn’t it?”

He nodded. “I’m going with them. They’re getting their helicopter ready at the airport, and we’re leaving in five minutes.”

“Any idea how long you’ll be gone?”

He shook his head. “I’m not sure. But I think this will all be over soon.”

She reached out and touched his cheek with her fingertips and glided them over his stubble. He knew she was thinking of Janie Doe when she said, “I hope Stenko can help us. When I think of that poor girl in there, I want to cry. It’s like she’s no one. No name, no anything. We’ve got to find out who she is, Joe.”

“Maybe Stenko …” he said.

“Let’s hope so.”

“Have the doctors said anything more?”

She pursed her lips. “I talked to one of them a few minutes ago. He said there’s been some brain activity, but it’s sporadic. She may or may not regain consciousness.”

Joe waited a beat while the significance of what Marybeth said gained hold. “Ever?” he asked.

“Maybe,” she said. “It’s possible she might come out of it. It’s happened before, I guess. This is where doctors become observers instead of experts—they’re hoping for a miracle just like we are. But he said there’s nothing they can do other than keep a close eye on her.”

Joe stood. “Maybe you should take the girls to a hotel. They shouldn’t be sleeping here.”

“I’ll wait awhile,” she said. “In case Janie wakes up. But yes, I’ll find a place near here and get the girls a decent place to sleep.”

He put his hand behind her head and gently pulled her toward him and kissed her. He wasn’t sure what to say.

“Let me know as soon as you find out something,” she said.

“I will,” he said. “You, too.”

On the way out of the room, Joe lightly brushed Sheridan and Lucy with his hand so as not to wake them.

But Sheridan opened her eyes. She said, “You’re leaving without me?”

“Yes.”

She blinked back sudden tears.

Said Joe, “We make a good team. You were great, darling.”

“But you’re leaving me behind.”

“This time, yes.” He said, trying not to look over at Marybeth, who was no doubt watching the exchange with concern.

Sheridan turned away and stared out the window into the dark.

Joe squeezed her shoulder as he left.

THE LAST TIME he’d been in a helicopter, Joe recalled, was when he was doing an elk trend count north of Buffalo. The experience had been harrowing and he’d been violently airsick, much to the amusement of the contract pilot who, he thought, made many unnecessary swoops and fast turns.

The feeling all came rushing back as the aircraft roared, lifted and the lights of Rapid City started to rush by outside his window. Instinctively, he shifted his weight toward the center of the craft. He tried not to look down.

There were four seats in the chopper. The pilot and Portenson were up front behind the Plexiglas bubble, and Joe and Coon were directly behind them. All were strapped in, and Joe was the only one without a headset. It was too loud inside to talk normally, so he observed. He was curious why they’d invited him along and suspected Portenson was up to something. The senior agent had not stopped talking on his headset since they lifted off. Coon was listening in, adding things, scanning the ground as it shot by. The wash of lights from town was soon behind them. He gripped the armrests with all of his strength and tried not to notice that his stomach was churning. Stars and the sliver of moon filled the Plexiglas and framed the pilot. The flight deck was awash in ambient-lighted gauges and digital numerical readouts.

He jumped when Coon tapped him on the hand. Joe looked over and saw Coon gesturing toward a headset hung up on the back of Portenson’s seat. Still gripping the chair with his right hand, Joe put his hat, crown down, on his lap and fumbled with the headset until it was free, and managed to adjust it on his head. Coon reached over and clicked a switch on Joe’s armrest to channel A, which was internal to the craft.

“You okay?” Coon asked. His voice was clear, if detached. It seemed odd to be talking through electronics to someone three feet away.

“I hate flying.”

“I can tell.”

“How long before we get there?”

“Thirty minutes, maybe.”

Joe groaned.

“Joe, there’s a lot going on right now. Agent Portenson is in contact with the Rangeland PD and Platte County Sheriff’s Office. They know Stenko and Robert are in town, but we’ve asked them not to intercept them yet until we can figure out what they might be doing. For all we know, they’re going to a hospital or getting a room at a motel. We don’t want the Stensons to know we’re on to them.”

“Okay,” Joe said.

“I’m also in contact with our HQ. Your cellphone has stopped moving. It’s been pinging the same tower for ten minutes. That might mean the Stensons have stopped moving, too. But we need to find out.”

Joe nodded, seeing where this was going.

“We need you to make a call to your phone and get some information.”

Joe shot a glance in front of him to confirm his suspicion that Portenson had stopped talking to the Rangeland PD and was listening in. Yup, he was. And now he knew the reason they’d brought him along.

“I’ll call on one condition,” Joe said. “That the two of you swear that you’ll confine your actions to apprehending the Stensons and nothing beyond that.”

“I knew it,” Portenson said, breaking in. “You’ve got Nate Romanowski down there.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Who the hell else would it be?” Portenson spat.

Coon and Joe exchanged looks. Joe could tell Coon would make the deal. Portenson was the wild card.

“He’s a fugitive,” Portenson said. “And he pisses me off.”

Joe didn’t push. He waited. He ran the scenario through his mind.

Finally, he saw Portenson fire a punch through the air and heard him say, “Okay, damn you. We’ll confine our operations to the Stensons only. We won’t even think about who is down there with your cellphone.”

“You’ve burned me before,” Joe said. “You better not dream of doing it again. Remember when you told me, ‘Never trust a fed’?”

“In a moment of triumph,” Portenson conceded. “I used to have them. They’ve pretty much gone away since I met Joe Pickett and Nate Romanowski.”

Joe chuckled at that. “So it’s a deal? I have your word?”

Coon said, “Yes.”

Portenson sighed and said, “Yes.”

Joe said, “I’ll make the call. Show me how to do it on this headset.”

Coon switched the channel again and gestured toward a keypad. Joe punched in the numbers. He heard the phone ring. As it did, he looked up and saw that Portenson had switched to the same channel so he could listen in. Joe reached up and snatched the headphones off Portenson’s head and shook them at Coon to warn him against trying the same thing.

Nate said, “Speak.”

“It’s Joe. I’m in the FBI chopper on the way to Rangeland. Do you have the Stensons in sight?” He turned his head so Portenson couldn’t read his lips. The agent was furious.

Nate hesitated.

“It’s okay,” Joe said. “I have a deal with Portenson not to arrest you.”

He heard Nate snort. Then: “I’ve got the Stensons under surveillance. They’ve got an old rancher with them, too. They stole his truck, made him drive. I followed them all the way.”

“Great work. What are they doing now?”

“They’re parked outside a bar. The old rancher and Stenko are still in the truck. Robert went inside.”

“What’s he doing?”

“How should I know?”

“Nate, the girl isn’t April. We don’t know who she is or if April’s alive. Stenko is the only man who could shed some light on it, so we need to keep him in one piece.”

“Gotcha.”

“Look,” Joe said, speaking very slowly and deliberately. He suspected someone might be listening in, perhaps at FBI headquarters. He chose his words carefully. “The feds have locked in on my cellphone. They know exactly where you are. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

A beat. “Yes.”

“We’re thirty minutes away.”

Nate said, “I’ll be ready.”

Joe hoped so.

He killed the connection and handed Portenson’s headphones back to him. Portenson angrily jammed them on his head, switched to the internal channel, and mouthed, “That was a rotten thing to do.”

Joe didn’t hear it because he hadn’t switched back to channel A.

A FEW MINUTES later, Joe could see that Portenson was in an animated conversation with someone. The way the agent nodded and gesticulated, it was obvious he was excited. Even over the engine noise, he heard Portenson say, “That’s what I’m talking about,” and again pump his fist in the air.

Joe looked to Coon, who indicated that Joe should switch back to channel A.

“What’s he so cranked up about?” Joe asked. “Did they locate the Stensons?”

“Not yet.”

“Then what’s the deal?”

Coon’s expression was noncommittal. “Our analysts suggest that the Stensons might have picked Rangeland for a reason, that their stopping there might not be random.”

“Yes?”

“If your theory holds up, that the Stensons are picking targets with large carbon footprints—with the exception of Rawlins and the ranch, where the reason was drugs and money—then Rangeland has quite a big prize.”

“It does?” Then it came to him. North of Rangeland was Esterbrook River Station—a power plant with three cooling towers that emerged from the sprawling high-grass prairie. “The power plant?”

Coon nodded his head and shot a glance toward Portenson to make sure his boss didn’t see them talking.

“I’ve been listening in on the calls,” Coon said, consulting his legal pad where he’d been jotting down notes. “Our guys and gals have been working hard. According to them, the Esterbrook River Station is a 1,650-megawatt power plant fueled by 135 coal cars per day. The coal is from Gillette and it’s shipped down here 24/7. The plant burns 135 train cars of coal—that’s 24,000 tons—a day.”

Joe had seen the coal trains for years parallel to I-25. He’d been oblivious to the fact that they all had a single destination.

Coon said, “The plant provides power to two million people in Wyoming, Montana, the Dakotas, Colorado, Nebraska, Minnesota, and Iowa and feeds two of the three national power grids. But this is what may interest Robert: ERS emits approximately thirteen million metric tons of CO2 per year.”

Joe stared at him.

“Yeah, I said thirteen million metric tons per year. That’s a lot. And that doesn’t include the carbon produced by the coal trains or the coal mines.”

Joe looked out the window. The lights of Rangeland were a creamy wash on the southern horizon. But out across the dark terrain as far as he could see were individual ranch and farmhouses, single pole lights, outbuildings with lights on. If something happened to the power plant, everything would go dark. “So what’s Portenson so happy about?” Joe asked.

Coon waited a few seconds to speak, as if choosing his words carefully. “If the Stensons are going after that plant, it’s domestic terrorism. That’s what the FBI is supposed to be doing these days. It’s Job One. If Portenson can turn around the debacle this morning into stopping a massive act of domestic terrorism—”

Joe finished Coon’s thought: “He can write his ticket out of here to anyplace he wants to go.”

“Right.”

“What if Stenko and Robert just stopped to get gas?”

“Please don’t mention that possibility to my boss right now.”

Joe had been to Rangeland several times. It was a small agricultural town of not quite 4,000 people. It was low in elevation compared to most of the state, which was why there were farms instead of ranches. The terrain was flat and fertile all the way east to the Nebraska border.

As they roared south, Joe again looked down at what made Portenson so energized. The power plant was isolated but lit up like a Christmas display against the dark prairie. The three towers reached high into the sky and were illuminated in the darkness. He could see a train filled with coal heading toward it, and another train just behind the first. This is where it began, he thought. Coal was burned to superheat boilers, which turned river water into steam. The steam turned giant turbines that generated electricity and sent it screaming through transmission lines toward end users in eight states. Most of those users—like Joe—rarely thought about how the electricity got to his home or how it came about. All they—and he—knew was that when they flipped a switch, the light came on. The power came from somewhere, and he was looking at it.

Except when it didn’t.

Joe frowned to himself, said to Coon, “How in the hell could two guys from Chicago sabotage a power plant?”

Coon shrugged, said, “We don’t know. But we’re going to stop them before they do.”

And Joe realized what really made Portenson so happy. Thanks to Joe’s initial theory, the FBI had focused on Robert and the environmental angle. Things had fallen into place. The analysts were not only connecting the crimes, they were anticipating what the Stensons would do next. Coal-fired power plants with massive carbon dioxide emissions were a natural target. It all played out and fit the pattern. And Portenson was in the catbird seat. He’d be able to avert the plot before anything bad happened. He’d get the credit. Even if the Stensons were in Rangeland to buy gas.

The fly in the ointment, Joe thought, was if Stenko or Robert started talking after they were arrested and threw too much doubt on the FBI’s theories. If they denied ever targeting the power plant. Then Joe realized what else worked in Portenson’s favor. He was pretty sure that the Stensons wouldn’t be alive to talk. Not with Robert’s new propensity to try and shoot his way out of every situation and Stenko’s fatal cancer.

Which meant that Joe would need to get to Stenko before Portenson did.

AS THE PILOT negotiated with the Rangeland sheriff on where to land and Coon arranged for vehicles with the police department, Portenson turned in his seat and said to Joe, “You’ve got a call on channel C.”

His stomach knotted as he turned the dial two clicks. Joe thought: Marybeth. Janie Doe has taken a turn for the worse.

Governor Rulon said, “Finding you was not so easy. How is it going?”

“Not great.”

“You don’t have to tell me that. I got a briefing from DCI and between these bad guys you’re chasing and the FBI, there are bodies all over my state from Rawlins to Devils Tower.” He didn’t sound like he was in a good mood.

“It’s been rough,” Joe said. “But we may finally be closing in on them.”

Rulon acted like he didn’t hear Joe. He continued, “Tell Agent Portenson that Wyoming has the smallest population of all the states. He and his minions are doing serious damage on our census count. Those are citizens and voters. I mean they were citizens and voters. At this rate we’ll lose a seat in Congress and our federal funding if he keeps up with all the bodies.”

By the set of Portenson’s jaw, Joe could tell he was once again listening in.

“He just heard you,” Joe said.

“Good! I figured he might be eavesdropping on a private conversation without a warrant.”

This time, Portenson ripped his own headphones off.

“He’s gone,” Joe said.

“So tell me, did you find the girl you were looking for?”

Joe briefed him on the situation.

Rulon said, “Unbelievable. So you think these bad guys might know where the girl you’re looking for is located?”

“Maybe,” Joe said.

“So where are you now?”

“We just got cleared to land in Rangeland. The FBI thinks the Stensons may be going after the power plant.”

“Jesus Christ! They had better not be!”

“I don’t see it,” Joe said, making sure Coon wasn’t listening in, either. He wasn’t. “I just can’t imagine they can waltz their way in there and disrupt the electricity. These Stensons are not geniuses, and one of them may be terminally sick. But that doesn’t mean somebody might not get hurt.”

“But the feds are coordinating with local law enforcement?”

“They appear to be.”

“Will miracles never cease.”

Joe shot glances at Coon, who was obviously engaged in another conversation, and Portenson, who took a cue from Coon and was adjusting his headset back on. Joe saw Portenson switch channels to Coon’s frequency. They were getting information from someone that was making them both sit up straight.

“Something’s going on,” Joe said. “Coon and Portenson are getting new information.”

“What?”

“I think I know, but I can’t say.”

Rulon said, “My lights are still on. So the Stensons haven’t done anything to the power plant.”

The ground rose up and Joe felt one of the skids touch the field. They were landing on the north side of town in an empty cornfield. He could see several police department vehicles parked on a service road beyond a barbed-wire fence.

“Sir,” Joe said, “we’ve landed. I’ll call you back as soon as I have something to report.”

“Keep the lights on, Joe. When the power goes out, bad things happen. Streetlights go out; computers go down; home oxygen units fail. Innocent people die, Joe.”

“Got it.”

“Plus, I’m watching a football game.”

“I’ll do my best,” Joe said, rolling his eyes.

Rulon said, “I hope you find your girl.”

“Me too, sir. Thank you again for letting me pursue this.”

“Don’t mention it. Besides, it sounds like it’s turning into something much bigger than anticipated, something you seem to have a penchant for. I bet being a normal game warden sounds pretty good to you right now.”

“It does. But I nailed the Mad Archer yesterday.”

Rulon said, “Again? Good work!”

WHEN BOTH SKIDS were firmly on the ground, Portenson turned in his seat and gestured for Joe to get out first. He was happy to comply. He almost didn’t notice that Coon hadn’t unbuckled his safety belt or that the pilot wasn’t turning off the rotors.

His boots thumped the ground, and he clamped his hat on his head with his hand to save it from the rotor wash. He felt more than heard the hatch close behind him.

He turned as the motor roared and the helicopter lifted off. Behind the Plexiglas, Portenson waggled his eyebrows and waved goodbye with a sardonic smile on his face. Coon looked away, embarrassed.

Behind him on the edge of the field, the Rangeland police officers scrambled back into their cars and pulled out one by one and U-turned onto a gravel road that headed south. Joe sank to his haunches with one hand on his hat. He watched the taillights of the cars get smaller down the county road and the chopper move across the sky. He didn’t stand until it became quiet, as the thump-thump-thump of the rotors faded out.

Joe rubbed dust from his eyes and sighed a heavy sigh. Then he heard a dirt bike motor cough and come to life. A single headlight blinked through a hedgerow and turned toward him once the rider found an opening in the brush. Joe started walking toward the headlight.

Nate was wearing a ridiculous helmet that looked like German army issue. His face shield was pushed up on top but spattered with starbursts of insects. He looped around Joe and stopped the bike just ahead of him. The motor popped and spat as Nate gestured to Joe to get on behind him.

Joe threw a leg over the saddle and tried to balance himself without having to hold on to Nate.

Joe said, “I was hoping you’d have a car or a truck.”

“Nope. I’m actually starting to like this thing.”

“Are Stenko and Robert still here?”

Nate nodded. “They were when I left them.”

“And my phone?”

Nate turned and grinned. “I found a bread truck at the truck stop gassing up. I opened the back and tossed it inside amongst the buns. The last I saw of it, the truck was headed south on I-Twenty-five toward Cheyenne.”

Joe nodded. He figured he and Nate would have no more than fifteen minutes before Portenson realized what had happened and turned back around.
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Rangeland

STENKO WATCHED THROUGH pain-slitted eyes as his son emerged from the bar with a grin on his face. Robert twirled something on a string or chain. He’d been gone a long time, it seemed. Stenko had taken the rest of the morphine, and the spent plastic pill bottles lay open on the floor of the car near his feet.

Robert threw the door open and jumped in. He was ebullient. He said, “So are you ready for one great and glorious last act?” His smile was maniacal.

Stenko grunted. It hurt to talk.

“Hey,” Robert said, suddenly alarmed. “Where’s that rancher?”

“Got away.”

“You let him get away? You old fool. What’s wrong with you?”

“Sorry,” Stenko moaned. But he wasn’t. Ten minutes before, he’d turned to Walter and told him to get the hell out of there. The rancher had asked about his truck. Stenko had said, “Run, you idiot, before my son comes back and puts a bullet in your head.”

Reluctantly, Walter had gotten out and done a stiff-legged jog in the general direction of the interstate highway.

“He’s going to talk,” Robert said. “I was going to make sure he kept quiet.”

“He overpowered me,” Stenko lied. “He’s a strong old fart.”

“Christ, is there anything you can do right?”

Stenko thought: The role reversal is now complete.

He said, “Guess not.”

“SO THE TOUGH thing for me,” Robert said, starting the motor and backing out of the gravel parking lot, “has been to reconcile myself to the fact that once again you’re not going to come through for me. I have to wrap my mind around the fact that all the money is out of reach and we can’t use it to save the planet your generation trashed and left us with. You’d think after thirty years of living around you, I’d be used to crushing disappointment, right? But damn if I still don’t keep coming. This time, you really had me for a while. But in the end, well, in the end it’s like it always has been. A big fat zero.”

“You’ve got some cash,” Stenko said, his voice thin. “And we did some things.”

Robert swung out on the dark road. A passing streetlight reflected blue on his bare teeth. “Yeah, we did some things. But in the end, Dad, it was just jerking off. There were no bold strokes. No real blows were struck. Christ, you ended up with a bigger footprint than when we started.”

“That’s because you were keeping track. You saw it as a way to get all my money,” Stenko said, regretting the words as soon as they came out of his mouth.

“That’s right,” Robert said. “Blame me. Blame your son. Just like always. Blame your kids while you make the world a worse place to live.”

Stenko reached over and put his hand on Robert’s shoulder. He said, “I don’t want to argue anymore, son. I don’t. You can say whatever you want. I’ll take it. I don’t have the strength to fight.”

Robert shook his hand off and it dropped to the seat. He drove silently, pouting. Robert was always the angriest when Stenko said something true about him. But now was not the time to remind Robert of that.

Stenko said, “The fight went out of me when April died in that crash back there. That poor girl. I had my chance with her, to do something good. And look what happened.”

Robert snorted, said, “Her again. You’re just like you were about Carmen. Have you ever thought about maybe using some of those feelings toward the kid you have who’s still alive? The real son? Not the dead daughter or fake daughter?”

“Really, son. I don’t want to fight.”

More pouting.

Changing the subject, Stenko said, “What was that thing you were twirling when you came out of the bar?”

“Oh this?” Robert said, handing it over, his smile returning. “This little old thing?”

Stenko took it. It was a large laminated card strung from a lanyard. He pulled it close to his eyes. There was a photo on it, a magnetic strip on the back, and a name: LUCY ANNETTE TUREK.

“Who is Lucy Turek?” Stenko asked.

“She’s my new girlfriend,” Robert said.

“That was quick.”

“Dad, if you haven’t noticed, I’m a pretty good catch.”

Stenko bit his tongue. Then: “What does she have to do with this last act you mentioned?”

Robert cleared town and turned onto a service road that went north. Old cottonwoods laced their branches over the top of the road and formed a tunnel. At the end of the tunnel was a faint glow of light.

Robert said, “Here’s what I was thinking. That big coal-fired power plant must have a lot of local employees. It turns out they have three hundred workers, and it made sense to me that a few of them would be in the bar closest to the plant. Damned if I wasn’t right.

“So I sit at the bar and start talking to a pretty one next to me. That’s her key card you hold in your hand: Lucy Turek. I start asking her about what it’s like to work at the power plant, what she does, blah-blah-blah. Like I’m interested in getting a job there myself or something. She answers every question. Finally, when she begins to trust me because she wants me to take her home, I ask her how much access she has to the plant. That really gets her going, because she tells me how she’s got a senior clearance that can get her into the control room and she can even take the security elevators to the top of the boilers, which apparently is some kind of big deal. I get her to explain to me how the power plant works, and she goes on and on and I keep buying her drinks. I don’t really care how it works. I know what it does: it consumes tons of fossil fuel and churns out tons of carbon into the atmosphere that will eventually heat up our planet and kill us all.”

Stenko looked from the key card to Robert and back. The glow at the end of the tree tunnel was getting brighter.

Robert said, “So I ask her, kind of playful, how she’d get back at the company if they fired her for no good reason. Lucy is kind of feisty and I’m sure she’d be a little tiger in the sack, so I knew if they fired her, she wouldn’t take it lying down. So she tells me about these gigantic boilers they have. Five-thousand-ton hanging boilers made up of miles of superheated tubing that rise over three stories tall. That’s where they heat the water to drive the turbines or some kind of shit like that. Anyway, Lucy said the boilers have to run on negative pressure. That didn’t make any sense to me either, but I kept pressing. Finally, she got to the point. If the doors to the hanging boilers are opened and the pressure escapes—the boilers fail. That shuts down the plant in a serious way. Millions of people would lose all their power, and the company would lose millions of dollars while all the repairs were made. It might take down the entire power grid. It could take them days or weeks to get the thing running again. That’s how she said she’d get back at them—in the wallet.”

Stenko nodded.

Robert gestured toward the trees through the windshield. “And for however long it took, the planet would get a break. Carbon wouldn’t be pouring up through the stacks. The offset would be tons and tons of carbon not going into the atmosphere.”

Stenko said, “Lucy told you a lot.”

“As I said, she likes me. She’s my new girlfriend, even though I’ll probably never see her again.”

“And she gave you her key card?” Stenko asked.

“Well, not exactly,” Robert said, not looking over. “I followed her into the restroom and hit her head against the wall and took the lanyard from around her neck.”

“My God,” Stenko said. And as he said it, they cleared the tunnel of trees and the massive power plant filled the northern sky, lights blazing.

“So if you ever meet Lucy Turek,” Robert said, “be sure to thank her. She’s the sweetie who made it possible for you to go out in a great blaze of glory. Because of her, you may just be able to get to below zero after all.”

The headlights lit up a ten-foot chain-link fence that now bordered the road. Ahead, Stenko could see a dark guardhouse. There was a metal lockbox with a slit to slide the key card in to open the steel-mesh gate.

“She said there wouldn’t be a guard this late,” Robert said. “Cool. Now all you have to do is go inside wearing that lanyard. You can get anywhere you want to by swiping that card through the readers. Find the security elevators and go to the top floor. That’s where the hatches to the hanging boilers are located. If someone tries to stop you, just shove them off the catwalk. The boiler hatch opens by turning a big wheel, according to my sweet Lucy. Open the hatch and jump in. The open door and the presence of your body will shut down the whole system and you’ll leave this planet as a hero.”

“Are you coming in with me?” Stenko asked.

Robert said, “Are you kidding? This isn’t my problem you’re trying to solve.”

Stenko sighed, “Of course not.”

“Think of what you’re doing as a gift to me and the younger generation,” Robert said. “After a lifetime of committing environmental crimes, you’re sacrificing yourself for us. For me. It would make me happy, Dad. It’s the one thing you can do for me to make up for everything else. You can go out a martyr for Mother Earth.”

Stenko’s eyes flooded with tears. They were tears from the pure physical pain that laced his guts, but also because of April and her innocence and how she was gone. But most of all the tears were because of Robert and what he’d turned into.

“Are you really this broken?” Stenko asked. Oh, how it hurt to talk.

Robert glanced over. His eyes were cold. “What are you babbling about, old man?”

“You’re not very sentimental, are you?”

“I learned from the best about selfishness, Dad.”

Robert looked up at the rearview mirror and made a face. “There’s that damned single headlight behind us again. What’s up with that?”

Rapid City

Sheridan rolled over and yawned and remembered she was in a hospital and why she was there. She sat up and rubbed her eyes, then looked over at Lucy, who was still sleeping, and her mother, who’d finally dozed off.

There had been a sound that had jarred her awake. She looked down the hall, assuming it was a nurse or staffer who’d passed by, but she couldn’t see anyone. She stood and looked out the window at the night and the still parking lot below.

Then she heard it again: the rapping of knuckles on glass.

She turned and saw him, a cop in a khaki uniform on the landing of the emergency exit that went to the stairs. He gestured at her and pointed at the handle of the door. She thought he looked vaguely familiar, and when she opened the door she recognized him from earlier that day. He’d been one of the deputies who’d arrived at the scene of April/Janie Doe’s crash.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” he said, stepping into the hallway. His hat was clamped under his arm and he carried a plastic grocery sack. “They shut the elevator down to visitors at night, I just found out. Anyway, the sheriff sent me over here to talk to Agent Portenson and Agent Coon, but I don’t see them anywhere.”

“They’re gone,” Sheridan’s mom said from her chair. “Is there anything we can do?”

The deputy shrugged. “Is Joe Pickett here?”

“He’s with them,” her mom said.

The deputy’s face fell. He clearly didn’t know what he should do next. He said, “We found some personal items in the wreckage of that car. The sheriff bagged them up and asked me to deliver them to the FBI, thinking they might help somehow. Now I’m not sure who to give them to.”

“What kind of personal items?” her mom asked cautiously.

The agent flushed. “Just some feminine things, you know. Underwear, tampons, that kind of thing.” When he said the words, he looked away from Sheridan. “Plus, a pocketbook thing. Do either of you know a girl named Vicki?”

Sheridan felt the skin of her scalp pull back. “No,” she said, “but I think I know where she is.”

Her mom asked, “What’s her full name?”

“Damn, I forgot. Let me look it up,” the deputy said, digging into the plastic bag and pulling out a small leather purse with a metal clasp. He opened the clasp and drew out a small stack of papers, photos, and cards. “This here is a library card from Chicago, Illinois. It says it belongs to Vicki Burgess.”

Her mom covered her open mouth with her hand.

Even though it seemed like alarm bells were going off inside her head, Sheridan said to the deputy, “Can we look at what else is in the purse?”

Thinking: Who is Vicki Burgess?

How did she get my name and number?

The deputy straightened the stack of papers to put them back into the purse when he said, “Oh, there’s a photo. Two girls in it. I bet one of them is this Vicki Burgess …”

Rangeland

Nate leaned forward on the handlebars of the dirt bike and opened it up. Joe bent with him. The electric steel-mesh gate Stenko and Robert had just passed through was closing. Joe squinted over Nate’s shoulder as the bike sped up, trying to gauge whether they could really get through the opening in time. He didn’t think so.

He hollered, “Stop—we won’t make it!” then barely had time to duck his head into Nate’s back as they shot through the gap, the edges of the gate and steel receiver frame less than an inch each from the widest part of the handlebars.

Incredulous, Joe looked over his shoulder to see the gate lock shut behind them. He hadn’t imagined what had just happened after all.

“How did you do that?” Joe asked Nate, but it sounded more like an accusation than a question.

“Don’t know,” Nate yelled back. “I just opened up all the way and closed my eyes.”

“You closed your eyes?”

The taillights they’d been following were less than 200 yards ahead of them now. The vehicle had slowed and was swinging into a parking lot outside the front vestibule door of the power plant.

“Here,” Nate said, handing back his .454 to Joe. “You might need this to start blasting as we go. I think Robert might have seen us, and you know how he is.”

“Remember,” Joe said. “We need Stenko alive.”

And it was if someone had flipped on a switch for the sun. Joe, Nate, and the bike were bathed in brilliant white light. They hadn’t heard the helicopter coming because of the whine of the dirt bike engine.

“Not us, you idiots!” Joe yelled, looking back into the blinding lights and pointing ahead of them with the muzzle of Nate’s .454. “Put the light on Stenko and Robert! They’re up ahead of us!”

And thinking what a bad idea it was to be waving a handgun in the air at an FBI chopper that had already gunned down a man just that morning who did the same exact thing …

ROBERT SAID, “SHIT. They’re all over us.”

Although the spotlight had yet to find them in the parking lot, it was bright enough behind them to illuminate the few rows of cars and trucks that belonged to the midnight shift. Instead of parking the car, Robert killed his lights and roared forward across a small lawn toward the front doors.

He said to Stenko, “That helicopter is going to find us any second, Dad, and I see flashing lights out on the road coming from town! Get out, get out, get out … get inside.”

But Stenko wouldn’t move. He slumped against the passenger window, his cheek pressed to the glass. His eyes were wide open, but without expression. Robert saw the open empty morphine bottles on the floor of the car, said, “Stupid old man,” and shoved Stenko in the arm hard, trying to wake him. Stenko’s head lolled back, his mouth open, a string of saliva like a slug trail connecting his upper and lower lips. The front doors of the vestibule were right outside his window now, and Robert braked.

“Ten steps, Dad,” Robert pleaded, his voice cracking. “Get out. Ten steps and you’re in.”

But Stenko refused to move, and he disappointed Robert once again.

Robert cursed and ripped the lanyard out of his father’s fist. He’d do it himself. Get inside, take the elevator to the top, and open the hatch to the hanging boilers. But he wouldn’t jump in. Opening the hatch would do enough damage. Robert had his life and his mission still ahead of him. What good would it do anyone to become a martyr for the cause? He wasn’t like his old man, after all.

He threw open the door and bounded up the front steps, rejoicing that the spotlight on the helicopter hadn’t found him yet. As he approached the vestibule, he looked over his shoulder and saw the beam flashing over the cars in the parking lot like the vengeful eye of a Cyclops.

He swiped the key card, and a red light on the box switched to green. But the door didn’t give when he yanked on it. That’s when he saw the dial pad on the side of the lockbox and the LED display that flashed ENTER THREE-DIGIT CODE. Damn that Lucy, he thought. She hadn’t mentioned a code.

He said to no one in particular, “Fucked again! Stenko fucked me again!” and tried combination after combination on the box with one hand while digging for the pistol in the back of his belt with the other. He tried the most obvious codes first. After all, how complicated would they make it for a bunch of power plant workers? He tried “1-2-3” and “3-2-1” and “1-1-1” and “2-2-2.”

The night was suddenly incredibly loud and obtrusive. There was the thumping of the blades from the helicopter that still hadn’t located him, the sirens of every cop car in Rangeland bearing down on the power plant, and a high whine getting higher by the second.

When he keyed “6-6-6” he heard the lock click open.

As he reached for the handle he looked over his shoulder and saw the bike coming straight at him from the parking lot. The driver wore a war helmet and had blond hair streaming behind. Instead of slowing down for the three concrete steps to the vestibule landing, the bike veered to the right toward a handicap ramp incline and then sped up. Someone dropped off the back of the machine and rolled away. And before he could untangle his pistol from his shirttail, his vision was suddenly filled with an extreme close-up of a muddy, knobbed tire …

JOE ROLLED TO his belly and looked up as Nate shot up the stairs and jumped the bike full speed into Robert standing in front of the glass doors as if pausing before he entered. The impact made a fat hollow sound followed immediately by broken glass as Robert’s body was hurled through the vestibule into the reception area inside. Both Nate and the bike lay in heaps on the landing. The alarm system in the power plant whooped, and emergency lights on the walls flashed.

Getting his legs under him, Joe stood up uneasily in the grass. He brushed gravel and dust off his shirt and spit a pebble out of his mouth. Nate’s gun was near his feet, and he picked it up and cocked it.

Inside the building, he could see the soles of Robert’s splayed shoes on the floor. Robert was flat on his back and not moving. As Joe approached, he saw the blood—rivers of it running across the marble floor from gaping, pulsing holes in Robert’s throat, neck, and groin where he’d been slashed by the broken glass. The distinct impression of a motorcycle tire could be seen on Robert’s face, which was dented in. His pistol had been thrown to the far side of the room and was under a chair, well out of his reach.

“Is he dead?” Nate asked, scrambling to his feet and standing shoulder to shoulder with Joe on the landing.

“If he isn’t, he soon will be. We need to get him to the Rangeland ER.”

“Bullshit,” Nate said, taking his revolver back from Joe. “He sure as hell didn’t get April to the ER when she was bleeding to death. And he planted all those damned eucalyptus trees …” With one swift movement he straightened his arm and fired, blowing the top of Robert’s head across the marble tiles.

“Oh, man …” Joe moaned.

“Go find Stenko,” Nate said, holstering his gun and ignoring Joe’s pained expression. “I gotta get out of here before Portenson finds me.”

Nate righted the dirt bike, kicked it twice to start it, grinned when the motor fired up, and roared away.

THE CHOPPER WAS touching down on the far side of the parking lot and the Rangeland cops and county sheriff’s convoy was pulsing through the front gate when Joe found Stenko’s dead body slumped over in the front seat of the stolen car.

Joe threw open the door and reached in and grasped Stenko’s neck and shook the body anyway, saying, “Who is she, damn you? Where did you find her?”

Stenko’s head flopped from side to side, and his eyes were cold and dead. His body seemed light and unsubstantial—the shell of the man who’d once worn tuxedos to Chicago charity events and who once bore a resemblance to a virile Ernest Hemingway.

Joe let him drop to the seat cushion.

“Damn you,” he said again.

Rapid City

Sheridan handed the battered photograph to her mother. The image of the two girls had been cut with scissors or a knife from a larger photo. Because of the clothes they were wearing and their formal smiles and the sliced-off heads, arms, and dresses of others who had been standing close to them, she thought the original might have been a family portrait of some kind.

There were two of them in the photo, two blond girls. They looked like sisters, but they weren’t.

The deputy said, “Do you recognize either of these two girls to be Vicki Burgess?”

Sheridan’s mouth was so dry she had trouble saying, “Yes. The one on the right.”

But it wasn’t Vicki Burgess’s likeness that had shocked her.

Her mother took the photo and her eyes widened. She whispered, “Oh, my God.”

Lucy reached up and took it from her mother. Her eyes moved from one figure in the photograph to the other.

She said, “That’s April,” and tapped her finger on the girl on Vicki’s left. “She’s alive,” Lucy said.

Her mom walked away, digging her cellphone out of her purse to call her dad.

Rangeland

Joe sat in the open doorway of the silent helicopter with his head in his hands. The parking lot and vestibule area were whooping with red and blue wigwag lights from the dozen PD and sheriff’s department vehicles that surrounded the death scene. Portenson was ecstatic, running from place to place, firing off orders, alerting the brass in Washington, D.C., what had happened, physically moving local law enforcement away from where they were gawking at the body of Robert in the reception area. Men and women from the midnight shift inside the plant had wandered down to the front as well and were being herded back toward the elevators before they could track blood across the floor.

Coon walked over and leaned against the aircraft next to Joe.

“I’ve got one happy boss right now,” he said. “Do you know what he screamed at me when we saw it was Robert inside the building? He said, ‘Hello, D.C.! Here I come!’ ”

Joe grunted. “Can’t say I’ll miss him.”

“Me either.”

A minute passed by. Bruises Joe didn’t know he had from falling off the dirt bike began to ache on his legs, ribs, and butt.

Coon said, “Should I even ask who it was driving the bike?”

“Nope.”

“Didn’t think so. Any idea which way he headed?”

Joe shrugged. Hole in the Wall, he thought.

Coon said, “You’ve never seen a guy more scared than that bread truck driver when we landed the helicopter in front of him on the highway. I think the bureau will need to pay for some dry cleaning.”

Joe didn’t respond.

“That was a pretty good trick,” Coon said. “You want your phone back?”

As Joe reached for it, the phone lit up and burred.

Marybeth.
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Chicago

TWO DAYS LATER, Joe, Marybeth, and Lucy occupied the middle seat of a black GMC Suburban with U.S. government plates as it cruised slowly down a residential street in an old South Side neighborhood. Sheridan was in the seat behind them. The street was narrow, the sidewalks cracked. Homes that looked fifty or sixty years old lined up one after the other on both sides of the road. Most had enclosed porches and neat, close-cropped lawns. Parked cars had Bulls, Bears, and Blackhawks bumper stickers. Towering leafy hardwood trees blocked out the sky. The morning was cold and dark, and the wind that had cut through Joe earlier while he opened the car door to let his family in reminded him that no matter how cold it got in the mountain west, it was colder and damper in the Midwest. Maybe, he thought, it was why they were so damned tough.

The Suburban was full of people. Coon sat in the front seat next to the Chicago-based FBI agent driver and the Chicago Police Department liaison. In the third seat with Sheridan were two senior representatives from the Illinois Child Welfare Agency. They’d introduced themselves at the airport as Leslie Doran and Jane Dickenson.

Joe was a red ball of raw nerves. He found it hard to let go of Marybeth’s hand in the car. He needed her; she was stronger about this. He wore a jacket and tie with his Wranglers and Stetson as well as a light raincoat he’d owned for fifteen years. Sheridan and Lucy wore dresses and tights, and Marybeth wore a dark business suit. Joe reached up and worked a finger between his neck and collar and tried to loosen it.

“This is exciting,” Lucy said. “It feels like we’re going to church.”

“Yes it kind of does, honey,” Marybeth said.

“That’s ridiculous,” Sheridan said to Lucy under her breath from the back. “You should just stop talking.”

“Oooh,” Lucy purred. “Someone is very prickly today.”

“Girls,” Marybeth said.

The liaison, a beefy square-jawed man with gray-flecked red hair named Matt Donnell, winked at Joe and Marybeth with empathy that said, Been there, then told Coon, “We’ve got four cruisers in the neighborhood within a minute of the Voricek home ready to move in on my call. I doubt we’ll need them, but they’ll be ready.”

Coon nodded, said, “Good. Do we know who’s in the house right now?”

“Ed’s there. He’s a piece of work. From what we understand he’s between jobs again, so he’s home. His wife, Mary Ann, is always home. And we’re lucky today because it’s an in-service training day for the school district.” He raised his eyebrows.

Coon said, “Which means she’s there.”

“Should be.”

“Have your guys actually seen her?”

“There’s a girl who matches the description. We checked her description against the school yearbook. She’s there, all right. Goes by April Voricek. Problem is, there is no known birth certificate for April Voricek, and no legal record of a name change from Keeley. It’s her,” Donnell said.

Joe felt Marybeth’s eyes on him and felt her squeeze his hand.

Lucy said, “I thought Chicago would be, you know, big buildings. Skyscrapers and stuff like that.”

Jane Dickenson chuckled in the back seat. “It does look like that downtown, honey. We’re a long way from the Loop.”

“This just looks like houses,” Lucy said, disappointed.

“Where do you think people in big cities live?” Sheridan asked her sister, annoyed.

Lucy shrugged. “I thought they all lived in apartments a hundred floors up. You know, cool places, like on TV.”

Joe thought, What if April hated the sight of him? What if she refused to come back because of what she thought he’d done? What if she was so damaged by what had happened that they didn’t even know her?

STARTING OUT WITH the photograph, library card, stubs for the “El,” and a middle school girls basketball schedule, the FBI had been able to pinpoint the likely location of April Keeley Voricek within a day and a half. Joe had been suitably impressed at what the Bureau could do with their technology, manpower, and a competent leader running the investigation: Special Agent Chuck Coon. Portenson, Coon said, was happy to turn over the case and get out of the way since he had bigger fish to fry: press conferences, conference calls filled with accolades from Governor Rulon, the acting head of U.S. Homeland Security, his superiors in Washington.

Coon said Portenson had already listed his home in Cheyenne for sale.

JANE DICKENSON TALKED over the heads of the Picketts to Agent Coon.

Dickenson said, “We’re finding out all sorts of things about the Sovereign network. There are a lot more of them out there scattered across the country than we thought. And since they completely distrust the government, they’ve been operating their own child placement operation for years. To be honest, most of the kids seem to be doing pretty well. But in some instances, they’ve shuffled kids from family to family across the country. And because it’s all privately funded—secretly funded, to be more accurate—the kids are under our radar. They’re out of the social welfare system, so we simply don’t know how many there are or where they are. We’re learning a lot, though.”

Coon asked, “How much do you know about Ed and Mary Ann Voricek?”

Joe and Marybeth followed the exchange in silence.

“We have a file on them,” Dickenson said. “But until yesterday it wasn’t high priority. A few years ago a neighbor made a call saying it seemed like there were a lot of children coming and going in that house. A caseworker visited them and saw no signs of neglect or abuse. Since our workload is massive and some of the things we have to deal with are horrendous, we concentrate on the high-priority cases. We just don’t have the manpower to snoop around a house when everything seems in order and the children seem to be on the right track.”

Leslie Doran opened a folder. “The Voriceks seem to take in these kids solely for the money. That’s my take on them, anyway. Neither Ed nor Mary Ann seems to be very committed to the Sovereign movement or survivalist cause. Ed might have had some peripheral contacts with them, but I doubt they’re true believers. If Ed sold Vicki to a brothel like you people say he did, he must have been in a desperate situation because we don’t have any record of similar allegations on him in the file.”

Donnell said, “Ed’s a gambler. He’s got debts to cover. And from what I’ve heard, he’s scared to death of Mary Ann finding out he’s still gambling. That may have been his motivation, the slimeball.”

Coon nodded. “What do we know about Vicki Burgess?”

“Not much. But we think she was in that campground six years ago. We think she might have known April Keeley then. The fact that they apparently reunited here in Chicago is providence.”

Joe closed his eyes.

COON TURNED TO Marybeth. “What’s Vicki’s condition?”

“More hopeful,” she said, managing a smile. “There has been some brain activity, which is encouraging. The doctors are being cautious but they’ve upped her odds to sixty-forty for a full recovery. But there will no doubt be psychological issues to deal with if she comes out of her coma. And thanks to the Bureau, Vicki’s grandparents were located and have agreed to take her in.”

Coon whistled. “That’s fantastic. She’s still in Rapid City?”

Marybeth shook her head. “She’s been transferred to the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota. She’s got the very best care.”

Coon looked puzzled. Joe smiled inwardly.

“My mother,” Marybeth explained. “She recently came into quite a bit of money. I asked her to step up and help with the medical expenses.”

Coon looked to Joe and said, “Your mother-in-law is a very generous woman.”

Sheridan stifled a laugh and covered her mouth with her hand. Marybeth shot her a look.

Joe said, “She’s a peach, all right.”

“That she’d agree to pay for the care of a girl she didn’t even know,” Coon said, “I’d call her an angel.”

“Oh, she is,” Marybeth said, straight-faced.

Joe had been in his office and overheard Marybeth talking to her mother about Vicki at the kitchen table. When Marybeth suggested Missy step in, her mother had demurred by pointing out she’d never even met the girl. Joe thought the topic was settled when Marybeth went on to other things. Then, five minutes later, he heard his wife say:

“Is Earl aware that you’re ten years older than you told him you were and that you have four ex-husbands instead of two?”

Missy asked icily, “Why are you doing this?”

“I bet it would be a shock to him if he found out the truth,” Marybeth said conversationally. “Of course, he’d never need to find out if you and the Earl of Lexington performed a particular act of kindness.”

Joe always knew Marybeth could play hardball. She knew no bounds when her maternal instincts took over. Even Missy, who continued to surprise Joe with her ruthlessness, must have felt that she’d finally encountered a worthy opponent in her very own daughter.

THEY WATCHED FROM the Suburban as the liaison, Doran, Dickenson, and two uniforms knocked on the front door of 18310 Kilpatrick. Sleet had begun to fall and it smeared the windows of the SUV and made all of the dark-clad bodies near the door undulate.

The woman who opened the door was tall and wide and angry. She yelled, “Ed!” over her shoulder.

Ed appeared behind her. He was overweight with a perfectly round bald head and a comb-over that started just above his ear. He wore an open flannel shirt over a black wife-beater, and when he saw the police he went still and turned white.

Joe could see Mary Ann yell at him to do something. Ed didn’t do anything. He looked down at his slippers and stood aside for them to enter. Mary Ann continued to harangue him, but Ed looked beaten.

“That was easy,” Coon said to no one in particular.

In a few minutes, Jane Dickenson stepped back out of the front door and gestured a thumbs-up to the SUV.

“She’s here,” Marybeth whispered. “Are you girls still okay with this?”

Sheridan nodded grimly.

Joe said, “Your mother can go in there with you to talk to her. You don’t have to do this alone.”

“We want to do it alone,” Sheridan said. “If she’s going to talk to anybody, it’ll be us.”

Lucy said, “Do you think they’ll let me use their bathroom?”

IT WAS A long half hour for Joe and Marybeth. While they waited, Dickenson and Doran organized a team of their colleagues to lead children from the house into waiting cars. Joe noted that the children looked well fed and well clothed and normal, and he felt sorry for them. It wasn’t their fault their parents or guardians were Sovereigns and had opted to place them within their network of survivalists rather than government-sponsored foster programs. He hoped they would do as well or better wherever they wound up.

Mary Ann Voricek was brought out with her hands cuffed behind her and stuffed into the back seat of a cruiser. Her face was red and angry. Ed came out more passively. When the police officers led him toward the car Mary Ann was in, Ed stopped and gestured to another one. The officers exchanged smirks and complied.

When Sheridan finally came out the door and made her way toward the SUV, Marybeth sat up straight in her seat.

Coon said, “If you’ll excuse me a minute, I’ll give you folks some privacy.”

“Thank you,” Joe said.

Sheridan climbed in and shut the door. “I can’t believe it’s her, but it is,” she said, flashing a grin. “She’s April, all right.”

“Thank God,” Marybeth said.

Joe felt as if something inside of him had been released.

“Lucy and April are sitting in there catching up,” Sheridan said. “She’s got lots of questions.”

“So do we,” Marybeth said.

Sheridan nodded. “She’s really worried about Vicki, though. She wants to go see her if she can. She said Vicki called her last week and told her what she’d done and that it would be just a couple of days before we’d all be together—April, Vicki, Lucy, and me. She told April we could all be sisters together.”

Marybeth shook her head. There was moisture in her eyes.

“It’s sad, Mom,” Sheridan said. “Vicki sort of worshipped April and April told her everything about our family, including our phone number. Vicki told April on the phone that she wanted to get us all together again—plus her. She just wanted to be a part of a real family. Isn’t that crazy? So when Stenko took her away from here, Vicki said she pretended to be April because April was the strongest girl she knew and she wanted to be strong, too. She told April that Stenko was nice to her and was going to give her money for plane tickets so we could all be together in a place without adults. I don’t know what she was thinking, but I think Vicki had had it with adults,” Sheridan said, grimly looking at Joe and Marybeth.

“My God,” Marybeth said. “I can see why she didn’t trust adults, but …”

Joe rubbed his eyes.

“But why didn’t April ever contact us herself?” Marybeth asked.

Joe knew what was coming by the way Sheridan avoided his eyes.

“She said that the last thing she remembered seeing in the campground that day was Dad standing across the road with all the other cops. She said she thought he was there to save her, but he didn’t. She thought we’d all just thrown her away. You can imagine how that felt to her.”

“That’s so sad,” Marybeth said. “And did you tell her the truth?”

Sheridan nodded.

“Does she believe you?”

“I think so. It helped that it was just Lucy and I. She trusts us.”

Marybeth paused for a long time. She said, “So will she come back with us?”

“I’m not sure, but she doesn’t know where else she will go.”

After Sheridan left and went back in the Voricek house, Marybeth said to Joe, “This may turn out badly. We’ve got to prepare ourselves for that. If she comes out of that house, we’ll need to set up counseling at the very least. There will likely be some really tough days ahead. That girl has been through things we can’t imagine, both before we took her in and for sure the last six years.

“And I’m worried, Joe,” she said, turning away from him, speaking to the rain-moist window. “Can I love her again like she’s mine? Can you?”

Joe said, “I don’t know.”

“Doing the right thing is so hard sometimes.”

APRIL KEELEY AND Lucy and Sheridan came out through the front door one by one. When they were all outside on the porch, they stood shoulder to shoulder. April was in the middle. Joe could see Sheridan watching April closely. Lucy, too. April looked straight ahead, toward the SUV.

Joe noticed that the cops, social workers, and Coon stopped whatever they were doing and looked at the three blond girls.

Marybeth got out first. Joe could tell by the way she jammed her hands into her coat pockets that she didn’t want anyone to see they were shaking. He got out and stood behind her.

“April,” Marybeth called, “can I see you?”

April was frozen. Joe studied her without appearing to stare. She was taller, more angular. She had sharp cheekbones and white skin and acne on her cheeks and forehead. Her face was stoic, a mask that revealed nothing, the way it was when they’d first taken her in. She’d looked older than her years then and now her body had grown into the somewhat surly, defiant attitude that had come with her. He remembered how Marybeth described it at the time as a shell of self-protection. In the months before the Sovereigns arrived, the shell had shown cracks. Now, Joe thought, it was harder than ever.

“Go ahead,” Lucy said, reaching up and tugging gently on April’s hand.

April let go and started to walk forward. Marybeth cried out and ran until the two of them embraced. They held each other for a long time.

Joe didn’t move. He waited until April finally raised her head over Marybeth’s shoulder and looked at him. For a moment their eyes locked. For Joe, it was like looking into the eyes of one of Nate’s falcons. Whatever was going on behind those blue eyes was hidden from him and unknowable.

He mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

She blinked as if momentarily touched by his words—a crack in the shell?—and buried her head in Marybeth again. Sheridan and Lucy walked up and hugged them both.

Lucy said, “Come on, let’s go. Wait until you meet Tube. He’s our new dog.”
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  PART ONE


  THE LAST PATROL


  In no other country in the world is the love of property keener or more alert than in the United States, and nowhere else does the majority display less inclination toward
  doctrines which in any way threaten the way property is owned.


  —ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE, Democracy in America
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  1


  THREE HOURS AFTER he’d broken camp, repacked, and pushed his horses higher into the mountain range, Wyoming game
  warden Joe Pickett paused on the lip of a wide hollow basin and dug in his saddlebag for his notebook. The bow hunters had described where they’d tracked the wounded elk, and he matched the
  topography against their description.


  He glassed the basin with binoculars and noted the fingers of pine trees reaching down through the grassy swale and the craterlike depressions in the hollow they’d described. This, he
  determined, was the place.


  He’d settled into a familiar routine of riding until his muscles got stiff and his knees hurt. Then he’d climb down and lead his geldings Buddy and Blue Roanie—a packhorse
  he’d named unimaginatively—until he could loosen up and work the kinks out. He checked his gear and the panniers on Roanie often to make sure the load was well balanced, and he’d
  stop so he and his horses could rest and get a drink of water. The second day of riding brought back all the old aches, but they seemed closer to the surface now that he was in his mid-forties.


  Shifting his weight in the saddle toward the basin, he clicked his tongue and touched Buddy’s sides with his spurs. The horse balked.


  “C’mon, Buddy,” Joe said. “Let’s go now, you knucklehead.”


  Instead, Buddy turned his head back and seemed to implore Joe not to proceed.


  “Don’t be ridiculous. Go.”


  Only when he dug his spurs in did Buddy shudder, sigh, and start the descent.


  “You act like I’m making you march to your death like a beef cow,” Joe said. “Knock it off, now.” He turned to check that his packhorse was coming along as well.
  “You doing okay, Blue Roanie? Don’t pay any attention to Buddy. He’s a knucklehead.”


  But on the way down into the basin, Joe instinctively reached back and touched the butt of his shotgun in the saddle scabbard to assure himself it was there. Then he untied the leather thong
  that held it fast.


  IT WAS TO have been a five-day horseback patrol before the summer gave way to fall and the hunting seasons began in earnest—before a new game warden was assigned the
  district to take over from Joe, who, after a year in exile, was finally going home. He was more than ready.


  He’d spent the previous weekend packing up his house and shed and making plans to ride into the mountains on Monday, descend on Friday, and clean out his state-owned home in Baggs for the
  arrival of the new game warden the first of next week. Baggs (“Home of the Baggs Rattlers!”) was a tough, beautiful, raggedy mountain town as old as the state itself. The community
  sprawled through the Little Snake River Valley on the same unpaved streets Butch cassidy used to walk. Baggs was so isolated it was known within the department as the “warden’s
  graveyard”—the district where game wardens were sent to quit or die. Governor Spencer Rulon had hidden Joe there for his past transgressions, but after Rulon had won a second term in a
  landslide, he’d sent word through his people that Joe was no longer a liability. As luck had it, at the same time, Phil Kiner in Saddlestring took a new district in cody and Joe quickly
  applied for—and received—his old district north in the Bighorns in Twelve Sleep county, where his family was.


  Despite his almost giddy excitement about moving back to his wife, Marybeth, and his daughters, he couldn’t in good conscience vacate the area without investigating the complaint about the
  butchered elk. That wouldn’t be fair to the new game warden, whoever he or she would be. He’d leave the other reported crimes to the sheriff.


  JOE PICKETT WAS lean, of medium height and medium build. His gray Stetson Rancher was stained with sweat and red dirt. A few silver hairs caught the sunlight on his temples and
  unshaved chin. He wore faded Wranglers, scuffed lace-up outfitter boots with stubby spurs, a red uniform shirt with the pronghorn antelope patch on his shoulder, and a badge over his breast pocket
  with the designation GF-54. A tooled leather belt that identified him as “Joe” held handcuffs, bear spray, and a service issue .40 Glock semi-auto.


  With every mile of his last patrol of the Sierra Madre of southern Wyoming, Joe felt as if he were going back into time and to a place of immense and unnatural silence. With each muffled
  hoofbeat, the sense of foreboding got stronger until it enveloped him in a calm, dark dread that made the hair prick up on the back of his neck and on his forearms and that set his nerves on
  edge.


  The silence was disconcerting. It was late August but the normal alpine soundtrack was switched to mute. There were no insects humming in the grass, no squirrels chattering in the trees to
  signal his approach, no marmots standing up in the rocks on their hind legs and whistling, no deer or elk rustling in the shadows of the trees rimming the meadows where they fed, no grouse clucking
  or flushing. Yet he continued on, as if being pulled by a gravitational force. It was as if the front door of a dark and abandoned house slowly opened by itself before he could reach for the handle
  and the welcome was anything but warm. Despite the brilliant greens of the meadows or the subdued fireworks of alpine flowers, the sun-fused late summer morning seemed ten degrees cooler than it
  actually was.


  “Stop spooking yourself,” he said aloud and with authority.


  But it wasn’t just him. His horses were unusually twitchy and emotional. He could feel Buddy’s tension through the saddle. Buddy’s muscles were tight and balled, he breathed
  rapid shallow breaths, and his ears were up and alert. The old game trail he took was untracked and covered with a thin sheet of pine needles but it switchbacked up the mountain, and as they rose,
  the sky broke through the canopy and sent shafts of light like jail bars to the forest floor. Joe had to keep nudging and kissing at his mount to keep him going up the face of the mountain into the
  thick forest. Finally deep into the trees, he yearned for open places where he could see.


  JOE WAS STILL unnerved by a brief conversation he’d had with a dubious local named Dave Farkus the day before at the trailhead.


  Joe was pulling the cinch tight on Buddy when Farkus emerged from the brush with a spinning rod in his hand. Short and wiry, with muttonchop sideburns and a slack expression on his face, Farkus
  had opened with, “So you’re really goin’ up there?”


  Joe said, “Yup.”


  The fisherman said, “All I know for sure is I drink beer at the Dixon Club bar with about four old-timers who were here long before the energy workers got here and a hell of a lot longer
  than you. A couple of these guys are old enough they forgot more about these mountains than either of us will ever know. They ran cattle up there and they hunted up there for years. But you know
  what?”


  Joe felt a clench in his belly the way Farkus had asked. He said, “What?”


  “None of them old fellers will go up there anymore. Ever since that runner vanished, they say something just feels wrong.”


  Joe said, “Feelings aren’t a lot to go on.”


  “That ain’t all,” said Farkus. “What about all the break-ins at cabins in the area and parked cars getting their windows smashed in at the trailheads? There’s been
  a lot of that lately.”


  “I heard,” Joe said. “Sheriff Baird is looking into that, I believe.”


  Farkus snorted.


  “Is there something you’re not telling me?” Joe had asked.


  “No. But we all heard some of the rumors. You know, camps being looted. Tents getting slashed. I heard there were a couple of bow hunters who tried to poach an elk before the season
  opened. They hit one, followed the blood trail for miles to the top, but when they finally found the animal it had already been butchered and the meat all hauled away. Is that true?”


  Like most hunters who had broken the law, the bow hunters had come to Joe’s office and turned themselves in. Joe had cited them for hunting elk out of season, but had been intrigued by
  their story. They seemed genuinely creeped out by what had happened. “That’s what they said.”


  Farkus widened his eyes. “So it’s true after all. And that’s what you’re up to, isn’t it? You’re going up there to find whoever took their elk if you can.
  Well, I hope you do. Man, nobody likes the idea of somebody stealing another man’s meat. That’s beyond the pale. And this Wendigo crap—where did that come from? Bunch of Indian
  mumbo-jumbo. Evil spirits, flesh eaters, I ask you. This ain’t Canada, thank God. Wendigos are up there, not here, if they even exist. Heh-heh.”


  It was not much of a laugh, Joe thought. More like a nervous tic. A way of saying he didn’t necessarily believe a word of what he’d just said—unless Joe did.


  Joe said, “Wendigos?”


  THEY BROKE THROUGH the trees and emerged onto a treeless meadow walled by dark timber, and he stopped to look and listen. Joe squinted, looking for whatever was spooking his
  horses and him, hoping reluctantly to see a bear, a mountain lion, a wolverine, even a snake. But what he saw were mountains that tumbled like frozen ocean waves all the way south into Colorado,
  wispy puffball clouds that scudded over him immodestly showing their vulnerable white bellies, and his own mark left behind in the ankledeep grass: parallel horse tracks, steaming piles of manure.
  There were no human structures of any kind in view and hadn’t been for a full day. No power lines, microwave stations, or cell phone towers. The only proof that he was not riding across the
  same wilderness in the 1880s were the jet trails looking like snail tracks high in the sky.


  THE RANGE RAN south to north. He planned to summit the Sierra Madre by Wednesday, day three, and cross the 10,000-foot Continental Divide near Battle Pass. This was where the
  bow hunters said their elk had been cut up. Then he would head down toward No Name Creek on the west side of the divide and arrive at his pickup and horse trailer by midday Friday. If all went
  well.


  THE TERRAIN GoT rougher the higher he rode, wild and unfamiliar. What he knew of it he’d seen from a helicopter and from aerial survey photos. The mountain range was
  severe and spectacular, with canyon after canyon, toothy rimrock ridges, and dense old-growth forests that had never been timbered because cutting logging roads into them would have been too
  technical and expensive to be worth it. The vistas from the summit were like scenery overkill: mountains to the horizon in every direction, veins of aspen in the folds already turning gold, high
  alpine lakes and cirques like blue poker chips tossed on green felt, hundreds of miles of lodgepole pine trees, many of which were in the throes of dying due to bark beetles and had turned the
  color of advanced rust.


  The cirques—semicircular hollows with steep walls filled with snowmelt and big enough to boat across—stair-stepped their way up the mountains. Those with outlets birthed tiny creeks
  and water sought water and melded into streams. Other cirques were self-contained: bathtubs that would fill, freeze during winter, and never drain out.


  PRIOR TO THE five-day trek, Joe had been near the spine of the mountains only once, years before, when he was a participant in the massive search-and-rescue effort for the
  runner Farkus mentioned, Olympic hopeful Diane Shober, who’d parked her car at the trailhead and vanished on a long-distance run on the canyon trail. Her body had never been found. Her face
  was haunting and ubiquitous, though, because it peered out from hundreds of homemade handbills posted by her parents throughout Wyoming and Colorado. Joe kept her disappearance in mind as he rode,
  always alert for scraps of clothing, bones, or hair.


  Since he’d been assigned districts all over the State of Wyoming as both a game warden and Governor Rulon’s point man, Joe ascribed certain personality traits to mountain ranges. He
  conceded his impressions were often unfair and partially based on his mood at the time or things he was going through. Rarely, though, had he changed his mind about a mountain range once he’d
  established its quirks and rhythms in his mind. The Tetons were flashy, cold, bloodless Eurotrash mountains—too spectacular for their own good. They were the mountain equivalent of
  supermodels. The Gros ventres were a rich graveyard of human history—both American Indian and early white—that held their secrets close and refused to accommodate the modern era. The
  Wind River Mountains were what the Tetons wanted to be: towering, incredibly wealthy with scenery and wildlife, vast, and spiritual. The Bighorns, Joe’s mountains in northern Wyoming where
  his family still was waiting for him, were comfortable, rounded, and wry—a retired All-Pro linebacker who still had it.


  But the Sierra Madre was still a mystery. He couldn’t yet warm to the mountains, and he fought against being intimidated by their danger, isolation, and heartless beauty. The fruitless
  search for Diane Shober had planted the seed in his mind. These mountains were like a glimpse of a beautiful and exotic woman in a passing car, a gun on her lap, who refused to make eye
  contact.


  HE DISMOUNTED ONCE he was on the floor of the basin to ease the pain in his knees and let his horses rest. As always, he wondered how horsemen and horsewomen of the past stayed
  mounted for hours on end and day after day. No wonder they drank so much whiskey, he thought.


  Joe led his horses through a stand of widely spaced lodgepole pines that gradually melded into a pocket of rare and twisted knotty pine. Trunks and branches were bizarre in shape and direction,
  with softball-sized joints like swollen knees. The knotty pine stand covered less than a quarter mile of the forest, just as the elk hunters had described. As he stood on the perimeter of the stand
  he slowly turned and noted the horizon of the basin that rose like the rim of a bowl in every direction. This was the first cirque. He was struck by how many locations in the mountains looked
  alike, how without man-made landmarks like power lines or radio towers, wilderness could turn into a maelstrom of green and rocky sameness. He wished the bow hunters had given him precise GPS
  coordinates so he could be sure this was the place, but the hunters were purists and had not carried Garmins. Still, though, they’d accurately described the basin and the cirque, as well as
  the knotty pine stand in the floor of it.


  In the back of his mind, Joe thought that if there really were men hiding out in these mountains stealing elk and vandalizing cabins and cars, they would likely be refugees of the man camps.
  Over the past few years, as natural-gas fields were drilled north of town, the energy companies had established man camps—clumps of adjoining temporary mobile housing in the middle of
  sagebrush flats for their employees. The men—and it was only men—lived practically shoulder-to-shoulder. Obviously, it took a certain kind of person to stay there. Most of the temporary
  residents had traveled hundreds and thousands of miles to the most remote part of the least-populated state to work in the natural-gas fields and live in a man camp. The men were rough,
  independent, well armed, and flush with cash when they came to town. And when they did, it was the New Wild West. For months at a time, Joe had been called just about every Saturday night to assist
  the local police and sheriff’s deputies with breaking up fights.


  When the price of natural gas plummeted and drilling was no longer encouraged, the employees were let go. A half-dozen man camps sat deserted in the sagebrush desert. No one knew where the men
  went any more than they knew where they’d come from in the first place. That a few of the unemployed refugees of the man camps had stuck around in the game-rich mountains seemed
  plausible—even likely—to Joe.


  He secured his animals and walked the floor of the basin looking for remains of the elk. Although predators would have quickly moved in on the carcass and stripped it of its meat and scattered
  the bones, there should be unmistakable evidence of hide, hair, and antlers. The bow hunters said the wounded bull had seven-point antlers on each beam, so the antlers should be nearby as well.


  As he surveyed the ground for sign, something in his peripheral vision struck him as discordant. He paused and carefully looked from side to side, visually backtracking. In nature, he thought,
  nothing is perfect. And something he’d seen—or thought he’d seen—was too vertical or horizontal or straight or unblemished to belong here.


  “What was it?” he asked aloud. Through the trees, his horses raised their heads and stared at him, uncomprehending.


  After turning back around and retracing his steps, Joe saw it. At first glance, he reprimanded himself. It was just a stick jutting out from a tree trunk twenty feet off his path. But on closer
  inspection, it wasn’t a stick at all, but an arrow stuck in the trunk of a tree. The shaft of the arrow was handcrafted, not from a factory, but it was straight, smooth, shorn of bark, with
  feather fletching on the end. The only place he’d ever seen a primitive arrow like this was in a museum. He photographed the arrow with his digital camera, then pulled on a pair of latex
  gloves and grasped it by the shaft and pushed hard up and down while pulling on it. After a moment, the arrow popped free and Joe studied it. The point was obsidian and delicately flaked and
  attached to the shaft with animal sinew. The fletching was made of wild turkey feathers.


  It made no sense. The bow hunters he’d interviewed were serious sportsmen, even if they’d hunted prior to the season opener. But even they didn’t make their own arrows from
  natural materials. No one did. Who had lost this arrow?


  He felt a chill roll through him. Slowly, he rotated and looked behind him in the trees. He wouldn’t have been surprised to see Cheyenne or Sioux warriors approaching.


  HE FOUND THE remains of the seven-point bull elk ten minutes later. Even though coyotes and ravens had been feeding on the carcass, it was obvious this was the elk the bow
  hunters had wounded and pursued. The hindquarters were gone and the backstraps had been sliced away. Exactly like the hunters described.


  So who had taken the meat?


  Joe photographed the carcass from multiple angles.


  JOE WALKED BACK to his horses with the arrow he’d found. He wrapped the point of it in a spare sock and the shaft in a T-shirt and put it in a pannier. He caught Buddy
  staring at him.


  “Evidence,” he said. “Something strange is going on up here. We might get some fingerprints off this arrow.”


  Buddy snorted. Joe was sure it was a coincidence.


  AS HE RODE out of the basin, he frequently glanced over his shoulder and couldn’t shake a feeling that he was being watched. Once he reached the rim and was back on top,
  the air was thin and the sun was relentless. Rivulets of sweat snaked down his spine beneath his uniform shirt.


  Miles to the south-east, a mottled gray pillow cloud and rain column of a thunderstorm connected the horizon with the sky. It seemed to be coming his way. He welcomed rain that would cool down
  the afternoon and settle the dust from his horses.


  But he couldn’t stop thinking about the carcass he’d found. Or the arrow.


  THAT NIGHT, HE camped on the shoreline of a half-moon-shaped alpine lake and picketed the horses within sight of his tent in lush ankle-high grass. As the sun went down and the
  temperature dropped into the forties, he caught five trout with his 4-weight fly rod, kept one, and ate it with fried potatoes over a small fire. After dinner he cleaned his dishes by the light of
  a headlamp and uncased his satellite phone from a pannier. Because of the trouble he’d had communicating several years before while temporarily stationed in Jackson Hole, he’d vowed to
  call home every night no matter what. Even if there was no news from either side, it was the mundane that mattered, that kept him in touch with his family and Marybeth with him.


  The satellite phone was bulky compared to a mobile, and he had to remove his hat to use it because the antenna bumped into the brim. The signal was good, though, and the call went through.
  Straight to voice mail. He sighed and was slightly annoyed before he remembered Marybeth said she was taking the girls to the last summer concert in the town park. He’d hoped to hear her
  voice.


  When the message prompt beeped, he said, “Hello, ladies. I hope you had a good time tonight. I wish I could have gone with you, even though I don’t like concerts. Right now,
  I’m high in the mountains, and it’s a beautiful and lonely place. The moon’s so bright I can see fish rising in the lake. A half hour ago, a bull moose walked from the trees into
  the lake and stood there knee-deep in the water for a while. It’s the only animal I’ve seen, which I find remarkably strange. I watched him take a drink.”


  He paused, and felt a little silly for the long message. He rarely talked that much to them in person. He said, “Well, I’m just checking in. Your horses are doing fine and so am I. I
  miss you all.”


  HE UNDRESSED AND slipped into his sleeping bag in the tent. He read a few pages of A. B. Guthrie’s The Big Sky, which had turned into his camping book, then
  extinguished his headlamp. He lay awake with his hands beneath his head and stared at the inside of the dark tent fabric. His service weapon was rolled up in the holster in a ball near his head.
  After an hour, he got up and pulled the bag and the Therm-a-Rest pad out through the tent flap. There were still no clouds and the stars and moon were bright and hard. Out in the lake, the moose
  had returned and stood in silhouette bordered by blue moon splash.


  God, he thought, I love this. I love it so.


  And he felt guilty for loving it so much.
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  THE RHAPSODY ENDED at noon the next day. There was a lone fisherman down there in the small kidney-shaped mountain lake and
  something about him was wrong.


  Joe reined to a stop on the summit and let Buddy and Blue Roanie catch their breath from clambering up the mountainside. The late-summer sun was straight up in the sky, and insects hummed in the
  wildflowers. He shifted in the saddle to get his bearings and searched the sky for more clouds. The sun had been relentless on the top of Battle Pass. There was little shade because he was on the
  top of the world, with nothing higher. He longed for an afternoon thunderstorm to cool things down, but the thunderhead had slowed its sky march and the rain column now looked like an afterthought.
  He hoped for a more serious cloud, and to the south he could see a bank of thunderheads forming at what looked from his elevation like eye level.


  But first, he’d need to check out the fisherman.


  Joe raised his binoculars and focused in, trying to figure out what there was about the man that had struck him as discordant. Several things popped up. The first was that although the hundreds
  of small mountain lakes in Sierra Madre had fish, the high-country cirques weren’t noted for great angling. Big fish were to be had in the low country, in the legendary blue-ribbon trout
  waters of the Encampment and North Platte rivers of the eastern slope or the Little Snake on the western slope. Up here, with its long violent winters and achingly short summers, the trout were
  stunted because the ice-off time was brief. Although today it was a beautiful day, the weather could turn within minutes. Snow was likely any month of the summer. While hikers might catch a small
  trout or two for dinner along the trail, as he had, the area was not a destination fishing location worth two or three days of hard hike to access.


  Second, the fisherman wasn’t dressed or equipped like a modern angler. The man—who at the distance looked very tall and rangy—was wading in filthy denim jeans, an oversized red
  plaid shirt with big checks, and a white slouch hat pulled low over his eyes. No waders, no fishing vest, no net. And no horse, tent, or camp, from what Joe could see. In these days of high-tech
  gear and clothing that wicked away moisture and weighed practically nothing, it was extremely unusual to see such a throwback outfit.


  He put away the glasses, clicked his tongue, and started down toward the lake. Leather creaked from his saddles, and horseshoes struck stones. Blue Roanie snorted. He was making plenty of noise,
  but the fisherman appeared not to have seen or heard him. In a place as big and empty and lonely as this, the fisherman’s lack of acknowledgment was all wrong and made a statement in
  itself.


  As he walked his animals down to the lake, Joe untied the leather thong that secured his shotgun in his saddle scabbard.


  Joe had often considered the fact that, for Western game wardens, unlike even for urban cops in America’s toughest inner cities, nearly every human being he encountered was armed. To make
  matters even dicier, it was rare when he could call for backup. This appeared to be one of those encounters where he’d be completely on his own, the only things on his side being his wits,
  his weapons, and the game and fish regulations of the State of Wyoming.


  Fat-bodied marmots scattered across the rubble in front of him as he descended toward the lake. They took cover and peeked at him from the gray scree. What do they know that I
  don’t? Joe wondered.


  “HELLO,” JOE CALLED out as he approached the cirque lake from the other side of the fisherman. “How’s the fishing?”


  His voice echoed around in the small basin until it was swallowed up.


  “Excuse me, sir. I need to talk to you for a minute and check your fishing license and habitat stamp.”


  No response.


  The fisherman cast, waited a moment for his lure to settle under the surface of the water, then reeled in. The man was a spin-fishing artist, and his lure flicked out like a snake’s
  tongue. Cast. Pause. Reel. Cast. Pause. Reel.


  Joe thought, Either he’s deaf and blind, or has an inhuman power of concentration, or he’s ignoring me, pretending I’ll just get spooked and give up and go away.


  As a courtesy and for his own protection, Joe never came at a hunter or fisherman head-on. He had learned to skirt them, to approach from an angle. Which he did now, walking his horses around
  the shore, keeping the fisherman firmly in his peripheral vision. Out of sight from the fisherman, Joe let his right hand slip down along his thigh until it was inches from his shotgun.


  Cast. Pause. Reel. Cast. Pause. Reel.


  Interaction with others was different in the mountains than it was in town. Where two people may simply pass each other on the street with no more than a glance and a nod, in the wilderness
  people drew to each other the same way animals of the same species instinctively sought each other out. Information was exchanged—weather, trail conditions, hazards ahead. In Joe’s
  experience, when a man didn’t want to talk, something was up and it was rarely good. Joe was obviously a game warden, but the fisherman didn’t acknowledge the fact, which was
  disconcerting. It was as if the man thought Joe had no right to be there. And Joe knew that with each passing minute the fisherman chose not to acknowledge him, he was delving further and further
  into unknown and dangerous territory.


  As Joe rode closer, he could see the fisherman was armed, as he’d suspected. Tucked into the man’s belt was a long-barreled Ruger Mark III .22 semi-automatic pistol. Joe knew it to
  be an excellent gun, and he’d seen hundreds owned by hunters and ranchers over the years. It was rugged and simple, and it was often used to administer a kill shot to a wounded animal.


  The tip of the fisherman’s pole jerked down and the man deftly set the hook and reeled in a feisty twelve-inch rainbow trout. The sun danced off the colors of the trout’s belly and
  back as the fisherman raised it from the water, worked the treble-hook lure out of its mouth, and studied it carefully, turning it over in his hands. Then he bent over and released the fish. He
  cast again, hooked up just as quickly, and reeled in a trout of the same size and color. After inspecting it, he bit it savagely behind its head to kill it. He spat the mouthful of meat into the
  water near his feet and slipped the fish into the bulging wet fanny pack behind him. Joe looked at the pack—there were a lot of dead fish in it.


  “Why did you release the first one and keep the second?” Joe asked. “They looked like the same fish.”


  The man grunted as if insulted, “Not up close, they didn’t. The one I kept had a nick on its tailfin. The one I threw back was perfect. The perfect ones go free.” He spoke in a
  hard, flat, nasal tone. The accent was upper Midwest, Joe thought. Maybe even Canadian.


  Joe was puzzled. “How many imperfect fish do you have there?” Joe asked. He was now around the lake and behind and to the side of the fisherman. “The legal limit is six. Too
  many to my mind, but that’s the law. It looks like you may have more than that in your possession.”


  The fisherman paused silently in the lake, his wide back to Joe. He seemed to be thinking, planning a move or a response. Joe felt the now-familiar shiver roll through him despite the heat. It
  was as if they were the only two humans on earth and something of significance was bound to happen.


  Finally, the man said, “I lost count. Maybe ten.”


  “That’s a violation. Tell me, are you a bow hunter?” Joe asked. “I’m wondering about an arrow I found stuck in a tree earlier today.”


  The fisherman shrugged. Not a yes, not a no. More like, I’m not sure I want to answer.


  “Do you know anything about an elk that was butchered up in a basin a few miles from here? A seven-point bull? It happened a week ago. The hunters who wounded it tracked it down but
  someone had harvested all the meat by the time they found the carcass. Would you know anything about that?”


  “Why you asking me?”


  “Because you’re the only living human being I’ve seen in two days.”


  The man coughed up phlegm and spat a ball of it over his shoulder. It floated and bobbed on the surface of the water. “I don’t know nothing about no elk.”


  “The elk was imperfect,” Joe said. “It was bleeding out and probably limping.”


  “For the life of me, I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”


  “I need to see your license,” Joe said.


  “Ain’t got it on me,” the man said, finally, still not turning around. “Might be in my bag.”


  Joe turned in the saddle and saw a weathered canvas daypack hung from a broken branch on the side of a pine tree. He’d missed it earlier. He looked for a bow and quiver of homemade arrows.
  Nope.


  “Mind if I look in it?”


  The fisherman shrugged again.


  “Is that a yes?”


  “Yes. But while you look, I’m gonna to keep fishing.”


  “Suit yourself,” Joe said.


  The fisherman mumbled something low and incomprehensible.


  Joe said, “Come again?”


  The man said, “I’m willing to let this go if you’ll just turn your horses around and ride back the way you came. ’Cause if you start messing with me, well ...”


  “What?”


  “Well, it may not turn out too good.”


  Joe said, “Are you threatening me?”


  “Nope. Just statin’ a fact. Like sayin’ the sky is blue. You got a choice, is what I’m sayin’.”


  Joe said, “I’m choosing to check your license. It’s my job.”


  The fisherman shook his head slowly, as if to say, What happens now is on you.


  The rod flicked out again, but the lure shot out to the side toward Joe, who saw it flashing through the air. He flinched and closed his eyes and felt the lure smack hard into his shoulder. The
  treble hooks bit into the loose fabric of his sleeve but somehow missed the skin.


  “Damn,” the fisherman said.


  “Damn is right,” Joe said, shaken. “You hooked me.”


  “I fouled the cast, I guess,” the man said.


  “Seemed deliberate to me,” Joe said, reaching across his body and trying to work the lure free. The barbs were pulled through the fabric and he ended up tearing his sleeve getting
  the lure out.


  “Maybe if you’d stay clear of my casting lane,” the fisherman said flatly, reeling in. Not a hint of apology or remorse.


  Joe dismounted but never took his eyes off the fisherman in the water. He fought an impulse to charge out into the lake and take the man down. He doubted the miscast was an accident, but there
  was no way he could prove it, and he swallowed his anger. He led his horse over to the tree, tied him up, and took the bag down. There were very few items in it, and Joe rooted through them looking
  for a license. In the bag was a knife in a sheath, some string, matches, a box of crackers, a battered journal, a pink elastic iPod holder designed to be worn on an arm but no iPod, an empty water
  bottle, and half a Bible—Old Testament only. It looked as if the New Testament had been torn away.


  “I don’t see a license,” Joe said, stealing a look at the journal while the fisherman kept his back to him. There were hundreds of short entries made in a tiny crimped hand.
  Joe read a few of them and noted the dates went back to March. He felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck. Was it possible this man had been in the mountains for six months?


  “Don’t be reading my work,” the fisherman said.


  On a smudged card inside the Bible was a note: FOR CALEB ON HIS 14TH BIRTHDAY FROM AUNT ELAINE.


  “Are you Caleb?” Joe asked.


  Pause. “Yeah.”


  “Got a last name?”


  “Yeah.”


  Joe waited a beat and the man said nothing. “So, what is it?”


  “Grimmengruber.”


  “What?”


  “Grimmengruber. Most people just say ‘Grim’ cause they can’t pronounce it.”


  “Who is Camish?” Joe asked. “I keep seeing that name in this journal.”


  “I told you not to read it,” Caleb Grimmengruber said, displaying a flash of impatience.


  “I was looking for your license,” Joe said. “I can’t find it. So who is Camish?”


  Caleb sighed. “My brother.”


  “Where is he? Is he up here with you?”


  “None of your business.”


  “You wrote that he was with you yesterday. It says, ‘Camish went down and got some supplies. He ran into some trouble along the way.’ What trouble?” Joe asked, recalling
  what Farkus had said at the trailhead.


  Caleb Grim lowered his fishing rod and slowly turned around. He had close-set dark eyes, a tiny pinched mouth glistening with fish blood, a stubbled chin sequined with scales, and a long, thin
  nose sunburned so badly that the skin was mottled gray and had peeled away revealing the place where chalk-white bone joined yellow cartilage. Joe’s stomach clenched, and he felt his toes
  curl in his boots.


  “What trouble?” Joe repeated, trying to keep his voice strong.


  “You can ask him yourself.”


  “He’s at your camp?”


  “I ain’t in charge of his movements, but I think so.”


  “Where’s your camp?”


  Caleb chinned to the south, but all Joe could see was a wood-studded slope that angled up nearly a thousand feet.


  “Up there in the trees?” Joe asked.


  “Over the top,” the man said. “Down the other side and up and down another mountain.”


  Joe surveyed the terrain. He estimated the camp to be at least three miles the hard way. Three miles.


  “Lead on,” Joe said.


  “What you gonna do if I don’t?”


  Joe thought, There’s not much I can do. He said, “We won’t even need to worry about that if you cooperate. You can show me your license, I can have a word with Camish,
  and if everything’s on the level, I’ll be on my way and I’ll leave you with a citation for too many fish in your possession.”


  Caleb appeared to be thinking it over although his hard dark eyes never blinked. He raised his rod and hooked the lure on an eyelet so it wouldn’t swing around. After a moment, Grim waded
  out of the lake. As he neared, Joe was taken aback at how tall he was, maybe six-foot-five. He was glad he hadn’t gone into the lake after him. Joe could smell him approaching.
  Rancid—like rotten animal fat. Without a glance toward Joe, Caleb took the daypack and threw it over his shoulders and started up the mountain. Joe mounted up, breathed in a gulp of clean,
  thin air, and clucked at Buddy and Blue Roanie to get them moving.


  A quarter mile up the mountain, Caleb stopped and turned around. His tiny dark eyes settled on Joe. He said, “You could a just rode away.”


  NEARLY TO THE top, Joe prodded on his pack animals. They were laboring on the steep mountainside. Caleb Grim wasn’t. The man long-strided up the slope at a pace that was
  as determined as it was unnatural.


  Joe said, “The Brothers Grim?”


  Caleb, obviously annoyed, said, “We prefer the Grim Brothers.”


  Later, Joe asked, “Where are you boys from?”


  No response.


  “How long have you been up here? This is tough country.”


  Nothing.


  “Why just the Old Testament?”


  Dismissive grunt.


  “What kind of trouble did Camish run into yesterday?”


  Silence.


  “Some of the old-timers down in Baggs think someone’s been up here harassing cattle and spooking them down the mountains. There have even been reports by campers that their camps
  have been trashed, and there’ve been some break-ins at cabins and cars parked at the trailheads. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


  Caleb grunted. Again not a yes, not a no.


  “The elk that was butchered confounds me,” Joe said. “Whoever did it worked fast and knew what they were doing. The bow hunters said it must have happened within twenty
  minutes, maybe less. Like maybe more than one man was cutting up that meat. You wouldn’t know who up here could’ve done that, then?”


  “I already told you. I don’t know about no elk.”


  “Have you heard about a missing long-distance runner? She disappeared up here somewhere a couple of years ago. A girl by the name of Diane Shober?”


  Another inscrutable grunt.


  “The Brothers Grim,” Joe said again.


  “We prefer the Grim Brothers, damn you,” Caleb spat.


  Joe eased his shotgun out of the saddle scabbard, glanced down to check the loads, and slid it back in. He’d have to jack a shell into the chamber to arm it. Later, though. When Caleb
  wasn’t looking. No need to provoke the man.


  THEY WERE SOON in dense timber. Buddy and Blue Roanie detoured around downed logs while Caleb Grim scrambled over them without a thought. Joe wondered if Caleb was leading him
  into a trap or trying to lose him, and he spurred Buddy on harder than he wanted to, working him and not letting him rest, noting the lather creaming out from beneath the saddle and blanket. It was
  dark and featureless in the timber. Every few minutes Joe would twist in the saddle to look back, to try to find and note a landmark so he could find his way back out. But the lodgepole pine trees
  all looked the same, and the canopy was so thick he couldn’t see the sky or the horizon.


  “Sorry Buddy,” he whispered to his gelding, patting his wet neck, “it can’t be much farther.”


  Caleb’s subtle arcs and meandering made Joe suddenly doubt his own sense of direction. He thought they were still going north, but he wasn’t sure. Out of nowhere, a line came
  back to him from one of his favorite old movies, one of the rare movies he and his father had both liked, The Missouri Breaks:


  The closer you get to Canada, the more things’ll eat your horse.


  Joe could smell the camp before he could see it. It smelled like rotten garbage and burnt flesh.


  FOR A MOMENT, Joe thought he was hallucinating. How could Caleb Grim have made it into the camp so much before him that he’d had the time to sit on a log and stretch out
  his long legs and read the Bible and wait for him to arrive? Then he realized the man on the log was identical to Caleb in every way, including his clothing, slouch hat, and deformed nose, and he
  was reading the missing half of the book he’d seen in Caleb’s daypack earlier—the New Testament.


  Caleb Grim emerged from a thicket of brush and tossed his daypack aside and sat down next to his brother. Twins. Joe felt his palms go dry and his heart race.


  “Why’d you bring him?” the brother—Joe assumed it was Camish—asked without looking up.


  “I didn’t,” Caleb said. “He followed me.”


  “I thought we had an agreement about this sort of thing.” His voice was nasal as well, but higher-pitched. “You know what happened the last time you did this.”


  “That was different, Camish. You know that.”


  “I didn’t know it at the time.”


  “You should have known. They’re all like that—every damned one of them.


  “Especially when they got a badge to hide behind,” Caleb said.


  “Especially then,” Camish said.


  “What happened last time?” Joe asked. He was ignored. They talked to each other as if Joe weren’t there. He tried to swallow but his mouth was dry.


  The camp was a shambles. Clothing, wrappers, empty cans and food containers, bones, and bits of hide littered the ground. Their tent was a tiny Boy Scout pup tent, and he could see two stained
  and crumpled sleeping bags extending out past the door flap. He wondered how the two tall men managed to sleep there together—and why they’d want to. The bones meant the brothers were
  the poachers, because there were no open game seasons in the summer. Joe saw no weapons but assumed they were hidden away. He could arrest them for wanton destruction of game animals, hunting out
  of season, and multiple other violations on the spot. And then what? he wondered. He couldn’t just march them for three days out of the mountains to jail.


  Said Caleb to Joe, “You gonna stay up there on that horse?”


  “Yup.”


  “You ain’t gonna get down?”


  “Nope. I’ll just take a look at your fishing license and I’ll get going.”


  The brothers exchanged looks and seemed to be sharing a joke.


  “Well, then,” Caleb said, long-striding toward the pup tent, “I’ll go see if I can find it.”


  Joe said to Camish, “How long have you been up here?”


  Camish looked up and showed a mouthful of stubby yellow teeth that looked like a line of undersized corn kernels. “Is that an official question?”


  “An official question?”


  “Like one I have to answer or you’ll give me a dang ticket or something?”


  “I’m just wondering,” Joe said. “It looks like you boys have been up here for a while living off the land. That’s curious. How many deer and elk have you killed and
  eaten?”


  Camish shook his head. “If I don’t answer you, it’s not because I’m rude, mister. It’s because I don’t care to incriminate myself in any way. If it
  ain’t an official question and all.”


  “Okay,” Joe said. “It’s an official question.”


  “If I don’t agree to see you as an authority, it ain’t official. You know, game warden, this place ain’t called Rampart Mountain for no reason. You know what a rampart
  is?”


  Joe kept silent, knowing Camish would answer his own question.


  “A rampart is a protective barrier,” Camish said. “A last stand, kind of.”


  Camish shook his half of the Bible at Joe. “I been reading this. I’m not all that impressed, to tell you the truth. I can’t figure out what all the fuss is about. I find it to
  be an imperfect book.”


  Joe didn’t know what to say to that.


  “At least the first part has lots of action in it. Lots of murder and killings and sleeping around and such. Battles and things like that. Crazy miracles and folk tales—it keeps you
  entertained. This part, though, it’s just too soft, you know? You ever read it?”


  Joe said, “Some.”


  “I’d not recommend it. At least the second half. Instead, I’d read the U.S. Constitution. It’s shorter, better, and up until recently it was pretty easy to
  find.”


  Caleb crawled backward out of the tent, stood up, said, “Damned if I can’t find it, officer. But there’s one other place I need to look.”


  “Where’s that?”


  Caleb gestured toward the forest behind him. “We got a couple caches back in the trees. I might have put my license in one of ’em.”


  Joe said, “I’ll follow you.” Wanting to be rid of Camish and his commentary.


  That seemed to surprise Caleb, and again the brothers exchanged a wordless glance that made Joe both scared and angry. They were communicating without words or recognizable cues, leaving Joe in
  the dark.


  “Come on, then,” Caleb said. “But you’ll have to get down. The trees are too thick to ride through. There’s too much downed timber.”


  Joe studied the trees behind Caleb. They were too closely packed to ride through. For a moment, he considered telling Caleb he’d wait where he was. But he wondered if he let Caleb
  go if he’d ever see him again. And he didn’t want to be stuck with Camish, who asked suddenly, “You ever hear of the Wendigo?”


  Joe looked over. He’d now heard the word twice—once from Farkus, now from Camish Grim. “What about it?”


  Again the stubby teeth, but this time in a sort of painful smile. “Just wonderin’,” he said.


  Joe waited for more but nothing came.


  Then Camish said, “So who owns these fish you’re so worked up about?”


  “What do you mean, who owns them?”


  “Exactly what I asked. These fish are native cutthroats, mainly, and a few rainbows that were planted years ago, right?”


  Joe nodded.


  “So who owns them? Do you own them? Is that why you’re so worked up?”


  “I work for the Wyoming Game and Fish Department,” Joe said. “Note that word fish. We’re the state agency in charge of managing our wildlife.”


  Camish rubbed his chin. “So you own the fish.”


  “Technically ... no. But we’re charged with managing the resource. Everybody knows this.”


  “Maybe,” Camish said. “But I like to get things clear in my mind. What you’re saying is that American citizens and citizens of this state have to go out and buy a piece
  of paper from the state in order to catch native fish in wild country. So you’re sort of a tax collector for the government, then?”


  Joe shook his head, lost in the logic.


  “So if you don’t own the fish and you didn’t put them here, what gives you the right to collect a tax on folks like us? Don’t we have any say in this?”


  “I guess you can complain to the judge,” Joe said.


  “Does the judge get his paycheck from the same place you do? Sounds like a racket to me. You’ve got me wondering who the criminal is here and who isn’t.”


  Joe climbed down quickly and tied Buddy to a tree. He said to Caleb, “Let’s go.”


  Caleb grinned. Same teeth as Camish. “Pissed you off, didn’t he?”


  Joe set his jaw and made a wide arc around Camish, who looked amused.


  JOE FOLLOWED CALEB Grim on a nearly imperceptible trail through the pine trees. The trees were so thick that several times Joe had to turn his shoulders and sidle through the
  trunks to get through. The footing was rough because of the roots that broke the surface. Not that Caleb was slowed down, though. Joe found it remarkable how a man of his size could glide through
  the forest as if on a cushion of air.


  “So,” Joe said to Caleb’s back, “where are you boys from?”


  “More questions,” Caleb grunted.


  “Just being friendly.”


  “I don’t need no friends.”


  “Everybody needs friends.”


  “Not me. Not Camish.”


  “Because you’ve got each other.”


  “I don’t think I appreciate that remark.”


  “Sorry,” Joe said. “So where do you guys hail from?”


  “You ever heard of the UP?”


  Joe said, “The Union Pacific?”


  Caleb spat. His voice was laced with contempt. “Yeah, game warden, the Union Pacific. Okay, here we are.”


  The trail had descended and on the right side of it was a flat granite wall with large vertical cracks. Caleb removed a gnarled piece of pitchwood from one of the cracks and reached inside to
  his armpit. He came out with a handful of crumpled papers.


  Joe tried to see what they were. They looked like unopened mail that had been wadded up and stuffed in the crack. He saw a canceled stamp on the edge of an envelope. When Caleb caught Joe
  looking, he quickly stuffed the wad back into the rock.


  “Nope,” he said. “No license here.”


  “Is this a joke?” Joe asked. “You didn’t even look.”


  “The hell I didn’t.”


  Joe shook his head. “If you’ve got a valid license, I can look it up when I can get to a computer. In the meanwhile, though, I’m giving you another citation. The law is
  you’ve got to have your license in your possession. Not in some rock hidden away.”


  Caleb said, “You’re giving me another ticket?”


  “Yup.”


  He laughed and shook his head from side to side.


  “There’ll be a court date,” Joe said, unnerved from Caleb’s casual contempt. “If you want to protest, you can show up with your license and make your
  case.”


  “Okay,” Caleb said, as if placating Joe.


  “And I’m going to write up both of you for wanton destruction of game animals. I saw all the bones back there. You’ve been poaching game all summer.”


  Caleb said, “Okay.”


  “So why don’t we get back,” Joe said.


  Caleb nodded, shouldered around Joe, and strode back up the trail.


  As Joe followed, he wondered if he’d been suckered, and why.


  CAMISH WAS STILL on his seat on the log and he watched with no expression on his face as Joe emerged from the woods. A cloud had finally passed in front of the sun and further
  muted the light. While they were gone, Camish had started a small fire in a fire pit near his feet and had cleaned and laid out the trout Caleb had brought back.


  “Guess what,” Caleb said to Camish, “he’s going to give us tickets.”


  “Tickets?” Camish said, placing his big hand over his heart as if pretending to ward off a stroke.


  Joe felt his ears get hot from the humiliation, but said, “Wanton destruction of game animals, for starters. But we’ve also got hunting and fishing without licenses, and exceeding
  the legal limit of fish.”


  Again, Joe caught the brothers exchanging information through their eyes.


  Joe wrote out the citations while the Grim Brothers watched him and smirked.


  Caleb said to his brother, “You’re gonna get mad, but I told him we were from the UP. And you know what he said? He said, ‘Union Pacific?’”


  Camish laughed out loud and slapped his thigh.


  “Oh, and earlier, you know what he asked me?”


  “What?”


  “He asked if we’d ever run across any remains of that girl runner. You know, the one who took off running and never came back?”


  “What did you tell him?”


  “I said sure, we raped and killed her.”


  Camish laughed again, and Caleb joined him, and Joe looked up from the last citation he was scribbling and wondered when he’d left Planet Earth for Planet Grim.


  HE HANDED THE citations to the brothers, who took them without protest.


  “I’d suggest you boys get out of the mountains and straighten up and fly right,” Joe said. “You’re gonna have big fines to pay, and maybe even jail time if the
  judge comes down hard.”


  “Straighten up and fly right,” Camish repeated in a soft, mocking tone.


  “What’s the reason you’re up here, anyway?” Joe asked. “I find people all the time looking for something they can’t get at home. What’s the story with
  you two?”


  The brothers looked at each other.


  “You wanna tell him?” Caleb said.


  Camish said, “Sure.” He turned to Joe. “Let’s just say this is the best place for us. I really don’t want to go into detail.”


  Joe waited for more that didn’t come. Finally, he reverted to training and said, “If you want to contest the citations, I’ll guess I’ll see you boys in court.”


  “Gee,” Camish said. “Do we have to wear ties?”


  Caleb snorted a laugh at that.


  “You can wear what you want,” Joe said, feeling ridiculous for responding.


  Caleb said to Camish, “But we got folks to look after.”


  Camish shot Caleb a vicious glance, which shut his brother up.


  “What folks?” Joe asked.


  “Never mind my brother,” Camish said. “He knows not what he says sometimes.”


  Caleb nodded, said, “I just babble sometimes.”


  “Is there someone else up here?” Joe asked.


  “Ain’t nobody,” Camish said.


  “Ain’t nobody,” Caleb repeated.


  JOE MOUNTED BUDDY, clucked his tongue to get him moving, and started back up the hill. He was never so grateful to ride away. He tried not to look over his shoulder as he put
  distance between himself and the camp, but he found he had to if for no other reason than to make sure they weren’t aiming a rifle at him.


  They weren’t. Instead, the Brothers Grim were laughing and feeding the citations into the fire, which flared as they dropped the tickets in.


  THAT NIGHT HE discovered his satellite phone was missing. He remembered powering it down and putting it away into its case the night before, after leaving the message for
  Marybeth. He emptied the contents of both panniers and checked his daypack and saddlebags looking for it. He thought: They took it. He recreated the encounter with the brothers step-by-step and
  pinpointed when it likely happened. When he’d followed Caleb to the cache.


  “The arrow,” he said aloud and rooted through all of his gear again. It was gone as well.


  His anger turned to thoughts of revenge. If the brothers used the phone—and why else would they have taken it?—their exact location could be determined. It was how the feds tracked
  down drug dealers in South America and terrorists in the Middle East. Joe could bring a team back up into the mountains and nail those guys.


  Being out of radio contact was not unusual in itself, and often he didn’t mind it one bit. This time he did. Marybeth would worry about him. In fact, he was worried himself. And what if
  the brothers hadn’t taken his phone for their own use? What if they’d taken it to isolate him, to cut off his communication with the outside world?


  LATER, AS GRAY wisps of clouds passed over the moon and the wash of stars were so close together they looked like swirls of cream, he lay outside his tent again in his sleeping
  bag, with the shotgun across his chest, and he thought how different things could have turned out if he’d taken Caleb’s advice and simply ridden away when he had the chance.


  EVERY YEAR AT the Wyoming Game Wardens Association meeting, after a few drinks, wardens would stand up and recount the strangest incident or most bizarre encounter they’d
  had the previous year. There was a sameness to many of the stories: poor hunters mistaking deer for elk or does for bucks, the comic and ridiculous excuses poachers came up with when caught in the
  act, out-of-state hunters who got no farther into Wyoming than the strip club in Green River, and run-ins with hermits, derelicts, and the unbalanced. It was always amazing to Joe how more often
  than not those who sought solace in nature were the least prepared to enter it. But it was exactly the opposite with those brothers. He felt he was the one who was encroaching, as if he’d
  barged unasked and unwanted into their living room.


  They were the reason he’d lain awake all night with his hand on his shotgun as if it were his lover.


  Joe thought bitterly, This isn’t fair. This was not how it was supposed to be on his last patrol.


  It was like walking into a convenience store for a quart of milk and realizing there was an armed robbery in progress. He didn’t feel prepared for what he’d stumbled into. And unlike
  other situations he’d encountered over the years—and there were countless times he’d entered hunting and fishing camps outnumbered, outgunned, and without backup—he’d
  never felt as vulnerable and out of his depth.


  HE THOUGHT HOW strange it was that no one—hunters, ranchers, hikers, fishers—had ever reported seeing the Grim Brothers. How was it possible these two had lived and
  roamed in these mountains and not been seen and remarked upon? Two six-and-a-half-foot identical twins in identical clothing? That was the kind of legend that swept through the rural populace and
  took on a life of its own. It was exactly the kind of tale repeated by men like Farkus at the Dixon Club bar.


  So how could these brothers have stayed out of sight?


  Then Joe thought, Maybe they hadn’t. They’d certainly been seen before.


  But whoever had seen them felt compelled to keep their mouths shut. Or maybe they never lived to tell.


  AFTER SEVERAL HOURS, Joe dragged his bag a hundred yards from the camp into a copse of thick mountain juniper on a rise that overlooked the tent and his horses. If they came
  for him, he figured, he’d see them first on the approach. He sat with his back against a rock and both the shotgun and the .308 M-14 carbine with peep sights within reach. Finally, deep into
  the night, he drifted into an exhausted sleep.


  He didn’t know how long he’d been out when his eyes shot open. It was still dark, but the eastern sky had lightened slightly. A dream had terrified him, and he found he’d cut
  into the palm of his hand with his fingernails and drawn blood.


  In the dream, Caleb sneaked into his camp, rolled him over in his sleeping bag, and took a vicious bite out of the back of his neck. The pain was horrific, worse than anything he’d
  experienced.


  To assure himself it had been his imagination, he glided the tips of his fingers along his nape to make sure the skin wasn’t broken.
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  THE ONLY SOUNDS Joe could hear as he rode from the trees into a sun-splashed meadow were a breeze that tickled the long
  hairs of Buddy’s black mane and made far-off watery music in the tops of the lodgepole pines, the huffing of his horses, and the squeaks and mews from his leather saddle.


  That was until he heard the hollow thwap somewhere in the dark trees to his right, the sizzle of a projectile arcing through the air like a shooting spark.


  And the thunk of the arrow through the fleshy top of his thigh that pinned him to the saddle and the horse. The pain was searing, and he fumbled and dropped the reins. Instinctively, he
  gripped the rough wooden shaft of the arrow with his right hand. Buddy screamed and crow-hopped, and Joe would have fallen if the arrow hadn’t been pinning him on the saddle. He felt
  Buddy’s back haunches dip and dig in, and suddenly the gelding was bolting across the meadow with his eyes showing white and his ears pinned back.


  Horses, after all, were prey animals. Their only defense was flight. Joe let go of the arrow shaft and held on to the saddle horn with both hands. The underbrim of his weathered Stetson caught
  wind and came off. He got a flash vision of how he must look from a distance, like those poor monkeys that used to “ride” greyhounds and “race” at tracks and arenas, the
  monkeys jerking and flopping with every stride because they were tied on.


  Buddy tore across the meadow. Blue Roanie followed, hooves thundering, gear—Joe’s tent, sleeping bag, food, clothing, grain—shaking loose as the canvas panniers caught air and
  crashed back and emptied against the ribs of Blue Roanie.


  Both animals were panicked and thundering toward the dark wall of trees to the left. Joe threw himself forward until his cheek was hard against Buddy’s neck and he reached out for a fallen
  strap of leather in order to try for a one-rein stop. He knew the only way to slow the gelding down was to jerk his head around hard until his nose was pointing back at Joe.


  He reached for the rein and the world shot by and in his peripheral vision he saw Blue Roanie suddenly sport an arrow in his throat and go down in a massive dusty tumble of spurting blood,
  flashing hooves, and flying panniers.


  Joe thought, This is it. They never had any intention of letting me get away after I met them and saw their camp.


  And: This is not where I want to die.


  JOE MANAGED TO slow Buddy to a lope just before the horse entered the wall of trees on the edge of the meadow and he welcomed the plunge into shadowed darkness because he was
  no longer in the open. Buddy seemed to read his mind or more likely think the same thought and he continued jogging his way through the thick lodgepole pine forest, entering a stand where the
  trunks seemed only a few feet apart. The canopy of the trees was so thick and interlaced overhead that direct sunlight barely dappled the forest floor, which was dry and without foliage and
  carpeted with inches of dead orange pine needles. It smelled dank and musty inside the stand, and Buddy’s hoofprints released ripe soil odor through the crust of needles.


  The shaft of the arrow jerked back on a skeletal branch that seemed to reach out and grasp it. Joe gasped from the electric jolt of pain and bangles of brilliant red and gold shimmered before
  his eyes. Buddy cried out and shinnied to the left and thumped hard into the trunk of a lodgepole, crushing Joe’s left leg as well. The impact sent a shower of dried pine needles that covered
  Joe’s bare head and shoulders.


  Finally, Buddy stopped and breathed hard from exertion and pain.


  “It’s okay, Buddy,” Joe whispered, reaching forward and stroking Buddy’s mane. “It’s okay.”


  But it wasn’t.


  “Let’s turn around, okay, Buddy?” Joe asked. “So we can see if anyone’s following us.”


  Joe pulled steadily on the right rein—the only one he’d managed to recover—until Buddy grunted and swung his big buttocks to the left and pivoted. There was barely enough room
  in the trees to turn.


  Joe looked back at where they’d come from. He could see no pursuers. Buddy huffed mightily, and eventually his breathing slowed and became shallow.


  Then, in the distance, back in the open meadow, Joe heard a whoop. They were still out there. Which meant they had no intention of retreating into the forest after the attack, which Joe had
  hoped.


  Joe opened his eyes wide and tried to clear his head, to think. Buddy’s labored breathing calmed, but the forward angle of his ears indicated he was still on alert. Joe was thankful his
  horse would be able to see, hear, or smell danger before he could.


  Grasping the rough shaft of the arrow in order to steady it, Joe leaned painfully forward in the saddle. His Wranglers were black with blood that filled his boot and coursed through
  Buddy’s coat and down his front leg to the hoof. The air smelled of it. He couldn’t tell if it was all his blood or mixed with his horse’s blood. The arrow was a replica of the
  one he’d found in the tree trunk the day before, a smooth unpainted length of mountain ash, fletched with wild turkey feathers. Taking a big gulp of air, Joe pulled cautiously on the arrow
  and was rewarded with another bolt of pain that made him instantly light-headed. Buddy crow-hopped and made an ungodly sound like the scream of a rabbit being crushed. The arrowhead was buried in
  the leather of saddle and Buddy’s side, and there was no give. The barbs held. Joe let go and eased back, grimacing. He hoped the brothers hadn’t heard Buddy.


  He couldn’t gauge how far the arrow had penetrated Buddy’s side because he didn’t know how long it was in the first place. It was possible the point was barely under the skin.
  If it was buried several inches, though, there would be organ damage and internal bleeding. Buddy could die.


  Joe did a quick inventory of what gear was still with him. His yellow slicker was still tied behind the saddle and his saddlebags were filled with gloves, binoculars, his Filson vest, candy
  bars, a packet of Flex-cuffs, his patrol journal, a citation book. His .40 Glock semi-auto was on his belt. He cursed when he reached back for the butt of his shotgun and found an empty saddle
  scabbard. He’d lost his weapon of choice either on the wild ride across the meadow or in the trees, where Buddy had banged through them like a pinball. He wished he hadn’t unlashed it.
  And if only Blue Roanie had been able to follow, he thought. His first-aid kit was in the panniers. So was his .308.


  He had to get out of the saddle to assess the wounds to his horse and to his leg. The arrow wouldn’t come out as is. So he took another gulp of air, leaned forward, grasped the shaft with
  both hands, broke the back end off, and tossed the piece with the fletching behind him. Then grasping his own leg like he would heave a sandbag, he slid it up and off the broken shaft. The movement
  and the pain convulsed him when his leg came free and he tumbled off the left side of the horse onto the forest floor, out.


  WHEN HE AWOKE, he was surprised it wasn’t raining because he thought he’d heard the soft patter of rain in his subconscious. But the pine needles were dry. Joe had
  no idea how long he’d been out, but he guessed it had been just a few minutes. The dappling of sunlight through the branches, like spots on the haunch of a fawn, were still at the same angle.
  He was on his side with his left arm pinned under him and his cheek on the ground. His right leg with the holes in it was now largely numb except for dull pulses of pain that came with each
  heartbeat. His left leg throbbed from being crushed against the tree trunks.


  It came back to him: Where he was and how he had got there.


  Joe groaned and propped himself up on an elbow. Buddy stood directly over him. That’s when Joe realized it wasn’t rain he’d heard, but drops of blood from his horse striking
  the dry forest floor.


  He rose by grasping a stirrup and pulled himself up the side of his horse. He paused with both arms across the saddle as he studied the dark and silent tangle of trees they’d come through.
  He saw no one. Yet.


  The saddle was loose due to Buddy’s exertion and it was easy to release the cinch. He stood on his horse’s right side where the arrow was and gripped the saddle horn on the front and
  the cantle on the back and set his feet. “I’ll make this as painless as I can, Buddy,” he said, then grunted and swung the saddle off, careful to pull it straight away from the
  arrow so the hole in the leather slid up the shaft and didn’t do any more side-to-side damage. Buddy didn’t scream again or rear up, and Joe was grateful.


  He examined the wound and could see the back end of the flint point just below a flap of horsehide. The point wasn’t embedded deeply after all. Apparently, the leather—and
  Joe’s leg—had blunted the penetration. So why all the blood? Then he saw it: another arrow was deep into Buddy’s neck on the other side. So both brothers had been firing arrows at
  him from opposite sides of the meadow. The neck wound was severe.


  The first-aid kit was in the panniers. In the kit, there was hydrogen peroxide to clean out the wounds and compresses to bind them and stop the bleeding.


  He had to stop the flow. But how?


  JOE SAT IN the grass with his pants pulled down to his knees. His left leg was bruised and turning purple. There were two holes three inches apart in the top of his right
  thigh. The holes were rimmed with red and oozing dark blood. They were the diameter of a pencil and Joe was fascinated by the fact that he could move the skin and view the red muscle fiber of his
  right quadriceps. He’d need to bathe the wounds, kill the growing infection, and close or bind the holes. Quickly. The excruciating pain had receded into the numb solace of shock and the
  blood had the viscosity of motor oil. He clumsily wrapped his bandana over the holes and made a knot. He stood with the aid of a tree trunk and pulled his pants back up. Buddy watched with his head
  down and his eyes going gauzy as his blood dripped out.


  “I’ll take care of you first, Buddy,” Joe said in a whisper, “then I’ll take care of me.”


  Before limping back through the timber toward the meadow and Blue Roanie’s body, Joe emptied most of his canteen over the wound in Buddy’s neck until the water ran clear. He drank
  the last of the water and tossed the canteen aside, then tied Buddy’s reins to a tree trunk.


  “Hang in there and don’t move.”


  He was encouraged by the fact that Buddy’s head was down and his ears weren’t as rigid. It might mean the brothers had left the area. Or it might mean his horse was dying.


  JOE MOVED SLOWLY. His legs wouldn’t allow him to go any faster. He lurched from tree to tree, holding himself upright by grabbing trunks and branches, anything that would
  help him take the weight and pressure off his leg wound. He made a point not to look down at his injury for fear he’d pass out again.


  It took twenty minutes before he neared the meadow where he’d been bushwhacked. If the brothers had come into the trees after him, he would have run into them by now. He had no doubt
  they’d have finished him off. Maybe with arrows, maybe with knives, maybe with his own guns. He found his hat and fitted it back on his head.


  Joe hated the fact that his only available weapon was his .40 Glock service piece. He was a poor pistol shot. Although his scores on the range for his annual recertification had risen a few
  points in the past two years, he still barely qualified. He knew if it weren’t for the sympathy of the range officer who’d followed his exploits over the years and graded him on a
  curve, he could have been working a desk at game and fish headquarters in Cheyenne. Joe’s proficiency was with a shotgun. He could wing-shoot with the best of them. His accuracy and reaction
  time were excellent as long as he shot instinctively. It was the slow, deliberate aiming he had trouble with.


  As he staggered from tree to tree toward the meadow, he vowed that if he got off the mountain alive he’d finally take the time to learn how to hit something with his service weapon.


  He felt oddly disengaged, like he was watching a movie of a guy who looked a lot like him, but slower. It was as if it weren’t really him limping through the trees with holes in his leg
  and his best horse bleeding to death on the side of an unfamiliar mountain. Joe seemed to be floating above the treetops, between the crown of the pines and the sky, looking down at the man in the
  red shirt moving toward what any rational observer would view as certain death. But he kept going, hoping the numb otherworldliness would continue to cushion him and act as a narcotic, hoping the
  pain would stay just beyond the unbearable threshold so he could revel in the insentient comfort of shock. And he hoped the combination of both would keep at bay the terror that was rising within
  him.


  Now, though, there were four things of primal importance.


  Find Blue Roanie’s body and the panniers. Recover his shotgun. Return to Buddy with the first-aid kit. Get the hell off the mountain.


  THE PINE TREES thinned and melded into a stand of aspen. He couldn’t remember riding Buddy into aspen at all, but at the time he’d been addled and in furious pain.
  He recalled gold spangles in his eyes and realized now that they’d been leaves that slapped against his face as Buddy shot through the trees.


  Aspen trees shared a single interconnected root system that produced saplings straight from their ball of roots through the soil. They weren’t a grove of individual trees like pines or
  cottonwoods, but a single organism relentlessly launching shooters up through the soil to gain territory and acquire domination, to starve out any other trees or brush that dared try to live in the
  same immediate neighborhood. A mountainside of aspen was enjoyed by tourists for the colors and tone, but it was actually one huge voracious organism as opposed to hundreds or thousands of
  individual trees. Joe had always been suspicious of aspens for that reason. Additionally, the problem with aspen for a hunter or stalker or a crippled game warden was their leaves, which dried like
  brittle parchment commas and dropped to the ground. Walking on aspen leaves was akin to walking on kettle-fried potato chips: noisy. Joe crunched along, left hand on a tree trunk or branch
  and right hand on the polymer grip of his Glock, when he realized how loud he was, how obvious. And how silent it was, which meant the brothers were still there.


  ON HIS HANDS and knees, Joe shinnied over downed logs to the meadow. With each yard, the lighting got brighter. His wounded leg alternated between heat and cold, pain and
  deadness. When his leg was hot, he knew he was bleeding. He could smell the metallic odor. When it was cold, his leg felt better. But it scared him, because dragging his leg felt like pulling
  thirty pounds of cold meat through the leaves. If it was cold, it was gone. So in a way, he welcomed the waves of heat.


  Trees thinned. The meadow pulsed green and bright in the sunlight. Joe heard one of the brothers laugh like a hyena: Cack-cack-cack-cack-cack. The sound made the hairs on the back of
  Joe’s neck prick up, as if he were a dog.


  And he thought: This is as basic as it can be. I’m a dog. They’re animals as well. Or something like animals.


  What he saw through the tumbled pick-up sticks of untrammeled timber made his skin crawl.


  The brothers were on either side of Blue Roanie. They were laughing in the way they laughed, which was blunt and brutal, the laugh of men who were comfortable with themselves and had no desire
  to please anyone else.


  Cack-cack-cack-cack-cack.


  One of them held his bow with one hand and a bundle of arrows in the other.


  The other brother dropped a knotty pine war club so he could admire Joe’s shotgun. The .308 carbine was in the grass near his feet.


  Blue Roanie didn’t move. He was dead. The arrow that had pierced his neck had severed an artery and he’d bled out and the black blood formed a large pool like liquid tar in the
  grass. Joe was grateful his end had come quickly.


  The Grim Brothers stripped the body of Blue Roanie, taking his saddle and bridle and tossing them to the side. Caleb ducked under his front leg and lifted it on his shoulder with a grunt. Camish
  produced his bowie knife and used it to pry Roanie’s horseshoe off. When he was through, he moved on to the other three. As the horseshoes came off, they were tossed into a pile near the
  saddle. They landed with a metallic clink.


  The dead horse was now scavenged of anything valuable, he thought. But they weren’t done. With brutal efficiency, they skinned the horse and pulled the hide away from the carcass as if it
  were a new living room rug. Then, with the skill of a butcher, Camish severed the front quarter, barely touching a bone or joint with his blade.


  Caleb struggled under the weight of the severed front quarter but still managed to carry it away. Joe had never contemplated what the front leg of a horse weighed, but he guessed one-eighty to
  two hundred pounds. More than he weighed. He thought, They’re strong, too. Inhumanly strong.


  Joe knew he was up against a force he’d never faced but somehow he’d always imagined was out there. He didn’t like his chances.


  He briefly closed his eyes and thought of Marybeth, how she’d miss him. Worse, he thought of his daughters, who simply assumed he’d always prevail and come home and be Dad. If only
  they knew this situation. But the last thing he’d want them to see was a man named Grim carry away the front quarter of a horse they’d loved. Blue Roanie was in the second generation of
  Pickett Family horses, and like his predecessor, he’d been killed in action.


  They’d be righteously angry, Joe thought. And Marybeth. How to explain that her horse Buddy had bled out in the middle of nowhere because Joe couldn’t recover the first-aid kit?
  She’d understand, of course. So would the girls. But he didn’t want them simply to understand. He wanted them to think of him as their hero and their bulwark against everybody and
  everything out there. He didn’t want them to think of him as the man who failed. As the dad who failed and let himself die.


  He thought: I’m in trouble, but I’ve got more to live for than just me.


  He had a sidearm he was no good at shooting and the Brothers Grim had his shotgun, carbine, gear, first-aid kit, intimate knowledge of the mountains, and a violent sense of purpose. All he had
  was his determination to help his horse, fix his leg, and get home to his family.


  He was outgunned, outnumbered, and outmatched.


  Still disembodied, still watching himself from above, still not able to really believe what was happening before him and his sudden unwelcome descent into brutality, he observed with clinical
  detachment as the Brothers Grim disemboweled Blue Roanie with a knife and slid her bundled entrails out onto the grass like a mass of steaming ropy snakes. Caleb reached down into the gut pile and
  came out with the huge dark liver. It was shaped like a butterfly with black fleshy wings. Caleb raised it to his mouth and took a ferocious bite. With rivulets of black blood streaming down his
  mouth, he offered it to Camish, who took a bite as well. The pagan hunting tradition complete, the brothers set about further dismembering Blue Roanie.


  He could tell by the way they shot wary glances at the trees for him that when they were done, he’d be next on their schedule.
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  AT THE SAME time, in Saddlestring, Wyoming, Marybeth Pickett saw the last thing she wanted to see through the living room
  window: her mother’s full-sized black Hummer as it roared into the driveway. The grille, a mouthful of chrome canine teeth, stopped inches from the back of Marybeth’s parked
  minivan.


  “Crap,” Marybeth said.


  “Excuse me?”


  Marybeth turned quickly from the window and felt her face flush. “I’m sorry,” she said into the telephone to Elizabeth Harris, the vice principal of Saddlestring High, “I
  didn’t mean you. I just saw something outside that ... alarmed me.”


  “Goodness, what?”


  “A predator,” Marybeth said, immediately sorry she had voiced it.


  Harris said, “I read in the paper where people in town have been seeing a mountain lion. Did you see it?”


  “No, I was mistaken,” Marybeth said, and quickly moved on. “But you were saying?”


  What Harris was saying was that April Keeley, their fifteen-year-old foster daughter, was absent again for her math tutor. It was the third time she hadn’t shown up since summer makeup
  courses had begun the week before, she said.


  “This is news to me,” Marybeth said acidly. “I should have been informed before this.”


  “It sort of fell through the cracks,” Harris said. “We’re short-staffed in the summer and we thought you’d been called.”


  “I haven’t been.”


  “Obviously, we know she has plenty of making up to do,” the vice principal said, lowering her voice to sharing-aconspiracy level. “We’re fully aware of her ...
  difficulties. But if we want April to be able to be competent with her classmates at the ninth-grade level—and we do—she needs to be there on time and prepared to complete the
  remedial coursework before the school year begins.”


  “I’m sorry,” Marybeth said. “I had no idea. I mean, she left for school on time after breakfast. ...” She recalled two of April’s friends, Anne Kimbol and
  Michelle McNamara, standing shoulder-to-shoulder together on the front porch waiting for April and clutching their math textbooks. Those girls were trouble.


  She looked up to see Sheridan, eighteen, standing in the threshold of the hallway in her maroon polyester Burg-O-Pardner smock, about to go to work for the afternoon. The logo for the
  restaurant—a hamburger wearing a cowboy hat and boots with spurs, and holding a carton of their special Rocky Mountain oysters—was on a patch above her breast pocket. Sheridan, like
  Marybeth, was blond and green-eyed and serious.


  Sheridan wanted to save some money for her senior year in high school, and she’d discovered to her surprise she was a pretty good waitress. She was juggling her part-time job with
  “optional” summer basketball practice. Sheridan played forward for the Saddlestring Lady Wranglers. Although she had her mother’s concentration and determination to make it all
  work, her basketball coach—a venal, sideline-strutting peacock of a man who interpreted Sheridan’s job and other interests as a personal affront to him and his potential
  success—had threatened to take her out of the starting lineup if she missed another practice. The coach, she thought, would make her senior year in high school miserable.


  Sheridan had overheard her mother and mouthed, “April, again?”


  Marybeth nodded to her daughter and said to the vice principal, “I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again. I’ll drive her there myself if I need to and watch her go inside.
  I’ll deliver her to the classroom if necessary. And the good news is my husband will be back next week for good. If I can’t bring April in, I’ll ask Joe to do it. He’s used
  to shuttling kids.” And thought, Wherever he is. That he hadn’t called the night before still bothered her. There were so many things she needed to tell him, so many things they
  needed to talk about, starting with the fact their foster daughter’s behavior was spinning out of control.


  Mrs. Harris thanked Marybeth and said something about the unseasonably warm weather, and Marybeth nodded with distraction as if the vice principal could see her, said “Bye,” and
  disconnected the call.


  She placed the phone in the charger and asked Sheridan, “What is she doing, that girl? Where is she going and who is she with?” Putting Sheridan into the tough decision of ratting
  out her foster sister or maintaining the shared silence of the sisterhood.


  “Do you know what’s going on?” Marybeth asked. “It’s for her own good ...”


  Sheridan took a deep breath and prepared to say something when Missy knocked sharply on the front door.


  “Later,” Sheridan said.


  Marybeth thought she knew what was going on: Sheridan and April were battling. And it was going beyond normal sibling rivalry into full-fledged war. In the past year, Sheridan had assumed the
  old pecking order—with her in the top spot because she was the oldest and most responsible for April’s return—would resume. But April had come back with a trunk full of adult
  trauma and experience with which she challenged Sheridan. And everyone else. It was not the idyllic situation Marybeth had assumed it would be. And, Marybeth thought, as April herself thought it
  would be.


  “For now,” Marybeth said dourly. “Later, we talk.” She gestured to the front door. “Would you please let her in?”


  Sheridan welcomed the reprieve and shouted over her shoulder to her fourteen-year-old sister, “Lucy, there’s somebody here for you!” and ducked back down the hallway with a
  satisfied smirk.


  “I WAS SURPRISED to see your car home on a Wednesday,” Missy said, sweeping into the house with a kind of full-sized presence that belied her sixty-four years and
  petite figure. She wore a black silk pantsuit embroidered with the silhouettes of dragons, a purchase from China when she’d attended the 2008 Summer Olympics with her fifth husband, Earl
  Alden, known as the “Earl of Lexington,” who was a multimillionaire media mogul with a ranch outside of town and homes all over the world. With each husband, Missy had traded up. Her
  last husband, Bud Longbrake, had lost his ranch to her in the divorce when he’d discovered the handover was in small print in the prenuptial agreement he’d signed when he and Missy got
  married.


  “I took the day off,” Marybeth said, looking around for either of her daughters for help or support. But Sheridan had slipped out the back to go to work and Lucy was hiding behind
  the door she’d been tricked to open to let her grandmother in. “Joe will be back the first of next week, as you know. I’ve been putting boxes of the girls’ things in his
  office and I needed to clean it all up.”


  “Oh,” Missy said, “Joe. I’d so forgotten about him. I’ve gotten used to just you and the girls.”


  “I’ll bet,” Marybeth said.


  “There you are!” Missy said, turning and seeing Lucy behind her before her granddaughter could slither across the wall and dart up the stairs undetected.


  “Hi, Grandma Missy,” Lucy said.


  Missy enveloped Lucy in her arms, but turned her head slightly so her makeup wouldn’t smear on her granddaughter’s shoulder. Marybeth was startled to see Lucy was nearly the same
  height and build as her mother after a summer of fierce growth. Missy said to Lucy, “How’s my favorite granddaughter?”


  “I’m fine,” Lucy said, forcing a girlish smile she reserved for photographs and her grandmother.


  “Please, Mom ...” Marybeth said.


  “You know what I mean,” Missy said, dismissing her.


  The animosity between Sheridan and her grandmother had almost reached the level of acrimony as that between Joe and Missy. So Missy no longer made an effort to pretend that she didn’t
  prefer Lucy. Like Missy, Lucy went for fine clothing and fine things. Missy disapproved of Sheridan’s nascent interest in falconry and science and her lack of interest in all things
  Missy.


  To Lucy, Missy said, “And are you wearing that silk dress I brought you from Paris? The electric blue one?”


  “School hasn’t started yet,” Lucy said. “But I will.”


  Missy nodded with satisfaction.


  Marybeth knew Lucy was fibbing. Lucy’d told her she was embarrassed by the dress. That it might as well have had MY GRANDMOTHER IS RICH
  embroidered on the back of it. That she’d never wear something like that to a seventh-grade dance. She’d also confessed she was getting more and more embarrassed in general by
  her grandmother, who sometimes acted as if they were contemporaries as well as allies. Marybeth still bristled at the memory of Lucy telling her Missy had said one of the bonds between them
  included the fact they “shared common enemies.” Meaning Marybeth and Joe.


  Marybeth thought, Not now ... I don’t have time for this.


  MARYBETH’S BUSINESS MANAGEMENT company, MBP, had recently been purchased by a local accounting firm looking to widen its base. They’d retained her to run the
  company for a year while they incorporated her employees and contracts into the firm. Now that Joe was being sent home, it should have been the best of all worlds. But it wasn’t.


  Managing the sale of her business, the transition into a larger and entrenched company, the running of the household with three teenage girls, and Joe’s yearlong absence had become almost
  unbearable. It was as if she were overseeing three full-time operations at once, she thought, and no one seemed to realize or appreciate the pace and scope of her responsibilities. Even Joe, who at
  least tried. The last time they’d talked, two nights ago over a scratchy satellite phone, Marybeth had declared that she was considering taking up heavy drinking. Joe had said,
  “You’re kidding, right?”


  They sat on opposite sides of the dining room table. Her mother reached across and grasped her hand and said, “You haven’t heard a word I’ve been saying, have you?”


  “I thought you were talking to Lucy,” Marybeth said.


  “No, Lucy managed to slip away,” Missy said, through a pearly-cold smile. “She’s never going to wear that blue dress, is she?”


  “Mom, I don’t know,” Marybeth said with a sigh.


  “It’s not a trivial matter. I can sense her slipping away from me. Perhaps due to the influence of her older sister and her father.”


  “Please, not now.”


  Missy pulled her hand away and sat back in her chair. Missy had always won battles by withdrawing her affection. It worked almost every time. She knew her beauty—and now her
  wealth—gave her power over others. Missy dramatically studied Marybeth over the rim of her coffee cup.


  Marybeth anticipated what was coming.


  “You’re killing yourself,” her mother said, putting the cup down. “I hate seeing what I’m seeing. You have weary eyes, and I can see wrinkles where I’ve never
  seen them before. There, on the corners of your mouth from fretting. Now I hear through the grapevine you’re thinking of buying a new house.”


  “What grapevine?” Marybeth said, not answering the question. The down payment the accounting firm had paid for MBP was enough for them to look seriously for a new home outside of
  town, where Joe wanted to live. He’d never liked their house in town even though he refused to admit it. Marybeth wanted to have her horses accessible again, and to wake up with the
  possibility of seeing wildlife. Removing April from easy contact with whatever kids she was hanging around with would be a plus as well, she thought. Lucy would miss suburban living and access to
  her friends and social whirl, and Marybeth hadn’t told her about a possible move.


  “No one buys property in this county without The Earl or me hearing about it,” Missy said. “You should know that by now.”


  Missy and Earl Alden had combined their ranches and were now the largest landowners in Twelve Sleep and Big Horn counties. Joe had recently speculated Missy would likely be looking to add to her
  holdings now that she had access to Alden’s millions, and would likely soon acquire a Third World country.


  Missy said, “It just saddens me that ...”


  “You don’t have to finish,” Marybeth said sharply and showed her palm as if saying Stop. “I know what you’re going to say.”


  Said Missy, “I’m sure you do. It’s just that you had—and have—such promise. And here you are ...”


  Marybeth set her cup down with enough force that both women looked to see if she’d cracked it.


  “If you want to continue down this road with me right now, I’ll have to ask you to leave,” Marybeth said, keeping her voice even. “I’m not kidding.”


  Missy appraised her coolly. “I know you’re not.”


  “So what do you need, Mom? I mean, it’s nice you dropped by and all, but I took the day off of work so I could get some things done around here. I’m on edge waiting for Joe to
  call. And I know you well enough to guess that you didn’t just drop by to have my cheap coffee.”


  Missy nodded. “I do wish you would serve that coffee I brought you from Africa.”


  “Okay, that’s it,” Marybeth said angrily, pushing away from the table.


  “Please, sit down,” Missy said. “I’m sorry I said that. Everything I say seems to come out as an insult, even when I don’t intend it to come out that way. Please
  sit down.”


  Marybeth glared at her mother, pointedly looked at the clock above the stove, then back. Meaning, You’ve got five minutes.


  Missy said, “I’ll get to the point. You know that friend of yours—Nate? The falconer who got in so much trouble a while back? I need to talk with him.”


  “Why do you want to talk to Nate Romanowski?” Marybeth said, surprised.


  Missy didn’t break her gaze. She never broke her gaze. “Do I really have to spell it out?”


  “Yes, you do.”


  “Well, actually, The Earl thought of him,” Missy said, sipping and trying to conceal the displeasure she got from the last swallow of her daughter’s coffee. “I was
  thinking I’d take care of the problem myself.”


  “What problem?”


  “Bud.”


  “What about Bud? He’s a ruined man. You ruined him. Why pick on Bud Longbrake?”


  Missy said, “He can’t let go. He can’t move on. He just stays in Saddlestring and drinks the Stockman’s Bar dry every night. He tells anyone who will listen his pathetic
  story and he says terrible things about The Earl and especially me. He’s like a cancer.”


  “A cancer you caused,” Marybeth said. “Mom, you broke his heart and stole his ranch.”


  Missy made a tut-tut sound with her tongue. “The transfer was perfectly legal, sweetie. Men are so emotional these days. I long for the time when men were tough and stoic. Now all they do
  is cry and whine and vomit out their feelings. What happened to our warriors? Where have all the cowboys gone, Marybeth?”


  Marybeth was speechless.


  “Anyway,” Missy said, changing tack, “lately, Bud’s been calling the ranch and my cell phone. He’s threatening me. I want to hire Nate Romanowski to scare him
  off.”


  “Nate doesn’t do things like that,” Marybeth said, alarmed.


  Missy smiled. “Then there are obviously things about your friend that you don’t know all that well. You see, The Earl had some research done.”


  Marybeth looked at the clock above the stove. “I’ve got to get some work done now. You’ve got to go home.”


  “I’m not asking you to do anything to Bud,” Missy said. “All I’m asking is for you to pass along a message to Mr. Romanowski that I’d like to speak with
  him.”


  “I don’t see Nate anymore,” Marybeth said. “He’s in hiding. There are federal warrants out on him, Mom,” she said, practically pleading.


  Missy was undeterred. “Your husband talks to him. And Sheridan still does, doesn’t she?”


  “I don’t know,” Marybeth lied.


  Missy lowered her head slightly and smiled woman-to-woman. “Marybeth, if anyone can get Mr. Romanowski’s attention, it’s you. Do you forget what you told me a few years
  ago?”


  Marybeth sighed and shook her head. “You never fail to disappoint. That’s why I don’t confide in you anymore, Mom. It’s like handing you bullets to use on me at a later
  date.”


  “That’s a cruel thing to say. By the way, did Joe ever know?”


  Marybeth’s voice got hard. “Nothing happened. Besides, Joe and I don’t keep secrets from each other.”


  Missy chuckled and shook her head. “Oh, dear, you still have so much to learn.”


  “I have to get to work,” Marybeth said, pushing away from the table. “Besides, Nate’s in love these days. He’s different. He’d never consider your
  proposition.”


  “Honey,” Missy said, “how do you think he makes a living? Haven’t you ever wondered about that?”


  Marybeth had. But like Joe, she never wanted to find out.


  “Let Nate make up his own mind,” Missy said. “He’s got a mind of his own, doesn’t he?”


  Marybeth refused to respond.


  “Just pass along the word,” Missy said, standing up. “That’s all we ask. Tell him we’ll make it more than worthwhile for him. You know The Earl. He’s fed up
  with Bud, and money’s no object. As for Nate, my understanding is his lady love has a toddler she’s raising on a teacher’s salary. I’m sure she could use some
  support.”


  Marybeth snatched both cups from the table and took them to the sink so she could keep her back to her mother.


  “You owe me this one,” Missy said quietly. “Don’t forget what we’ve done for Vicki, the girl you pawned off on us last year. vicki is getting the very best of care,
  thanks to us.”


  Marybeth closed her eyes and bit her bottom lip. Vicki was a foster child who’d entered their lives and needed extensive mental and physical treatment. Marybeth had only one place to turn:
  Missy. Since then, a pair of grandparents had shown up and offered to take vicki in when she completed treatment, but Missy still paid the bills. Marybeth knew at the time she was handing her
  mother more bullets.


  “Thank you for the coffee,” Missy said. “Have Nate call me on my cell.”


  Marybeth didn’t turn around. She heard her mother call goodbye to Lucy down the hallway and go outside. In a moment, the motor on the black Hummer roared to life.


  WHEN THE PHONE rang she snatched it off the cradle, expecting Joe’s voice.


  Instead, a man said, “May I please speak to Mr. Joseph Pickett?”


  “This is Marybeth Pickett. Who may I ask is calling?”


  The man identified himself as Dr. Vincent DeGrasso of the Rimrock Extended Care Facility in Billings, Montana. Marybeth felt a chill sweep through her.


  “Joseph’s father is George Pickett, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  DeGrasso obviously made these kinds of calls often. “I hate to call with bad news, Mrs. Pickett, but Joseph’s father has taken a serious turn. Somehow, he convinced a friend to
  smuggle in a half gallon of vodka last Sunday, and from what we can tell he drank it all in one sitting. The alcohol reacted with his medication and he went into toxic shock. Right now he’s
  in the ICU and his organs are shutting down.”


  Marybeth closed her eyes. “How long?”


  “We doubt he’ll last the week. Even if we can keep him alive, he’s not ever going to be lucid or functional again. A decision needs to be made.”


  “My God.”


  “There was a moment of consciousness this morning,” DeGrasso said. “George asked for his son. He seemed to realize it was his last request.”
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  A BREEZE CAME up and carried the smell of blood, entrails, and tallow from Blue Roanie’s body to Joe, who watched the
  brothers at work from the aspen grove. They’d draped the hide over a log, then efficiently dismembered the horse. They didn’t speak or gesture but worked in a quiet rhythm of flashing
  knives and strong bloody hands, with no pauses or wasted movement. Within ten minutes, they’d dismembered it.


  All his gear had been gathered and was piled a few yards from the carcass of Blue Roanie. He could see everything he needed but couldn’t get close enough to get it. A hundred yards was too
  far for an accurate shot with his handgun. If he missed, which he surely would, he would reveal his position and the brothers could make short work of him with the .308 or his shotgun or possibly
  finish him off with arrows. His Glock had fourteen rounds in the magazine. He wished he had his spare magazines, but they, like the first-aid kit, were in the panniers. Still, though, if he could
  lure the brothers in close enough and somehow keep them together, he’d have a decent chance of taking them down with the sheer volume of his firepower.


  But how to get them close and unaware?


  He thought again, I’m in trouble.


  And he recalled the day before, when he’d first encountered the brothers. When he’d inadvertently set this ghost train in motion ...


  HE WISHED NOW he had ridden away when he had the chance so he could return with a small army to arrest the Brothers Grim. Because now the wind had reversed—as had his
  opportunity to get away intact—and Camish stepped away from the carcass of Blue Roanie and sniffed at the air like a wolf. They were trying to smell him. And then Camish suddenly
  pointed in Joe’s direction in the aspen grove.


  Oh, no, Joe mouthed. He wouldn’t have thought it possible.


  Caleb and Camish wordlessly retrieved their weapons and ran across the meadow in opposite directions. Caleb left with Joe’s carbine, Camish right with his shotgun. They were going to
  kill him with his own guns. Both brothers were much too far away for Joe to take an accurate shot.


  Instinctively, he scrambled back on his haunches. A hammer blow of pain from his right thigh sat him back down, and he gulped air to recover.


  He glanced up to see Caleb dart into the left wall of trees. Camish was already gone. They obviously knew he’d been hit and they assumed—correctly—he couldn’t run.


  Joe thought they were going to flank him, come at him in a pincer through the trees.


  Gritting his teeth from the sting of his wounds, Joe rose to his knees. The position wasn’t as painful as before. He raised the Glock with both hands, and swung it left, then right,
  looking over the sights toward the trees, hoping to catch one of them in the open, get a clean shot.


  His training trumped the urge to try to kill them without warning. He shouted, “Both of you freeze where you are and toss your weapons out into the open. This is OVER. Don’t take it
  any further.”


  He paused, eyes shooting back and forth for movement of any kind, ears straining for sound.


  He continued, “Now step out into the open where I can see you. Keep your hands up and visible at all times.”


  No response, until Camish, a full minute later, said from where he was hidden to the right: “Naw, that isn’t how it’s going to work. Right, brother?”


  Joe was shocked how close the voice was. Just beyond the thick red buckbrush, the voice was so intimate it was as if Camish were whispering into his ear.


  “Fuckin’ A,” said Caleb from the dense juniper and pine on his left.


  Said Camish, “I thought we weren’t gonna use that kind of language anymore.”


  “Yeah—sorry. I forgot. I just got so caught up in the situation ...”


  Joe was taken aback how once again they were talking above him, as if he weren’t there or he didn’t matter and they didn’t care if he heard them. This scared him as much as
  anything, how they minimized his presence, depersonalized his being. And he thought how much easier it was to be cruel and ruthless when you didn’t consider your adversary an equal.


  So he cut in to remind them he was there. He did it with a lie.


  “I hate to break it to you boys,” he said, “but you think because you stole my satellite phone it means no one knows where I am. That’s not the case at all. You need to
  listen to me. Twice a day I call in my coordinates. I called ’em in just before I rode up on Caleb. I haven’t talked to dispatch since then, but they know exactly where I was and which
  way I was headed. They’ll be able to pinpoint this location within a mile or two, and they’ll be worried. Help is on the way, boys. It could be here anytime.”


  Joe glanced up into the sky as if looking for the helicopter he’d just made up. But all he could see were dark afternoon thunderheads tumbling slow motion across the blue sky. There
  wasn’t even a distant jet trail.


  “So let’s end the game,” Joe said, taking their silence as possible evidence of their contemplation.


  Camish said to Caleb, “You believe that, brother?”


  Caleb snorted, “Fuck no.”


  Camish said, “Language.”


  “Sorry.”


  “I don’t believe him either. He’s a liar.”


  “Another damned liar,” Caleb said with contempt. “After a while, a man starts to wonder if there’s a single damned one of ’em who doesn’t lie.”


  And the afternoon exploded. Joe threw himself to his belly and covered his head with his hands as his shotgun boomed from the left. From the right, Camish fired the .308, squeezing off rounds as
  quickly as he could pull the trigger. The thin tree trunks around him quivered with the impact of double-ought pellets and .308 slugs. Chunks of bark and dead branches fell around him and the last
  dry leaves in the aspen grove shimmied to the ground. The air smelled sharply of gunfire.


  The shots stopped. Joe did a mental inventory. He wasn’t hit, which was a small miracle. But the proximity of the brothers, and the metal-on-metal sounds of them furiously reloading,
  convinced him he likely wouldn’t survive another volley. An infusion of fear and adrenaline combined to propel him back to his knees, gun up.


  A pine bough shuddered to his left, and Joe fired.


  Pop-pop-pop-pop.


  Through the ringing in his ears, he thought he heard someone cry out.


  “Caleb,” Camish cried, “you hit?”


  Caleb’s response was an inhuman moan ending in a roar, the sound of someone trying to shout through a mouthful of liquid.


  Then Joe swung the Glock a hundred and eighty degrees to his right. The forest was silent, but he anticipated Camish to be at roughly the same angle and distance as his brother, since
  they’d entered the trees at the same time and with the same determination.


  Pop-pop-pop-pop-pop.


  No cries, no sounds. And it was silent again to the left.


  Maybe he’d backed them off. Caleb was wounded, maybe fatally. Camish? Who knew?


  A dry branch snapped to the left, and Joe wheeled and fired off three wild shots. Another snapped to the right and he pointed and started to pull the trigger out of malevolence and fear when he
  quickly lowered the Glock and cursed himself.


  “Not many shots left, by my count,” Caleb said clearly from the shadows. “Since your spare magazines were in those panniers, you may be out of luck.”


  The slide on the Glock hadn’t kicked fully back, which meant he had at least one round left. He tried to count back, to figure out how many live rounds he still had, but he couldn’t
  concentrate. At least two rounds left, he hoped. He’d need that many ... His heartbeat pounded in his ears, making it hard to hear or think. He thought, The brothers were formidable
  before. Now that at least one of them was wounded ...


  LURCHING FROM TREE to tree, blood flowing freely again from the wounds in his right thigh, Joe crashed through the timber back toward where he’d left Buddy.


  The Grim Brothers couldn’t be far behind.


  He’d find his horse, apologize, and spur him on. Push the horse down the mountain. Eventually, he’d hit water. He’d follow the stream to something, or somebody.


  Buddy weighed a thousand pounds and had nine gallons of blood. Joe weighed 175 pounds and had six quarts of blood. He didn’t know how much he or his horse had left.
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  AN HOUR PAST sundown, Buddy collapsed onto his front knees with his back legs locked and his butt still in the air. Joe
  slid off, and as soon as his boots hit the ground he was reminded sharply of the pain in his own legs, because they couldn’t hold him up. He reached out for a tree trunk to steady himself,
  missed, and fell in a heap next to his horse.


  Buddy sighed and settled gently over to his side, and all four of his hooves windmilled for a moment before he relaxed and settled down to the occasional muscle twitch, as if he were bothered by
  flies.


  Joe was heartbroken, but he did his best not to cry out. He crawled over to Buddy and stroked the neck of his gelding and cursed the Grim Brothers because they’d made it impossible for him
  to tend to his horse, to stop the bleeding. Now it was too late. And he knew that possibly, possibly, he could have saved his horse by leading him and not mounting up, that without
  Joe’s weight and direction Buddy could have walked slowly and cautiously and maybe the blood would have stopped flowing out.


  Buddy blinked at Joe and worked his mouth like a camel. He needed water, or thought he needed water. But it wouldn’t help.


  “I’m sorry,” Joe said, reaching back for his weapon. “I’m sorry for being selfish.”


  Two rounds left. Buddy deserved to go quickly. Joe pressed the muzzle against Buddy’s head, said a prayer, and started to squeeze the trigger.


  He thought better of it and holstered the Glock. The shot could be heard and give away his location. Plus, he might need both bullets. So he unsheathed his Buck knife.


  He said another prayer. Asked both God and Marybeth to forgive him for what he was about to do.


  USING A STIFF broken branch with a Y in the top of it as a crutch, Joe continued down the mountain in the dark. A spring burbled out from a pile of flat rocks, and the water
  flowed freely and seemed to pick up volume. He kept the little creek to his right. The stream tinkled at times like wind chimes, he thought. It was a nice sound, and reassuring to know there was
  fresh water to drink, but he had to keep reminding himself not to get too close because the rush of water could drown out the sound of anyone coming up behind him. He followed the spring creek
  until it joined a larger stream, which he guessed was No Name Creek.


  The moon was up and full, as were the bold white paintbrush strokes of the stars, and there was enough light on the forest floor to see because the pine needles soaked up the light and held it
  like powder-blue carpet. The stillness of the night, the constant pain of his legs, the awkward rhythm of his descent, and the soft backbeat percussion of his own breath was an all-encompassing
  world of its own and nearly made him forget about the danger he was in. It lulled him. He was jolted back into the present when a covey of blue grouse flushed from tall brush, and the heavy beating
  of their wings lifting off through the boughs nearly made his heart stop.


  For the next hour, his life became as simple as it had ever been because it was reduced to absolute essentials: Place one foot before the other, keep weight off that right leg, keep going,
  keep senses dialed to high.


  He thought about home, and his vision was vivid. It was as if his brain and soul had left the damaged container and floated up through the trees, raced three hundred and eighteen miles to
  Saddlestring, and entered his house by slipping under the front door, where he floated to the ceiling and hovered there.


  SHERIDAN WAS AT the kitchen table filling out application forms for college. Lucy was in the living room watching television, painting her nails, and glancing down
  periodically to check for text messages on the new cell phone on her lap. Their dog Tube, a Lab-and-corgi cross, slept curled at her feet. Marybeth put dirty dinner dishes into the dishwasher and
  scraped what remained of the spaghetti into a plastic container for the refrigerator.


  Sheridan was speaking to Marybeth, but Joe couldn’t actually hear the words, even though he knew what they were. He felt privileged to eavesdrop.


  
    
      
        But what if they accept me? It could happen, you know.


        It’s not that, honey. I know it’s possible because of your grades. But unless financial aid comes with it, there’s no way we can send you there. It’s completely on
        the other side of the country!


        I could handle it. I’m tougher than you think.


        It’s not that. You’re the toughest kid I know. I’m not sure I’m tough enough to have you gone that far away. What’s wrong with a community college at first?
        The first two years are the same no matter where you go.


        Didn’t you go East?


        That was different. Your grandmother insisted and I needed to get away. I came back for grad school, though. That’s where I met your dad.


        So it was okay for you, but it isn’t for me? Thanks for the ego boost, Mom. I really appreciate it.


        It’s not that. It’s the money. We’ve had this discussion before. Your dad and I ...


        I might get a scholarship, you know.


        And if you do, we can discuss it. But a scholarship doesn’t cover travel, and housing, and all the other things.


        I’ll work. I can work. I work now. I’m a great waitress, you know.


        I know.

      

    

  


  LUCY IN THE front room called out.


  
    
      
        I just hope you go somewhere cool so I can visit. Are there colleges in New York City?


        Of course. Are you an idiot?


        Mom, can I have her room when she leaves?


        Please, girls. Not now.

      

    

  


  AND JOE WISHED he was there but he didn’t know what he could add to the conversation.


  Where was April? he wondered. Why wasn’t she in the room?

  The woodstove was lit, the smell comforting. There was no better smell than wood smoke on a cold fall night. He’d still
  need to get wood for the winter once he got home. The two cords he’d cut the year before had to be just about gone by now. He needed to keep his family warm.


  Joe was abruptly jerked back to the present. The smoke he’d smelled wasn’t in his imagination.


  IN THE DAYLIGHT, he might not have found it. If it weren’t for the smoke which hung like a nighttime shadow in the trees, he would have limped right past. But he stopped
  and turned slowly to the right and slightly in back of him. There was a cut in the hillside on the other side of the little stream where another tiny spring creek fed into the flow. The cut went
  fifty yards back into the slope and doglegged to the right. The smoke came from where the dogleg ended.


  Joe winced and nearly blacked out as he crossed the stream from rock to rock, unable to use his crutch to keep his weight off his injured legs. He paused on the other side and heard moaning and
  realized it was his own. He closed his eyes tightly and was entertained by fireworks on the inside of his eyelids. When he opened them, there was a cabin ahead. A faint yellow square of light
  seeped through a small curtained window from an inside lantern.


  The cabin, he knew, shouldn’t exist. There was no private land within this part of the Medicine Bow National Forest, just like there were no roads. He thought, Hunters? Poachers? Forest
  rangers? Loggers? Then: Outlaws?


  The curtain on the single small window quivered as he made a fist to knock on the rough pine door. Whoever was inside knew he was there. And if they were armed?


  Then a wild thought: What if the Grims lived here?


  He collapsed as the door opened and fell inside. A woman said, “Oh my God, no ...”


  Then: “Who are you? Why did you come here? Oh no, you’ll be the death of me.”
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  WHEN JOE AWOKE, he was on his back on the floor of the cabin in a nest of thick quilts. He reached up and rubbed the right
  side of his face, which was warm from the heat of an iron woodstove. A curl of steam rose from the snout of a kettle on the surface of the stove, and inside a small fire crackled.


  He could remember things: vivid nightmares reliving the attack, throwing off the quilts as he fought off demons, awaking with a fever and drinking water and broth, rolling to his side to urinate
  into a plastic jar, the touch of her fingers on his bare thigh as she bandaged it, her frequent prognostications of doom.


  The cabin was small, old, and close. He guessed it had been built in the 1950s or 1960s, to judge from the gray color of the logs and the age cracks in the pine plank ceiling. Although it was
  only one room inside and was packed with possessions in the corners and on the shelves, it seemed clean and organized. Red curtains were drawn over small framed windows on each wall.


  She was sitting at a small table wearing thick trousers, heavy shoes, a too-large man’s shirt, and a fleece vest. It was hard to tell her age. Her long brown hair fell to her shoulders and
  her forehead was hidden behind thick bangs. Her clothes were so large and loose he couldn’t discern her shape or weight. He couldn’t even see the rise of her breasts. Her eyes were blue
  and cool and fixed on him. Her mouth was pursed with anticipation and concern.


  “How long have I been out?” he asked.


  “Eighteen hours,” she said. “More or less.”


  He let that sink in. “So it’s Friday night?”


  Her face was blank. She shrugged, “I think that would be correct. I don’t think in terms of days of the week anymore.”


  He nodded as if he understood and tried not to stare at her and unnerve her more than she already was. There was something pensive and off-putting about her, as if she would melt away if he
  asked too many questions.


  Joe folded the quilt back. His pants were off, but she hadn’t removed his boxers. He looked at the bandage on his right leg. It was tightly wrapped and neat. There were two small spots of
  dried blood, looking like the eyes of an owl, where the holes in his thigh were. His other leg was purple and green with bruises.


  “Thank you,” he said. “You saved my life.”


  She nodded quickly. “I know.” She said it with a hint of regret. “I really don’t want you here one minute past when you can leave. Do you understand me?”


  Joe nodded. “Do you have a phone here? Any way I can make a call?”


  “No, I don’t have a phone.”


  “A radio?”


  “No.”


  “Any way to communicate with the outside world?”


  “This is my world,” she said, twirling a finger to indicate the inside of her cabin. “What you see is my world. It’s very small, and that’s the way I like it.
  It’s the way I want to keep it.”


  He took in the contents of the cabin but tried not to let his eyes linger too long on any one item. There were burlap sacks in one corner: beans, coffee, flour, sugar. Canned goods were stacked
  near the sacks. A five-gallon plastic container was elevated on a stout shelf with a gravity-feed water filter tube dripping pure water into a galvanized bucket. The drops of water from the tube
  into the bucket had punctuated his dreams.


  Dented but clean pots and pans hung from hooks above the stove. Several dozen worn hardback books stood like soldiers on a shelf above a single bed covered with homemade quilts. Another shelf
  had small framed photos, but he couldn’t see who was in the photographs. There was a heavy trunk under the bed and a battered armoire with brass closures next to the bed, which made up the
  north wall.


  The kitchen counter, as such, was a four-poster butcher block near the corner of the stove. From his angle on the floor, he could see knife handles lined up neatly on the side of it.


  “This is it,” she said. “You’re seeing it all. And me, that’s all there is here.”


  “So you live alone?”


  “Alone with my thoughts. I’m rarely lonely.”


  “Have you lived here very long?” he asked, wondering why he’d never heard of a lone woman in a cabin in the mountains.


  “Long enough,” she said. “Really, I don’t want to get into a discussion with you.”


  Joe sat up painfully. His head swooned and it took a moment to make it stop spinning. He assessed his condition and said again, “You saved my life.”


  She nodded curtly.


  “I’m a Wyoming game warden. My name is Joe Pickett. I was attacked by two brothers up on top of the mountain. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were still after me.”


  She grimaced, but he could tell it wasn’t news to her.


  Of course, he thought, she’d seen his badge and credentials. Which made him quickly start patting the folds of the quilts.


  “I had a weapon,” he said.


  “It’s in a safe place.”


  “I need it back,” he said. “And my wallet and pants ...”


  She put her hands palm-down on the table and fixed her eyes on something over Joe’s head.


  She said, “Your wedding band, I saw it when you fell into my cabin. It got to me, I’m afraid. Otherwise I might have pushed you back outside and locked the door and waited for them
  to show up. I’m amazed they aren’t here by now.”


  He was taken aback by the casual way she said it.


  Finally, he said, “I think I hit one of them. Maybe I hit them both.”


  Her eyes widened in fear and she raised a balled fist to her mouth.


  “What?” he asked.


  She said, “This isn’t good.”


  “That I may have hit them?”


  “That you may have wounded them.”


  Joe felt his scalp twitch. “So why did you help me?”


  “I told you. The wedding band. I assume you have a wife.”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you love her?”


  “With all my heart.”


  “Kids?”


  “Three daughters.”


  She pursed her mouth again and shook her head. “I’m a sucker for wedding bands. And it may turn out to be the death of me.”


  “That’s why you helped me?”


  A quick, regretful nod.


  “Are those pictures of your family?” Joe asked, gesturing up to the shelf behind her bed.


  Her eyes flared, and she rose to her feet so quickly her chair shot back. She strode across the floor and turned each frame facedown. When she was done, she returned to the chair and sat back
  down and glared at the spot on the wall above his head. She’d yet to make direct eye contact, which didn’t bode well, he thought. Like she didn’t want to empathize with him. Like
  she thought he might not be around much longer. Or ...


  “Are you blind?” Joe asked.


  She did a quick snort and her mouth clenched. “Of course not.”


  “I’m sorry,” he said quickly, “Since you wouldn’t look at me, I thought ...”


  “I saw you earlier. I know what you look like. I know what you stand for. You work for the government.”


  “State government,” Joe said.


  “Still.”


  “It’s different from the federal government.”


  “So you say.”


  “Really.”


  She swiveled in her chair and wrapped her arms around herself. “Hmmmph.” As if it were final.


  “I didn’t mean to upset you,” he said. “So you know them—the Grim Brothers.”


  “Of course.”


  There was something about her face, Joe thought. Something familiar about her. He knew he didn’t know her personally and hadn’t met her before. But he’d seen her face. Or a
  photo of her. He wished his head were more clear.


  “Have we ever met?” he asked.


  “I sincerely doubt it.”


  “Are you from around here originally?”


  “No.”


  “So how long have you lived here?”


  She was obviously annoyed by his questions. “I told you—long enough.”


  “How do you know the brothers?”


  Her eyes finally settled on him. He felt it was a small victory.


  “They come by. They bring me firewood and meat. They look out for me. All they ask from me is my silence and my loyalty. You’re making me betray them.”


  Joe said nothing. How much further should he push? he wondered.


  “Did they bring you elk meat recently? Like a week ago?”


  “I don’t recall,” she said icily.


  He said, “If you’ll give me my gun, I’ll leave.”


  “They’re not all bad,” she said, once again looking away. “They provide me protection. They understand why I’m here and they’re quite sympathetic.”


  “Why are you—”


  “They don’t ask for much,” she continued, cutting him off. “They could demand so much more, but they don’t. They respect my need for privacy.”


  “Tell me your name,” Joe said.


  She hesitated, started to speak, then clamped her mouth shut.


  “I told you mine,” he said.


  “Terri,” she said finally. “My name is Terri Wade. But you don’t know me, and it doesn’t matter.”


  The name was unfamiliar to Joe. “Look,” he said. “I know this cabin shouldn’t be here. This is national forest, and there shouldn’t be any private dwellings. The
  private land is all in the valleys. Aren’t you worried forest rangers will find you and make you leave?”


  She stared at a spot near Joe’s head, as close as she would get to eye contact.


  Terri said, “I told you—the brothers protect me. They wouldn’t let that happen. This is my cabin. These are my things.” As her voice rose, she gestured by
  jabbing her right index finger into the palm of her left hand on the word my. “No one has the right to make me leave if I don’t want to leave.”


  Said Joe, “So why are you here?”


  “I’m here to wait out the storm. I’ll go back when it finally passes. And that’s all I’m going to say about it.”


  “What storm?”


  “That’s all I’m going to say.”


  “About this storm ...”


  “You keep asking me questions. Look, I’m here to try to reassemble my life,” she said. “I don’t put my nose into anyone’s business, and I expect the same from
  others. Including you,” she said, again jabbing her finger into her palm. “Especially you.”


  “I understand,” Joe said.


  Wade suddenly sat up straight and lifted her chin to the ceiling. “Hear that?” she whispered.


  Joe shook his head.


  “There’s someone on the roof,” she said softly.



     
  


  8


  HE LOOKED up when he heard the sound. The ceiling was constructed of adjacent rough-cut pine planks. The wood looked green
  and soft and showed evidence of recent repair work on the structure. As he stared, one of the planks bowed slightly inward, then another did the same about a foot away. Fine dust from between the
  planks floated down and sparked in the light of the lantern. There was someone heavy up there. A board creaked loudly enough that whoever was on the roof froze for a moment. More dust filtered down
  through the light.


  Joe rocked forward, his leg screamed silently, and he reached out and touched her hand. He mouthed, “Where’s my gun?”


  Her eyes glistened with tears, and she shook her head as if she didn’t want to be involved.


  “My gun,” he whispered.


  Again, she bit her lip and shook her head, but when she did so she inadvertently revealed a tell with an unconscious glance toward the trunk under her bed.


  He raised one finger to his mouth to urge her to stay quiet and scuttled across the rough floor and his makeshift bed to the trunk. He slid it out and unbuckled the hasps with his back to her so
  she couldn’t protest. When he raised the lid, he found the Glock and his belt on top of folded piles of worn clothes. Despite the situation in front of him, Joe felt a twang of deep sadness
  for whatever situation had brought her here to live like this.


  He worked the slide of his handgun and ejected a live cartridge. Another was in the magazine. So he still had two rounds. When he looked up at her she seemed distressed, as if she wished she had
  taken the bullets. He nodded to thank her for not taking them and let the magazine drop and loaded the loose cartridges again and jacked one of them into the chamber. Two shots, he thought. Just
  two shots.


  They both jumped when there was deep voice outside the door. “Terri, do you have company in there?”


  Joe recognized the voice as Camish. The smart one. Which meant caleb was on the roof. Which also meant that he wasn’t dead and certainly wasn’t wounded badly enough to take him out
  of production. Unless, Joe wondered, there were somehow more of them. The idea of more than two Grim Brothers gave him a sudden spasm in his belly.


  He caught Wade’s eye, asked in a whisper, “Is it possible there’s more than the two brothers?”


  She shook her head. He thanked her with his eyes for the answer, and she looked away as if feeling guilty for a new betrayal.


  “Terri?” Camish repeated. “I know you heard me.” His tone wasn’t unkind. In fact, Joe thought, it was resigned, like a father’s voice when he had to
  reluctantly reprimand a child.


  “Not now,” Terri said loudly toward the door. “Leave me alone.”


  “Oh, Terri, it doesn’t work like that. We know he’s in there.” Again the sad, reprimanding tone.


  “Please,” she said. “Come back later. Come back tomorrow.”


  “You mean after he’s gone?” Camish asked, and Joe detected a slight chuckle. “You want us to come back when he’s gone? That’s a crazy notion, Terri. He really
  hurt my brother. And you know the situation. We can’t let him go. You know that.”


  “I don’t want any violence,” Terri said toward the door. “I told you before I don’t want violence. You promised. You promised me.”


  Camish said, “Yes, we did. We promised you. And there’s no need for any violence at all. We just want that government man inside your place.”


  Joe thought, Government man?


  Then he looked at her and saw nothing other than torment. Her hands were knotted into white-knuckled fists and her shoulders were bunched and her mouth was pursed into a shape that reminded him
  of a dried red rose. She was in agony, and it was because of him. He felt sorry for her, grateful she’d displayed kindness and humanity toward him, and he wanted to save her.


  He wanted to save himself as well.


  Camish said, “Then we have no choice, do we?”


  She asked, “No choice to do what?”


  Joe thought, They’re going to burn us out.


  Then Camish said, “Let the fumigation begin!”


  Fumigation?


  Suddenly, the cabin filled with acrid, horrible steam. Joe looked at the door at first for the origin, then realized it was coming from the wood stove. Terri sat back in her chair and buried her
  face in a napkin to try to avoid the foul-smelling steam that reeked of meat and animal fat and sulfur.


  Joe recognized the odor from his youth, shook his head, and whispered, “Caleb is urinating down the chimney pipe.”


  She looked at him with undisguised alarm.


  He motioned for her to get down on the floor by motioning with his open hand.


  “I can’t ...” she said, glancing toward the closed door and Camish outside.


  “Get down,” Joe hissed. “I don’t want you hurt.”


  He didn’t want to threaten her with the gun to make her respond. Not after what she’d done for him. But she seemed frozen, conflicted. He said, “GET DOWN.”


  Too loudly, he thought. Caleb no doubt heard him on the roof. Which resulted in a strong stream coursing down the red-hot chimney, a giggle from Camish outside, and a thick plume of horrible
  steam inside the cabin.


  Joe angrily ignored it all and thought of Blue Roanie and Buddy and noted two particular ceiling planks bending downward from Caleb’s boots and visualized him up there, legs spread on
  either side of the chimney, aiming down the hot pipe, smiling at his brother outside and letting loose.


  Joe raised the weapon, calculated the height and stance of his target on the roof, acknowledged that the last time he’d shouted a warning it had resulted in an attack on him, aimed
  the muzzle at what he guessed would be Caleb’s chest, and squeezed the trigger ...


  The .40 Glock barked, but not where he’d aimed, because Wade screamed “No violence!” and launched up at him from the floor and hit him clumsily with her shoulder in his wounded
  thigh. The impact threw him back and the slug thudded into a log chest-high inside the cabin.


  It was as if her action had somehow downshifted the pace of the confrontation into slow motion, as if time had slowed down for Joe Pickett. Not that it aided him necessarily, but he suddenly
  felt like the almost incapacitating terror of the situation had been stripped away as well as the fog of uncertainty, and he could see things clearly as they happened, even if he could do nothing
  to prevent them.


  Joe fell back into the woodstove from the tackle and the back of his thighs were singed on contact with the wood stove and the pain was startling. He fell forward to his knees with both hands
  still around his gun, fully cognizant he had a single bullet left for the Grim Brothers and, God help him, for Terri Wade if she came at him again. He could smell the acrid odor of burnt hair from
  the back of his legs, but he was pretty sure the burns were superficial.


  He raised his weapon and peered down the length of it toward Wade’s forehead. She was crying, and tears streamed down her cheeks and pooled under her chin. Her mouth sagged open as she
  cried and he thought it was horrible, that he’d rarely seen a human in so much pain before, and he thought he’d be damned if he felt it necessary to hurt her to save himself. And he
  lowered the gun and wondered what Marybeth would counsel.


  Camish shouted: “Terri, get down!”


  She dropped to her knees with her eyes locked in sympathy with Joe, then stretched out on the floor and covered her head with her hands.


  Joe looked up.


  The thick cabin door rocked with the force of a shotgun blast. A softball-sized hole at eye level was suddenly there, as was gun smoke inside the cabin and half-inch splinters of wood on every
  flat surface. Joe flung himself backward, away from Terri Wade, away from the stove. He remembered the small curtained window over her bed in the back of the cabin. He wondered if the window was
  wide enough for his shoulders to fit through since there was no back door. With Caleb on the roof and Camish in front of the cabin, it was his only escape route. Unless, of course, there was
  someone else with them.


  Another blast punched a second hole through the front door. Wade screamed, begging them to stop, telling them they could come in and get the government man. The pellet load dislodged the shelf
  in the back of the cabin and the picture frames were scattered across the floor. One of them settled between Joe’s hands and he caught a glimpse of it. The photo was of a family—not
  including Terri Wade—enjoying themselves on a beach. It was obviously staged and generic-looking. The price of the frame—$9.99—was printed within the photo. He didn’t have
  time to figure out why she’d never put her own choice of picture in the frame, but left it as-is from the store where she’d purchased it.


  And Joe thought, once again, Government man? He didn’t like to be thought of that way. He wasn’t a government man—he was a wildlife man.


  The front door blew open. Caleb had come off the roof and broken it in with his shoulder. The hinges burst before the knob and deadbolt, which made Wade say, “Oh!”


  And Caleb stood in the threshold for a moment, eyes wide and mean, a blood-sodden bandage around the lower part of his face and Joe realized he’d clipped the end of Caleb’s chin off
  the day before and he thought, Good for me!


  Except he hadn’t finished the job, which put him in a much worse situation now.


  Joe raised his Glock, centered the front and back sight on Caleb’s chest, and fired.


  Caleb winced and took a step back, but didn’t drop. He held the .308 at parade rest and seemed momentarily incapable of raising it and aiming at Joe. Joe thought, Why didn’t he go
  down?


  Camish blew through the front door, and when Terri Wade rose and threw herself at him, he greeted her with a stiff-arm that quickly got her out of the line of fire without flinging her to the
  floor.


  Joe reared back and pitched his weapon through the glass of the back window and followed it.


  Camish yelled, “Hey, stop!” and raised his shotgun.


  Joe glanced over his shoulder as he stepped on the bed and saw the O of the muzzle and steeled himself for the force of a shotgun blast in his back. A double-ought shell contained nine lead
  pellets over a third of an inch in diameter. At this range, it would be over quickly: a full load of it could practically cut him in half. But again, Terri Wade rammed Camish the way she’d
  thrown herself at him. The shotgun exploded, but the load smashed into the wall near Joe’s left shoulder.


  “Damn you, Terri,” Camish yelled as he shoved her aside again. He could have clubbed her with the butt of the shotgun and Joe expected it, but he didn’t.


  Joe covered his face with his arms and dived toward the broken window. The remaining glass gave way and he was outside, his arms and neck wrapped in the curtain, rolling in pine needles. He
  tossed the curtain aside, and as he did he thought he saw the shadow of a figure near the corner of the cabin. The figure was tall and slight, and he instinctively dropped to a shooter’s
  stance and rose to a knee. Although he didn’t have his pistol, he acted as if he did and thrust both hands forward, his left cupping his right, yelled, “Freeze! ” and the
  figure ducked silently around the corner out of view to avoid being harmed. He scrambled to his feet and his right boot tip accidentally thudded against something heavy on the ground—his
  empty gun. He recovered it and staggered downhill toward the creek he’d followed earlier. Behind him, he heard Camish rack the pump again and yell for Joe to stop. There was a high-pierced
  wail from Caleb in the background, as if he’d just realized he’d been shot again.


  Joe figured Camish must be at the cabin window because he could hear glass breaking, and that he was probably using the barrel to knock down the remaining shards of glass so he could aim
  unimpeded. Joe stepped behind a tall pine tree as the blast stripped the bark off the other side of the trunk. The tree shook from the impact and sent a cascade of pine needles to the forest
  floor.


  Before Camish could rack in another shell, Joe flung himself away, trying to keep the tree between the cabin and himself, trying to get his legs to respond. Electric bolts of pain shot up into
  his groin from the wounds. Each tree and bush he passed provided more cover and protection, and he hoped he could vanish into the darkness before Camish could aim well and fire again. His shotgun
  with the doubleought buckshot was an extremely lethal short-range weapon, but it lost its punch with every step Joe made into the woods. The pattern of shot would widen as the velocity of the
  pellets dispersed.


  There was another shot, and double-ought pellets smacked trees and ripped through brush on both sides of him. He felt two sudden hot spots—one in his right shoulder and another that burned
  under the scalp near his right ear. He tripped and pitched forward, falling hard.


  On the ground, he distinctly heard Camish say, “Got him.” And a female voice say, “Are you sure?”


  Joe didn’t pause to assess the new wounds, and he didn’t stand up in case Camish could still see him. Instead, he crawled through the dirt on his hands and knees, putting as much
  distance as possible between himself and his attacker, plunging himself deeper into darkness. After ten minutes of crawling, he used a fallen tree to steady himself and rise to his feet. As he ran,
  he swiped at the burn in his scalp and felt hot blood on his fingertips. His shoulder was numb except for what he imagined as a single burning ember buried deep into the muscle.


  He was splashing through the creek before he realized it was there. The icy water shocked him but felt good at the same time. There was shouting back at the cabin, and another inhuman wail.


  Joe paused and tried to catch his breath. He listened for the sound of footfalls but didn’t hear them. Yet. Squatting on his haunches, he cupped his hands and filled them with icy water,
  which he drank and used to douse his neck wound.


  Terri Wade had saved his life twice, yet he’d left her back there with them. He rose and turned in the creek, looking back in the direction of the cabin. What would they do to her? Could
  he possibly stop it?


  He hoped they’d spare her. After all, it was him they were after and Camish seemed to have chosen not to hurt her when he easily could have. But Camish was distracted at the time and Caleb
  was injured. Now that Joe was gone and they had her to themselves?


  Joe had an empty weapon and again he was losing blood. His strength was fueled by pure adrenaline and anger and nothing more. But he couldn’t just leave her. Could he?


  He waited fifteen minutes hidden in streamside buckbrush, absently fingering the shotgun pellet that was lodged under his scalp. They weren’t coming. Which meant they’d stayed in the
  cabin with her. Doing what?


  Joe stood uneasily. His only advantage was they no doubt thought he was down for good after the shotgun blast. They wouldn’t expect him to come back from the dead.


  It puzzled him that they hadn’t pursued him or searched the brush for his body to administer a kill shot, if necessary. The brothers had pursued him for miles over rough terrain to find
  him at the cabin. Why would they simply assume he was dead? And if they did, why would they leave a body to be found?


  As he trudged back up the mountainside toward the cabin, he put his questions aside and made a plan.


  LIKE TWO NIGHTS before, he smelled wood smoke before he could find the cabin. The smoke was strong and hung in the trees. Which meant they were still there. Joe was puzzled as
  to the reason, unless Caleb had finally collapsed and Camish was tending to him. That Caleb had taken a .40 round and barely reacted still bothered Joe.


  He wanted to believe Terri Wade was still alive and unhurt.


  He kept his eyes open wide. He’d adjusted to the darkness and could see much better than when he’d run. If Camish or Caleb were searching for his body where Camish had fired and seen
  him go down, Joe was confident he’d see them first. His shoulder was numb from the pellets and his right arm hung uselessly at his side.


  His plan, such as it was, depended entirely on surprise. He’d quickly enter the open front door and wrench his .308 from Caleb and shoot Camish first. Then Caleb. And keep Terri Wade at
  bay so she couldn’t stop the carnage.


  It almost didn’t register that the forest was getting lighter until he realized why: the cabin was burning.


  “No,” he said aloud, and began to lope through the trees. His head swooned from the pain.


  He stopped at the edge of the clearing. Tongues of flame licked out through the windows and illuminated the dark wall of trees that hid the cabin. The fire crackled angrily, and there were soft
  POOM sounds of the canned food exploding inside.


  Had they left her to burn to death?


  Rather than rush the cabin, he skirted it in the tree line until he could see the front. Fire filled the open front door. If she was in there, he’d have to run through it. He tried to see
  inside, tried to get a glimpse of her on the floor or the bed.


  A spout of orange flame shot out of the roof, and the fire started to consume the wooden shingles where Caleb had stood.


  Joe took a deep breath and prepared to run toward the cabin when he suddenly froze to his spot. He’d seen something in his peripheral vision, three faces like faint orange moons, hanging
  low in the dark trees to his left.


  He stayed behind a tree trunk and turned away from the bright flames, trying to make his eyes adjust again. Trying to find what he thought he’d seen in the darkness.


  Then he saw them: Caleb, Camish, and Terri Wade a hundred feet away. Watching the cabin burn. Their disembodied faces reflected the fire like orange orbs. Tears streamed down Wade’s face
  and glistened in the firelight. She looked upset but unhurt. Most disturbingly, she appeared to be with them willingly, standing by their side. Caleb was stoic, likely in shock from his bullet
  wound. Camish looked demonic, his eyes reflecting the fire. They obviously hadn’t seen him, probably because they didn’t expect to.


  Wade turned away into the darkness, dousing her face.


  Then a moment later, to Caleb’s left, a fourth face appeared. She must have been looking away before, he thought, toward where they were headed as opposed to where they’d left. The
  sight jarred him and he waited for another look, which didn’t come. All had turned and were walking away and could no longer be seen.


  He closed his eyes tightly, trying to visualize who he’d glimpsed.


  Thinking: No. You’ve seen her face so many times the past two years on fliers put up by her parents. Her face has been burned into your subconscious. You’re seeing things. It
  couldn’t have been her.


  LATER, BEHIND HIM, he heard the cabin collapse in on itself with the rough crackling of timber.


  The stream to his left, trees and boulders to his right, the sky filled with pulsing stars and a moon bright enough to see by, the injured game warden started walking slowly out of the Sierra
  Madre.


  The stream would lead somewhere; a ranch house, a road, a natural-gas field serviced by energy workers.


  He had no answers, only questions.


  He hoped his questions could somehow keep him occupied and alive long enough to get off the mountain.
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  NATE ROMANOWSKI TRAMPED up the switchback canyon trail with a fifteen-pound mature bald eagle perched on a thick
  welder’s glove. As he hiked, the eagle maintained its balance by clamping its talons on the glove and shifting its weight with subtle extensions of its seven-foot wingspan, often hitting Nate
  in the face.


  “Stop that,” he said, flinching.


  The bird ignored him.


  A satellite phone hung from a leather strap around Nate’s neck, and his Freedom Arms .454 Casull, the second most powerful handgun in the world, was in a shoulder holster beneath his left
  armpit. It was a warm late-summer day, in the high eighties, and as he approached the rim of the canyon, it got warmer and a slight breeze blew hot and dry.


  Exactly two cotton-candy cumulus clouds paraded across an endless light blue palette of sky that opened up as he rose out of Hole in the Wall Canyon, where he lived in a cave once occupied by
  infamous Old West outlaws. He’d chosen the location a year and a half before, when the FBI office in Cheyenne had declared him a high-profile felon and a first-priority suspect in crimes
  he’d committed and some he hadn’t. Hole in the Wall was perfect for him to hide out in due to its remote location on private land in north-central Wyoming and the fact that no one could
  descend into it unseen. He’d booby-trapped the trail with snares and wires tied to alarms and explosives, which he’d carefully stepped over on the way up, and only three people knew of
  his existence: his love Alisha Whiteplume, his friend Joe Pickett, and Sheridan Pickett, his apprentice in falconry.


  Nate was a master falconer: tall, lean, with broad shoulders, long legs, and a foot-long blond ponytail that hung down his back. He had a hawk nose and icy blue eyes, and he went weeks without
  talking except to himself and his birds of prey. In a clapboard mews he’d constructed of weathered barn wood he’d raided from outlaw cabins and corrals, he boarded a redtail hawk, a
  prairie, a massive gyrfalcon, a wicked little merlin, and his prized peregrine that would pursue and kill anything that flew or ran. Plus the bald eagle he carried. The eagle had been shot with an
  arrow the year before and was seriously damaged and ineffectual. Joe Pickett had delivered the wounded eagle to him, hoping Nate could rehabilitate it. So far, despite hundreds of hours of care,
  the eagle was still dependent on him and useless for any purpose other than show-horsery. It had no desire to fly, to hunt, or to become independent and eagle-like. He was beginning to seriously
  dislike the bird and suspected it was an incorrigible head case.


  If it weren’t for the fact that Sheridan was his apprentice and Joe had once gone to the mat for him and earned his undying loyalty and his vow of protection for the Pickett Family, Nate
  would have long before snapped the neck of the national symbol and buried her at the bottom of the canyon. Some creatures, he’d decided years before when he was overseas with Special Forces,
  were better off dead. That included many, many human beings. This eagle, who would no longer fly or hunt, was on borrowed time. The predator had inadvertently become prey.


  “You need to be an eagle,” he said to her as he climbed.


  Again, as always, she ignored him and righted herself by spreading her wings and hitting him in the face.


  He paused at the rim of the canyon. The terrain in front of him was flat and without features. He could see for miles all the way to the foothills of the Bighorn Mountains and the one two-track
  road that led to Hole in the Wall. The late-summer grass was yellow like straw, interspersed with sagebrush clawing up toward the sky. There were no vehicles on the road or parked on the side of
  it.


  Behind him, the other rim of the deep canyon was less than a quarter mile away. It was clear as well.


  He emerged from the canyon and sat down in the grass, sweating from his exertion from the climb out. He put the bald eagle next to him and let her step off of his gloved hand where she stood
  next to him, inert and majestic. No bird, he thought, looked better on principle than a bald eagle. No bird was more complicated, either, with its seven thousand feathers perfectly engineered to
  withstand extreme weather and conditions. But if the eagle wouldn’t fly or hunt or protect herself, what could he do?


  THERE WAS A single message on his satellite phone from Marybeth Pickett and it was less than an hour old. He dialed her cell phone number in Saddlestring.


  “Nate?” she answered.


  “You sound agitated. Is everything all right?”


  A short pause. Then: “You know I’ve never called you before.”


  “No, you haven’t.”


  “I’m worried about Joe. I think something’s happened to him.”


  “Down in Baggs? What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t know. He went on a horseback patrol Monday and I haven’t heard from him in four days. He left a message saying everything was okay Tuesday night, and then nothing. I
  haven’t heard from him since.”


  Nate said, “Maybe his phone went out or something. You know things like that happen.”


  “Yes, I know. But I just have a feeling something’s terribly wrong. I can’t shake it. I’m really worried about him. We’ve been married a long time and sometimes you
  just know things. I can’t explain it.”


  Nate said, “Where did you hear from him last?”


  “Some lake in the Sierra Madre. He left a message. It’s killing me I didn’t talk to him personally. I keep listening to that message over and over again. He says
  everything’s fine, but I get a bad vibe. Like he didn’t even know things were going to go bad for him. He’s got Buddy and Blue Roanie with him, but I’ve got a really bad
  feeling.”


  Nate scrunched his face although he knew she couldn’t see it. This was unusual. She was a tough, attractive woman, pragmatic and not prone to panic. He had a soft spot for her.


  He said, “Have you talked to anyone else?”


  “Everyone I can think of. I called Game and Fish dispatch in Cheyenne and they hadn’t heard from him either. I talked to the director of the agency, and he didn’t even know Joe
  was gone. And I left a message for Governor Rulon, who is at some national conference in Washington, I guess.”


  “You did?”


  “I’m desperate,” she said. “He expects Joe to be on call for him whenever he needs something. I told him he needs to be on call for us.”


  “So Joe’s by himself as far as you know?”


  “Yes, damn it. He told me before he went there was some kind of incident down there. Some hunters said they shot an elk and somebody butchered it before they could tag it. He was going up
  into the mountains to find whoever might have done it.”


  “No backup?” Nate said.


  Marybeth groaned. “He never has backup. That’s the way game wardens work, Nate. It drives me crazy.”


  “What else have you done?”


  “I called the sheriff down in Baggs. He didn’t help my state of mind, because he said there were all sorts of rumors about weird things happening in the mountains down there. He said
  ranchers had pulled their cattle from leases in the mountains because they thought there was something strange going on. And there’d been break-ins at cabins and trailheads.”


  “The Sierra Madre,” Nate said. “Isn’t that where that runner vanished a while back?”


  “Yes!”


  “So the sheriff didn’t give you any help?”


  “It’s not that he refused,” she said. “He just wasn’t sure what to do. Joe didn’t exactly file a flight plan, which sounds like Joe. The sheriff called me
  today and said he’d talked to some ranch hand who’d shuttled Joe’s pickup and horse trailer around the mountains. The truck is sitting there, I guess. But Joe hasn’t shown
  up. Nobody knows where he is.”


  Nate said, “Fly, damn you. Kill something.”


  “What?”


  “I was talking to a bird. Never mind.” Then: “When is he supposed to be down?”


  “Today. This morning. He said before he left that he’d call as soon as he got to his truck.”


  Nate said, “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but shouldn’t you give him the chance to call before you conclude something’s wrong? Maybe his phone went bad up
  in the mountains and he just hasn’t been able to reach you.”


  Silence.


  Nate said, “Marybeth, are you there?”


  She said, “Yes. Are you suggesting I’m hysterical? That I’d call you with no good reason?”


  He thought about it. “No.”


  “I told you, I have a bad feeling. Something’s happened.”


  “Okay,” he said. “Call me again if you hear anything at all.”


  “I will. And there’s something else. I know the situation you’re in. I’d never compromise you unless I thought we needed help. You know that, don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ve got to go now.”


  He punched Disconnect.


  ALISHA WHITEPLUME, THE reason he’d climbed out of the canyon, arrived within the hour, as planned. He saw her pickup a mile away through heat waves. He stood and walked
  down the two-track to meet her.


  The truck stopped, and she leaped out. She was luminescent, he thought. Long dark hair with highlights that shined blue in the sun, smooth cappuccino complexion, sparkling dark eyes, rosebud
  mouth. She wore a starched white sleeveless shirt, tight Lady Wranglers, Ariat lace-up boots, her prized Idaho Falls Rodeo barrel-racing championship buckle. God, he loved her.


  Alisha worked as a teacher on the Wind River Indian Reservation near Saddlestring. She’d traded her corporate career to come home.


  She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. He kissed her back.


  He said, “Where’s Megan Yellowcalf?”


  “With my mom,” she said. Her two-year-old daughter was adopted from Alisha’s best friend, who’d died. “We’ve got the entire weekend before school
  starts.”


  Nate said, “There’s been a development.”


  She stepped back, eyeing him.


  “We need to go to Saddlestring. And I may need to be gone.”


  “Joe?” she said.


  “Yes.”


  “Not Marybeth?”


  “Her, too. Joe may be in trouble.”


  “Your thing,” she said.


  “My thing.”


  She put her hands on her hips and stepped back. “I’ll never understand this hold he has over you.”


  Nate shrugged.


  She noted the eagle that waddled toward Nate and stood a foot behind him. “What about the bird?” she asked.


  “It’s not going anywhere,” he said.


  “Kind of like our relationship.” She laughed. “What’s wrong with him?”


  “Her,” he corrected. “She won’t fly. Her spirit is broken. I can’t get into her head and figure out what it is.”


  “Maybe,” she said, “you have trouble with the female mind.”


  Nate said, “Maybe.”
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  Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April, Marybeth-Sheridan Lucy-April, Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April,
  Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April...” Joe muttered in a kind of hypnotic cadence as he walked, saying the names over and over again like a mantra, saying the names with his breath when
  his voice seemed too loud, “Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April, Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April ...”


  The mantra gave him comfort and strength and a reason to keep going.


  It was approaching dusk. He’d walked through the night and for the entire day, scared to stop and rest for more than a few minutes. Although it seemed vague and faraway now, he recalled
  dropping to his knees the night before alongside the creek to drink. After filling his belly with icy cold mountain water that tasted of pine needles, he’d rolled to his side and closed his
  eyes, thinking he could take a short nap, that he needed some sleep. But as his eyes closed—oh, it felt so good to close his eyes—a voice deep inside his brain shouted an alarm, saying,
  If you close your eyes, you’ll never open them again in this world. The voice was loud enough to resonate and stir him, and he’d painfully rolled over to his knees, gasped at the
  pain in his thigh, shoulder, and scalp, and rose again to his feet. He hadn’t stopped since because he’d become convinced that to stop was to die.


  As he walked and chanted, he’d turn periodically, searching behind him for followers who weren’t there or so stealthy he couldn’t see them. He doubted he’d been followed
  because the Grim Brothers didn’t know he’d survived the shotgun blast. Still, though, he couldn’t be certain.


  Tube, Joe’s dog, bounded through the buckbrush on the other side of the creek, just out of clear view. Tube was a strange dog, a Lab-corgi-mix, with the head and stout body of a bird dog
  and the stunted drumstick legs of a corgi. That it was able to move so fluidly through the shadows of the brush seemed curious to Joe, and he was getting angry that his dog wouldn’t come
  closer even when he called to him. More curious was that Tube seemed to have picked up several friends, maybe half a dozen other dogs, and they paralleled Joe’s advance down the mountain but
  kept out of plain sight.


  “Tube, darn you,” Joe shouted, his voice cracking. “Get over here.”


  But Tube stayed with his friends in the shadows. Joe could hear them panting from time to time, as well as an occasional growl, snarl, or yip as one of them warned off another for some
  transgression. The dogs had been with him for at least an hour, maybe more. Joe vowed to sell Tube when he could find someone who wanted to buy an odd-looking dog who wouldn’t behave.


  He tried not to pay attention to his injuries or to dwell on them. Despite his intention, he found his wounds strangely fascinating as well as alarming. He had no idea how much blood he’d
  lost, but he knew it was too much. He was light-headed and weak. His body was broken yet still functional, as if his muscles had a will of their own, and his skin was perforated in four places.
  That he might be able to heal from his wounds seemed like a miracle of the highest order. In the meantime, he kept his eyes on the game trail ahead of him and repeated his mantra.


  Because the creek was the only source of fresh water in the area, animals congregated near it. That morning, he’d spooked a huge four-point mule deer buck who’d been drinking in the
  creek. At mid-morning, a beaver slapped its tail on the surface of a pond in warning and scared him nearly to death. The beaver dived with a ploop sound, leaving ringlets on the surface of
  the pond he’d created by damming the stream. Joe had seen badgers, porcupines, rabbits, and a flock of mallards that, for a while, kept rising and flying a few hundred feet ahead of him to
  land again and again. They seemed put out that Joe kept coming. He felt sorry for ducks in Wyoming since there was so little water to be had.


  But he was getting pretty fed up with that pack of dogs. Especially Tube.


  AS HE TRUDGED and chanted in a pain-dulled daze, he thought of the legend of Hugh Glass for inspiration.


  Hugh Glass was a mountain man in these same Rocky Mountains who, in 1823, was looking for berries to eat when he encountered a grizzly bear. The bear mauled Glass almost beyond recognition,
  chewing most of Glass’s scalp and face off, creating massive wounds all over him with its teeth and three-inch claws, including an exposed rib cage, and leaving him for dead. So did
  Glass’s companions, who, after five days of waiting in the middle of hostile Arikara Indian country for the comatose man to finally die, took his rifle and knife and left him.


  But Hugh Glass didn’t die. And when he woke up and realized he’d been abandoned without food, water, or weapons, he had the determination to roll over and start to crawl south
  toward Fort Kiowa, nearly two hundred miles away. What kept him going was his will to live and his fantasies of bloody revenge on the men who’d left him to perish.


  He couldn’t walk for weeks, and he lived off roots, grubs, and berries he found along the way. He managed to set his broken leg, and when his open wounds began to rot from gangrene, he
  opened a decomposing downed log and scooped the maggots he found inside into his wound to eat away the infected flesh.


  The berries and roots kept him going until he happened on a freshly killed buffalo calf and the wolves who took it down. Using a heavy stick to scare the wolves away, he fell upon the calf and
  ate raw meat by the handfuls for days until the carcass began to purple and rot. But the meat strengthened him, his broken bones knitted, and he was finally able to stand. And he began his
  six-month trek to Fort Kiowa ...


  Compared to what Hugh Glass had gone through, Joe thought, this was a happy little picnic in the woods.


  “Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April, Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April, Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April ...”


  “WOLVES,” JOE SAID aloud, startled by the realization that had come to him because of his recounting of the Hugh Glass story. “Those are wolves
  following me.”


  Not Tube. Not dogs. Not his fevered imagination. Wolves. Six to eight of them, keeping just out of his vision on the other side of the creek but staying abreast of him.


  But there weren’t supposed to be wolves in the Sierra Madre. The wolf packs were in the north-west section of the state, centered around Yellowstone where, years before, the federal
  government had introduced Canadian gray wolves into a region they may not have ever roamed. Joe had agreed with the idea initially, even though it was a controversial program much loved by most
  observers but despised by ranchers and hunters. The unintended consequences, though, were significant. Although the wolves were supposed to cull the expanding elk herds, domestic cattle were killed
  and moose numbers had been decimated. The wolf population had exploded into Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming, although measures were in place—supposedly—to keep the numbers down and the wolf
  packs localized. Sure, there had been reports of wolves in the area in the past and even alleged sightings south into Colorado. But the federal wildlife agencies discounted the reports, insisting
  that citizens had seen coyotes, or large domestic dogs gone feral.


  In a break in the buckbrush, he saw two of them. They saw him as well and stopped as if frozen in mid-stride. A large silver-and-white wolf, shadowed by a bigger one that was jet black. The
  silver wolf weighed maybe eighty pounds, and the black wolf was easily a hundred and twenty. Their round piercing amoral eyes cut holes through him.


  “Go away,” he croaked, raising his left arm and waving it.


  The sound startled them, and they flinched. The silver wolf back-pedaled, turned on her haunches, and vanished into the brush. But the black wolf stood his ground, lowered his head, and arched
  his shoulders. For a terrifying moment, Joe braced for an attack.


  “Get out of here!” he bellowed, and flung a pair of handcuffs from his belt. The cuffs arced through the air and landed with a jangle five feet in front of the wolf and the animal
  turned with a lazy shrug and followed the silver wolf back into the shadows.


  Joe stood for a moment, breathing hard, trying to hear where they’d gone, if anywhere. It was extremely rare for a wolf to attack a human in the wild. There were very few instances of its
  happening. But they’d certainly shadowed him for a mile or so, and he thought how appealing he must look to them: obviously wounded, caked with dried and fresh blood, without a serious
  weapon. He could imagine one of them darting across the creek and hamstringing him like wolves hamstrung elk and moose. Once their prey was incapacitated, the rest of the pack could move in.


  He found a stout branch that was still heavy and green, that looked like it had been blasted from a tree by a lightning strike. The branch was nearly three feet long, bulbous on the butt end,
  and tapered like a baseball bat. His right shoulder was worthless, but he took a few practice swings with his left and the branch whistled cleanly through the air. He smacked the trunk of a pine
  tree with a reassuring thunk, which sent a shower of pine needles to the forest floor.


  “Hear that?” he shouted into the air, hoping the wolves were listening. “That’ll be your head if you try to take a bite out of me!”


  He could neither see nor hear where the wolves had gone, but despite his shouts and his club he didn’t think they’d gone far.


  “Wolves this far south,” he thought, as he continued down the creek. “Wait until they hear about this in Cheyenne.”


  Farther down the creek, Joe stumbled on a massive five-point elk antler that had been shed earlier that summer. He tossed the branch aside and picked up the antler, turning it and admiring the
  thick beam. One tine was sixteen inches long and an inch thick at the base. Forked tines on the end were six inches each and sharp as spear points. The antler was heavy but a hell of a weapon, he
  thought. Much better than a club.


  If the wolves attacked he could really do some damage, he thought.


  HIS MANTRA EVOLVED from a country-and-western rhythm into reggae and then into blues. Joe kept thinking about what had happened, what he’d seen, what he didn’t
  know.


  Why was Terri Wade in an isolated cabin? What was her relationship with the Grim Brothers? What was with the store-bought picture frames containing promotional shots? And could that have
  possibly been who he thought it was with them? The girl? He shook his head, not able to wrap his mind around the prospect. Again, he thought he’d seen her visage too many times on fliers and
  in the newspapers. He’d imagined her, he was sure. But there had been four faces. That, he was convinced of.


  And what about the brothers themselves? Why were they up there and what were they doing? What caused them to hide in one of the roughest and most remote sections of the least populated state in
  the union?


  IT WAS ALMOST imperceptible how the terrain changed, how cottonwoods took over from the pine trees, how bunches of cheater grass replaced the pine needle floor. Without
  actually realizing it, Joe knew he’d descended from the mountains into a valley. He veered right away from the creek and the trees, and as the sun set he was on the edge of a hay meadow.
  Instead of the smell of pine and the dank vegetation of the creek, he smelled the sweet smell of cut hay and thought he caught a whiff of gasoline.


  Joe turned and looked behind him. The mountains went up and back, peak after peak, until the range melded with the sky countless miles away. He was struck by how big the mountains were, how
  hulking, imposing, and still. And he was awed by the fact that he’d actually walked out of them.


  At the edge of the timber, in the shadows, he saw the lone black wolf. He stood broadside, big and dark, his eyes seeing Joe much more clearly than Joe could see him. The wolf stood as if he
  were prevented from coming any closer, as if he’d hit his boundary line and could proceed no farther.


  Joe nodded toward the wolf, whom he respected for tenacity, and said, “See you later.”


  AS HE BROKE over a rise, the hay meadow was spread out before him as far as he could see. Cut hay, smelling even sharper now, lay thick in long straight channels. After days of
  mountain randomness, he was impressed by the symmetry of the rows.


  A half mile away, a green John Deere hay baler crawled across the field, its motor humming and grunting as it turned rows of cut hay into fifty-pound bales that it left behind like tractor scat.
  It was dark enough that the rancher had his headlights on, and the twin pools of yellow made the hay look golden and the cut field an electric green carpet.


  As Joe walked toward the baler with the antler in his hand, something in his brain released and his wounds exploded in sudden pain. It was as if now that his rescue was at hand, the mental dam
  holding everything back for three days suddenly burst from the strain.


  His legs gave way and he fell to his knees and pitched forward into the cut hay.


  The mantra slowed to a dirge. “Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April, Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April, Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April ...”


  IN THE DARK, what seemed like hours later, he heard a boy say, “Hey, Dad, look over here. It’s that damned game warden everyone’s looking for.”



     
  


  PART TWO


  RELOADING WITHOUT BULLETS


  He is mad past recovery, but yet he has lucid intervals.


  —MIGUEL DE CERVANTES, Don Quixote
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  ON THE THIRD day of his stay in the Billings hospital, after he’d been moved out of the intensive care unit, Joe
  awoke to find a tall, thin man in ill-fitting clothes—white dress shirt, open collar, loose tie, overlarge sports jacket—hovering near the foot of his bed. The man had world-weary brown
  eyes and a thin neck rising like a cornstalk out of the gaping collar of his shirt. His hair was light brown, peppered with silver. A pair of smudged reading glasses hung from a cord around his
  neck. Joe got the immediate impression the man was or had been in law enforcement. His aura of legal bureaucracy was palpable. He said, “Joe Pickett? I’m Bobby McCue, DCI.”


  Wyoming Department of Criminal Investigation.


  McCue reached into his jacket with long spidery fingers and came out with a shiny black wallet, which he flipped open to reveal a badge. Just as quickly, and before Joe could focus on the shield
  or credential card, he snapped it shut and slid it back inside his coat.


  “I read the statement you gave the sheriff down in Carbon County,” McCue said. “I was hoping I could ask you a few more questions just to clarify some things. We’re
  trying to fill in some of the gaps.”


  “What gaps?” Joe raised his eyebrows, which elicited a sharp pain where they’d removed the shotgun pellet behind his ear and stitched it closed. The skin on his face seemed
  pulled tight from scalp to chin and ear to ear, and it hurt to do much more than blink his eyes.


  “Nothing major,” McCue said. “You know how this works.”


  “I should by now, yes.”


  Joe had already given statements to Carbon County Sheriff Ron Baird, Baggs Police Department Chief Brian Lally, his departmental supervisor, and the Game and Fish Department investigator
  assigned to the case. Although Joe had absolutely no reason to lie about anything, he was concerned there could be contradictions or problems if all the statements were compared. Each investigator
  had asked basically the same questions but in different ways, and Joe had no control or approval over what they wrote down when he answered. Even though what had happened in the mountains was clear
  in his mind, it was possible that his statements, when laid side-by-side, might not completely jibe. It was the nature of the game, and one played—sometimes unfairly—by investigators,
  prosecutors, and defense attorneys. Joe had played it himself. So he knew to be alert and careful each time he was questioned. He couldn’t afford to be sloppy or offhand. He wished he could
  recall more of the interrogation by Baird immediately after he’d been rescued, when his head was still cloudy with exhaustion and his wounds were fresh. He hoped he hadn’t said
  something he’d come to regret.


  “Mind if I borrow this?” McCue said, gesturing toward Joe’s tray table.


  “Fine.”


  McCue nodded man-to-man to Joe, slid the tray table toward himself, and opened a manila folder on top of it. He fitted the glasses to his eyes, then slid them as far down his nose as they would
  go before they fell off. Joe was distracted by how cloudy the lenses were.


  “Just a couple of questions,” McCue said, peeling back single pages within the file. Joe recognized them as copies of the original sheriff’s department statement given to Ron
  Baird.


  “About the Brothers Grim ...”


  “They prefer ‘the Grim Brothers,’ ” Joe said.


  McCue looked over his lenses at Joe appraisingly. “They do, do they?”


  “Yup.”


  “Okay, then. Caleb, the first one you encountered at that lake. It says here he gave you permission to look through his possessions.”


  Said Joe, “Yes, and when I think back on it, I don’t know why he did. He must have known he didn’t have a fishing license, which is all I wanted to check on. But, yes, he let
  me look through his bag.”


  McCue placed a bony finger on a dense paragraph of text. “It says here he had a variety of items in the pack.”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you be more specific?”


  “I thought I had.”


  McCue nodded and read from the statement, “‘The subject’s daypack contained several items, including a water container, a knife, a diary, half of a Bible, and an iPod and
  holder.’” He looked up expectantly.


  “I think that was pretty much it,” Joe said, trying to recall all the contents. “There were some matches and some string I think, also. Oh, and there wasn’t the iPod
  itself, just the holder. I’m pretty sure I made that clear to the sheriff, but he must have misunderstood me.”


  McCue nodded quickly, and Joe noticed the agent seemed to be tamping down his reaction to avoid revealing anything.


  “Is there a problem?” Joe asked.


  McCue ignored the question. “Can you describe the iPod holder to me?”


  Joe searched his memory. “It was one of those things that strap to the upper part of your arm. My wife Marybeth has one for workouts at the gym.”


  “What color was it, can you recall?”


  “Pink.”


  “You’re sure?”


  Joe nodded.


  “You’re positive?”


  “Why is that important?” Joe asked.


  “It may not be at all. I’m just covering all the bases. You know how this works,” McCue said, then quickly flipped over the page to another. Joe saw something in ink written in
  the margin, and McCue stabbed his fingertip on the passage.


  “You say Caleb claimed he was from the UP.”


  “Yes.”


  “And you thought, being from the Rocky Mountain West, that UP meant ‘Union Pacific.’ ”


  Joe didn’t say anything.


  “Did you know it could have meant Upper Peninsula, as in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan? That’s what they call it there, the ‘UP.’”


  “I know that now,” Joe said. “One of the sheriff’s deputies down in Baggs was from Michigan and told me. I feel kind of stupid, now, not knowing it.”


  McCue nodded, apparently agreeing with Joe’s assessment of himself.


  “Hey ...” Joe said, but McCue flipped another page and stabbed another note.


  “You say there were four people besides you at the cabin that burned down. Caleb and Camish Grim, Terri Wade, and one other. You suggest that when you saw the profile of the fourth person
  you thought of Diane Shober. Is that correct?”


  Joe felt his face get hot. He realized how ridiculous it sounded when McCue said it.


  “She came to mind,” Joe said. “But nowhere in that report did I claim it was her. As I said to the sheriff down there, and my own people in Cheyenne, her name came to mind
  probably because I’d seen her photo on so many fliers in that part of the state. Plus, I knew that’s where she went missing because I was part of the search team. So when I caught a
  glimpse of a youngish female in the dark down there, I think I naturally thought of her. I’ve never said it was her.”


  McCue bored in. “Do you stand by your impression, though?”


  Joe shook his head. “I stand by the fact that I thought of her at the time. I don’t know how I can stand by an impression. And the more I think about it now, the more I think my mind
  might have jumped to conclusions.” Joe smiled, which pulled at his scalp. “I’ve been accused of that before. Sometimes I’m right. Usually, I’m not.”


  “So I hear,” McCue said without irony. “Can you describe her?”


  “I already did,” Joe said. “I didn’t get a clear look at all. In my mind, I can recall I thought she was blond, female, and younger than Caleb and Camish and Terri
  Wade.”


  “How tall was she?”


  Joe shrugged, which hurt. “I don’t know. She stood away from the others, so I’ve got no perspective.”


  “How old?”


  “Like I said, my impression was she was younger. But I’m not sure why I say that.”


  “What was she wearing?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “Her build?”


  “Thin,” Joe said. “Like you.”


  McCue nodded to himself, as if Joe had confirmed something.


  “Are you going to tell me what this is all about?” Joe asked.


  McCue looked up. “Eventually.”


  “I’m done answering questions until you let me know why you’re asking them.”


  “Fine,” McCue said, closing the folder. “I’ve got what I need for now.”


  “That’s it?”


  McCue unhooked his reading glasses from his ears and let them drop on the cord. “That’s it.”


  “Where can I contact you?” Joe asked, “Cheyenne? One of the other offices? Where are you out of? I’ve never seen you around.”


  McCue simply nodded.


  “Was that a yes or a no?”


  “Thanks for your time,” McCue said. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again.”


  “Leave me your card,” Joe said. “I may think of something later.”


  McCue said over his shoulder, “I’ll leave one for you at the nurses’ station.”


  And he was gone.


  Ten minutes later, Joe pressed his nurse call button and asked for Agent McCue’s DCI business card.


  “What?” she said. Then: “There’s no card here I can see. I’ll check with the other nurses, but I didn’t see him stop by on his way out.”


  “Is there another nurse station?”


  “There are several on each floor.”


  “Would you mind checking with them?”


  The pause was no doubt accompanied by rolling eyes, Joe thought. She said, “I’ll ask around and let you know.”


  LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Joe opened his eyes and saw something he didn’t want to see, so he closed them again, hoping it would go away.


  “I know you’re awake,” his mother-in-law, Missy, said from the foot of his bed.


  “I’m sleeping,” Joe said.


  “You most certainly are not.”


  “I’m sleeping and having a real bad dream.”


  “Open your eyes. I need to talk to you.”


  Joe sighed and cracked his right eye. He knew he was wincing because it hurt when he winced. “Where’s Marybeth?”


  “She’s getting some lunch down in the cafeteria with the girls. She should be back in a half hour or so.”


  “I wish she’d hurry,” Joe said.


  Missy narrowed her eyes and leaned forward, her small manicured hands gripping the footrest. “You could be a little more grateful,” she said. “Earl and I sent one of his jets
  to bring you up here from that little Podunk clinic near Baggs so you could have the finest medical care available in the region. Where was it?” she asked, then answered her own question.
  “Craig, Colorado, or someplace vile like that.”


  Joe vaguely remembered the flight. He nodded his appreciation, but he knew strings would be attached. As far as Joe knew, Missy had yet to perform a stringless act in her adult life.


  “So the least you can do is hear me out,” she said.


  “I don’t like the doctor,” he said. “He’s arrogant.” Joe based his appraisal on an exchange he’d had with Dr. Nadir two days before, when Nadir had
  shaken his head at Joe and said, “An arrow and buckshot wounds? What is this, the Wild West again? The OK Corral?”


  “All good doctors are arrogant,” she said. “Especially the Indian ones. That’s because they’re good. The only ones better are Japanese or Chinese, you know.
  Unfortunately, it’s a little too cold for Asians out here. They like warm weather, I understand.”


  “I was fine in the clinic,” Joe said, ignoring her comments.


  “That clinic is for oilfield workers who get hit on the head with a wrench. It isn’t for the husband of my daughter or the father of my grandchildren.”


  Joe shrugged, which hurt his right shoulder where they’d removed the double-ought shot pellet.


  “Listen,” Missy said, “I want to know where Nate Romanowski is hiding.”


  “Lots of people want to know that,” Joe said.


  “I need to ask him for a favor.”


  Joe nodded. Marybeth had filled him in on her mother’s plan to hire Nate to intimidate her ex-husband. “So that’s why you’re here?” Joe said. “The reason why
  you flew me up to Billings? So you could be here if and when Nate shows up?”


  Her eyes sparkled, revealing her answer.


  “And here I was thinking you cared about my health and welfare,” Joe said.


  “Someone has to care about it,” she said. “You certainly don’t. Don’t you think you’re getting a little old for this sort of thing? Don’t you think
  maybe it’s time to grow up and settle down and get a real job that provides for your family? A job where you can come home at night and be there for your wife and daughters?”


  Joe said, “Don’t beat around the bush, Missy. Tell me what you really think.”


  “It needs to be said.”


  “Not all of us can be media moguls. Or married to one.”


  Her eyes flashed. “Earl Alden turned a million-dollar inheritance into a seven-hundred-million-dollar empire.”


  “That first million probably helped,” Joe said.


  “You’re over forty years old,” she said, “and your life consists of running around through the woods like a schoolboy—or a kid playing cowboys and
  Indians.”


  She leaned forward and her eyes became slits. She said, “For the sake of my daughter, maybe it’s time to put away childish things.”


  Joe didn’t have a comeback and he couldn’t say what he was thinking, which was, Maybe you’re right.


  TALKING WITH THE girls was awkward, he thought. He got the feeling they agreed with that sentiment because they seemed to look at everything in the room besides him. They
  didn’t like seeing him sick or injured in a hospital bed any more than he liked being seen by them in one.


  “You look like you’re doing better,” Sheridan said.


  “I am.”


  “We’re all ready to go home.”


  “Me, too,” Joe said.


  “Did Mom tell you about basketball? Coach is mad at me already, and he said if I missed practice so I could come see you, I wouldn’t play anymore.”


  “I’m sorry,” Joe said.


  “I’d rather be here,” she said, and smiled sadly. Joe reached out and squeezed her hand.


  “Billings sucks,” April said. “Billings is nearly as boring as Saddlestring.”


  “Our little ray of sunshine,” Joe commented. April scowled at him.


  Sheridan said to April, “Maybe you should have stayed in Chicago.”


  “Maybe I should have,” April shot back.


  “Girls, please,” Marybeth said, sadness in her eyes.


  Sheridan huffed and crossed her arms and looked away. April narrowed her eyes and glared at her, reminding Joe of a rattler coiling to strike.


  April looked older than she was, he thought, which was perfectly understandable given the life she’d led. Her Wyoming re-entry had not gone smoothly. She was sullen, sarcastic, and
  passive-aggressive toward her foster parents. When Marybeth complained to Joe about her, Joe responded by reminding Marybeth that April was fifteen and her behavior was fairly normal for her age.
  When Joe complained to Marybeth about April’s sullen attitude, Marybeth defended her foster daughter with the same reasoning. Both wondered if they’d be able to wait her out, all the
  while hoping she’d become sunny and productive and not wreck the dynamics of the family in the meantime. Meanwhile, the process for adoption had begun but stalled due to the complexity of
  April’s legal status. According to their lawyer, the problems weren’t insurmountable, but they’d take time to sort through. It would be costly, and Joe and Marybeth had asked him
  to set the case aside until Joe returned permanently to Saddlestring and could help oversee the progress. Since then, April hadn’t asked about how the adoption was going, and Marybeth
  hadn’t brought it up. The silent impasse, Joe knew, would have to be broken soon.


  “There’s a nice mall,” Lucy said about Billings, ignoring April. “Mom said she’d take us there this afternoon.”


  “Good,” Joe said, winking at Marybeth.


  “Wow,” April said, rolling her eyes, “A mall. These people in Montana have thought of everything.”


  “April,” Sheridan moaned.


  April gestured toward the television set mounted on the ceiling that Joe had yet to turn on. “They’ve even got television, but probably, like, one channel.”


  Joe searched in vain for the remote control to prove to her Montana had cable, but he couldn’t locate it.


  “I just want everyone to be happy,” Lucy said, grinning. “Starting with me.”


  “It always starts with you,” April said.


  “It’s got to start somewhere.” Lucy grinned, but her eyes showed a glint of triumph for the comeback.


  “Nice one,” Sheridan said.


  “Get me out of here,” April said to no one in particular.


  Marybeth took them to the Rimrock Mall.
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  TWELVE SLEEP COUNTY Sheriff McLanahan said, “Knock-knock” but didn’t actually knock when he entered
  Joe’s hospital room with a deputy trailing. McLanahan was Joe’s age and the two had known each other for ten years, since Joe had moved to Saddlestring and McLanahan was a nascent
  deputy under the legendary Sheriff O. R. “Bud” Barnum. Barnum had vanished off the face of the earth five years before, and there had always been whispers that Nate Romanowski had had
  something to do with it. Unfortunately, McLanahan had run for sheriff and won as a protégé of Barnum. He’d adopted the same ham-fisted, authoritarian approach to the job that
  Barnum had perfected. Nothing happened in the county that McLanahan wasn’t aware of or involved in, but at the same time he managed to keep an arm’s-length distance from the
  machinations, using intermediaries—often his team of four dull-witted cookie-cutter deputies—so if the situation went sour he could claim no knowledge of it.


  Joe knew McLanahan disliked him and resented his presence, and he was aware that behind the scenes the sheriff had tried to get him reassigned or fired outright. The sheriff saw Joe as unwanted
  competition, and their clashes over the years had got more bitter, again a continuation of Barnum’s reign. Joe hadn’t seen McLanahan in the year he’d been in Baggs, but their
  relationship resumed where it had left off, when the sheriff said, “I’m startin’ to wonder if they’ve got you in the right kind of hospital here, Joe. I’m
  startin’ to think maybe it might be best to put you in one of those facilities with the rubber walls and elevator music because there’s a bunch of us fellers startin’ to believe
  you’ve gone crazy as a damned tick.”


  He ended the sentence with a tinny uplift and a rural flourish, and the deputy behind him snorted a laugh of pure obligation.


  Joe winced and fished for the control that powered his hospital bed so he could raise the head of it. He didn’t like the sheriff seeing him prone or in his stupid cotton gown. The fabric,
  he’d discovered to his horror, was decorated with a pattern of tiny yellow ducks. As the motor whirred and the head of the bed raised, Joe said, “I could have gone the rest of my life
  without seeing you again, sheriff.”


  McLanahan clucked his tongue as if to say, Too bad for you, then settled heavily in a straight-backed chair to Joe’s right where Marybeth had been for two days. She’d left her
  sweater over the back, but McLanahan either didn’t notice or didn’t care.


  McLanahan, originally from Virginia, had long ago completed a physical and mental transformation from a hot-headed deputy who spoke in a rapid-fire cadence to a slow-talking Western character
  who collected and used frontier folkisms that often made absolutely no sense to Joe. He wore a scuffed brown leather vest with a five-star sheriff’s badge, a big silver buckle, jeans, and
  crepe-soled cowboy boots. He owned three horses he’d never ridden that served as props for campaign posters and a twenty-acre parcel he referred to as his “ranch.” His huge
  mustache now stretched from his upper lip to his lower jaw and obscured his mouth, although his eyes were still sharp, small, and devious and gave him away as someone more into calculation and
  mythmaking than cow’s punching, Joe thought. The sheriff cocked a heel over the lower railing of Joe’s bed and removed his brown sweat-stained hat and fitted it on his raised knee.
  McLanahan was losing his hair, Joe noted, and he’d gained thirty pounds since he’d last seen him. The deputy, whose nametag read SOLLIS, was dressed in a crisp
  department uniform shirt and dark black jeans. He had a military buzz cut and dull, hooded eyes. McLanahan had long ago established a policy that the only Western character in the sheriff’s
  department would be the sheriff.


  “Two hours ago, I got off the phone with the state DCI boys and Sheriff Baird down in Carbon County,” McLanahan said. “They’re coming down the mountain as we speak. What
  they told me made me climb in my rig and drive two hours north across the state line so I could tell you in person.”


  Joe nodded. After Joe gave his version of events to the sheriff, Baird had quickly requested a team of investigators from the state to ride with him and his deputies into the mountains after the
  Grim Brothers.


  “Does this have to do with some kind of inconsistency in my statements?” Joe asked. “An agent named McCue from DCI was asking me more questions earlier today.”


  “I don’t know him,” McLanahan said. “And no, it has nothing to do with him, whoever the hell he is. Naw, what I heard I found out from the search team
  themselves.”


  Indeed, Joe thought.


  “Unlike a certain game warden,” McLanahan said, “the search team didn’t misplace their communications gear, so I’ve been getting updates every few hours for the
  past three days. There’s eleven men on horseback been all over those mountains. They been everywhere you described. Guess what they’ve found?”


  Joe felt his mouth go dry.


  “Nothin’,” McLanahan said. “Not a single goddamn thing to corroborate your tall tale.”


  Joe shook his head. He remembered describing the saddle slope where he’d found the arrow, his ride with Caleb to their camp, and the location of Terri Wade’s cabin. Although it had
  been dark when he found the cabin and escaped from it, he vividly recalled the cutback where it was and the distance from the creek.


  “That’s impossible,” Joe said. “They couldn’t locate anything?”


  McLanahan said, “Nope.”


  “My horses and my tack?”


  “Nope. Oh,” McLanahan said, raising a knobby finger, “let me take that back. They did find your campsite by some lake on the way up. All that proves is that you did go up there
  into those mountains, but as far as I know, that hasn’t been in dispute.”


  Joe shook his head. “I don’t understand.”


  “Neither do they, except maybe you’re completely full of shit on this whole deal.” He lowered his eyelids. “I always say if you find yourself in a hole, the first thing
  to do is stop digging.”


  Joe looked away. “It makes no sense. I mean, I can see how it might be hard to find that little pup-tent camp of the brothers. It was deep in the timber and there wasn’t a good trail
  to it. I might not be able to find it myself right away. But on top they should have found the remains of my horses, and where that cabin was burned down.”


  “Provided those things exist somewhere other than your imagination,” McLanahan said. He raised a large hand with his fingers out and used his other index finger to count out and bend
  the fingers down one-by-one. “No brothers. No burned-down cabin. No crazy woman. No long-lost girl runner. No damned wolves. No ...” McLanahan stared at his fist in mock puzzlement,
  then said, “I plumb ran out of fingers. We got more lies here than I got fingers to count on.”


  Sollis stifled a smile.


  Said McLanahan, twisting the knife, “And no one can find your missing person named Terri Wade. As you can imagine, there are three or four women with that name around the country, but all
  of them are accounted for. But your gal—she doesn’t exist. And you know in this day and age, people can’t simply disappear without leaving a record.”


  Joe said, “That’s the name she gave me. It’s not like I saw any ID. She could have been lying.”


  “A lot of that going around,” McLanahan said, and Sollis chuckled.


  “They must be in the wrong drainage,” Joe said, ignoring them both. “It’s easy to get lost up there. I couldn’t give coordinates because they took my GPS
  ...”


  “No GPS!” McLanahan said. “I forgot about that. And no satellite phone, either. No nothing.”


  “I’m not lying,” Joe said.


  “I’m sure you’re convinced of that. Fabulists become convinced of their own stories.”


  “Why would I make up a story?” Joe said. “Look around you, McLanahan. We’re in a hospital. These injuries are real. Do you think I wanted to be here?”


  “It ain’t so bad,” he said. “I seen some of the nurses.”


  “I need to talk to Sheriff Baird,” Joe said. “I need to hear this from him myself.”


  “Feel free. He should be down into town tomorrow or the next day. I’m sure he’d love to talk with you, too. This search they just been on wiped out most of his discretionary
  budget for the rest of the year, payin’ all those men to go up that mountain to find a whole lot of nothing. Yes, Baird is a pretty crabby man right now.”


  Joe wasn’t sure what to say. The news had taken the wind out of him.


  “Well,” McLanahan said as way-all, sitting up in his chair and slapping his thighs, “I best be getting back to the office. I just wanted to make sure you heard the happy
  news straight from the horse’s mouth. In case the governor called or some reporter. If I was you, I’d claim chemical dependence and say you were checking into rehab. That seems to work
  pretty well for celebrity types such as yourself.”


  McLanahan stood and clamped on his hat. His eyes sparkled. Joe realized how much McLanahan hated him for closing cases in the sheriff’s jurisdiction without involving his department. He
  remembered how angry the sheriff had been when Governor Rulon asked him to get out of the way two years before. He’d harbored his bitterness and could now unleash it.


  “Look,” Joe said, “I’ll talk with Baird and the DCI when I can and try to figure out where they went wrong up there. It doesn’t make any sense, unless the Grim
  Brothers were able to wipe out all the evidence. I wouldn’t put it past them.”


  “Yeah,” McLanahan said, smiling contemptuously beneath his mustache, “according to your statement they seem larger than life itself! Like supermen of the mountains. You shoot
  ’em in the face and in the chest and they still keep coming, like ... mountain zombies!”


  Which made Sollis laugh out loud.


  “What are you saying?” Joe asked. “That I put myself in here for some reason and made it all up?”


  McLanahan raised his hand and formed a pistol with his fist and fired it at Joe. “Bingo,” he said.


  Joe shook his head, stunned.


  “Do you remember a deputy I had once named Hayder?” the sheriff asked. At the sound of the name, Sollis rolled his eyes. Joe said nothing.


  “Well, Ol’ Hayder was in his cruiser one night up on Bighorn Road. Somebody had reported high school kids drag racing up and down that road, so dispatch sent him up there to find out
  what was going on. He hid his unit in a bunch of trees and waited, hour after hour, for some of them speed demons to show up so he could make an arrest and get out of my doghouse. But he got real
  bored, because there was nothin’ happening, so he started fiddling around with his Taser. I don’t know what the hell he was thinkin’, but somehow he shot himself with it. Right in
  the neck!”


  Sollis went, “Ha-ha-ha,” and wiped at the nonexistent tears in his eyes, even though he’d likely heard the story a dozen times.


  McLanahan continued, “Well, if you’ve ever been hit by a Taser, you know what it can do to your bodily functions when that current goes through you, and Ol’ Hayder soiled his
  pants. He threw the door open and rolled around on the ground outside the car with muscle spasms. When he finally recovered, he was too damned embarrassed to tell anyone at the department what had
  happened, so he made up a crazy story about being jumped by three bikers who he claimed ambushed him and got his Taser out of his belt and used it on him while he bravely fought them off. He even
  named a couple of lowlifes in town we’d been after for a while as the assailants, and we had them arrested. Hayder almost got away with it, too, except one of those drag-racing kids had seen
  the whole thing and videoed it with his cell phone camera. It seems the speed demons knew all about Hayder in those trees, so they were gonna sneak up on him and slash his tires or some other kind
  of damned kid prank. The kid who took the video got picked up for careless driving a few days later and told Sollis here he’d show him something if we’d throw away the ticket. He got
  his phone out and we watched it and busted a gut. Ol’ Hayder didn’t show up for work the next day, and we ain’t seen him since.”


  Joe said nothing.


  “So what I’m sayin’,” McLanahan finished as he paused at the door, “is I can see a scenario where maybe you was intoxicated on liquor or your own ego and you
  dropped your shotgun. It went off, peppering your shoulder and neck. Your horses reared and dumped you and you injured your leg. I’m thinkin’ maybe you landed on a downed log and a
  sharp branch stuck through your thigh. Then the horses ran off and left you there with nothin’ at all. So being the big-shot celebrity you are in the middle of nowhere, you didn’t want
  to tell the governor what happened, so you made up one hell of a good story.”


  “Get out,” Joe said. “You’re a damned idiot and an embarrassment.”


  McLanahan’s eyes flashed and he started to come out of his chair. Joe didn’t back down. McLanahan apparently thought better of getting into a fistfight with a man in a hospital bed
  and said, “The easiest way to eat crow is while it’s warm. The colder it gets, the harder it is to swaller.”


  Joe said, “It’s hard to believe the West was won with stupid sayings like that.”


  “The only thing I don’t like about this whole deal,” McLanahan said, ignoring Joe, “is that I understand you’re coming back to Saddlestring. Everything else,
  though, just tickles me to no end.”


  “Let me give you some of your own cornpone advice,” Joe said. “Never miss a chance to shut up. Now get out.”


  “And give my best to the lovely Mrs. Pickett.”


  AS A RESULT of McLanahan’s visit, Joe gripped the railings of his bed with both hands and stared at the blank screen of the television. There, he saw a distorted
  reflection of himself at what looked like the edge of an abyss.


  How was it possible a team of eleven men couldn’t confirm his story? Where had the Grim Brothers gone? Was it possible they’d never been there at all? That everything Joe recalled
  was some kind of a fever dream?


  A phone burred on a stand next to his bed. Until it rang, he hadn’t known there was a telephone there.


  A crisp female voice said, “Hold for Governor Rulon.”


  Joe closed his eyes. How much worse could this day get? he wondered.


  “Joe! How in the hell are you?”


  The governor’s voice was deep and raspy. There was heavy background noise, overlapping conversations, the bark of a laugh.


  “Hello, sir. I’m fine.”


  “Good, good. Can you hear me okay? I’m in Washington giving hell to these bastards, and I’ve got a few minutes between meetings. I don’t have long, so we need to get to
  the point.”


  “Okay.”


  “First, how is Marybeth? How are the girls?”


  “Good all around. They’re here with me ...”


  “Tell me straight: are you nuts? Did you go goofy down there in exile?”


  Joe swallowed. “No.”


  “I got part of the story from my chief of staff, who’s in touch with DCI. I’ve been anxiously awaiting news of a bloody shootout where two brothers are killed and two women are
  rescued in the mountains. Instead, I hear they can’t find anything or anybody.”


  “I just heard from Sheriff McLanahan,” Joe said. “They must have been searching in the wrong places.”


  “Hmmm.”


  Joe asked, “Do you know a DCI investigator named Bobby McCue? He was in here earlier today asking me a bunch more questions about what I saw up there. Do you know why DCI is questioning my
  story?”


  “What did you say his name was?”


  “McCue.”


  “The name is familiar somehow, but I can’t say I place him. You say he was with the state?”


  “That’s what he claimed.”


  “We have too many goddamned employees,” Rulon huffed. “I can’t know every one of ’em.”


  Strike two, Joe thought.


  Rulon said suddenly, “The Brothers Grimm?”


  “They prefer the Grim Brothers.”


  “Diane Shober?”


  “I don’t swear it was her. I made that clear to the DCI. I said outright I may have been mistaken.”


  “Wolves?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “We don’t have wolves in southern Wyoming.”


  “You do, sir. C’mon, governor. How can you doubt me? Have I ever lied to you? Or anybody?”


  “Well, no,” Rulon said. “You haven’t. Sometimes I wish you would. An honest man can be a big pain in the butt to a politician, you know.”


  Joe smiled.


  “Have you been contacted by the press yet?” Rulon asked. “They’re going to eat this story up.”


  “No.”


  “Especially the Diane Shober angle. I know how those bastards think. They won’t care about Terri Wade or you. But they’ll be on the missing-runner thing like fat kids on a
  pie.


  “Do not under any circumstances talk to them,” Rulon said. “Say ‘no comment’ and direct any inquiries to my office. We won’t talk to them either, but they
  don’t know that yet.”


  “Okay,” Joe said.


  “It’s gonna be damage-control mode. Luckily, we’ve had a little experience with that lately,” he said, almost wistfully. “How this plays out will be a reflection on
  me and my administration, since I hired you and tried to squirrel you away where you wouldn’t do any more damage. If this story gets out ...”


  “It’s not a story,” Joe said, gritting his teeth. “It’s the truth. It’s what happened. I’m in a hospital bed because of those brothers.”


  “That sheriff of yours calls you a fabulist,” Rulon said. “We won’t be able to keep him quiet.”


  “No,” Joe agreed.


  Rulon paused. “okay, then. I’ve got two calls I need to return. They both have to do with you. The first is from Chuck Coon at the FBI. He says he wants to be briefed, but I think he
  may know something about those brothers that he doesn’t want to reveal. As you know, the feds always have something going on behind the scenes.”


  Joe grunted. Governor Rulon was getting more and more disparaging of the federal government all the time. Joe used to think he did it to gain popularity with his constituents. In a state where
  more than 50 percent of the land was owned and managed by federal bureaucracies, the battles between locals and Washington were fierce. Rulon had recently been quoted in national news magazines
  calling the government “thieving, blood-dripping vampire jackals” and “jackbooted fascist thugs.” Joe was beginning to think Rulon believed every word he said.


  “I’ll have my staff talk to Coon,” Rulon said. “We may find out something that way that could benefit us. I’m curious he called, to be honest. I’m guessing he
  did it on behest of his apparatchik superiors.”


  Joe found it interesting that Coon had called as well.


  Rulon said, “And then I have a harder call to return. It’s the kind of call I hate to make because it makes my stomach churn. Maybe I should have you do it.”


  Joe said, “Who, sir?”


  “Diane Shober’s parents. Somehow, they found out about your story. They want to find their daughter and bring her home.”


  Joe felt his stomach clench.


  “Look,” Rulon said. “I’m officially placing you on administrative leave until we can get a handle on all of this. So go home and close the curtains and don’t answer
  the door or the phone. The media can be tricky bastards and blunt objects, and I don’t want you talking to them. That’s an order. Stay inside and don’t come out until you hear
  from me or my chief of staff. Got that?”


  “Yes, sir.” Joe swallowed. “But ...”


  “No buts except that one you’ve got in a sling. I’m not hanging you out to dry because you’ve never lied to me, even when I wanted you to. Right now, though, we’ve
  got to go to ground until we can figure out the best course of action.”


  Joe said, “I never got to thank you for letting me go home.”


  “Oh, this is thanks enough.” The governor snorted, and laughed bitterly at his own joke. “And welcome home. It looks like you’re going to be seeing plenty of it in the
  next few days.”


  Rulon punched off, and Joe lowered the phone to his lap, he looked back up at the blank television screen, and clearly saw the abyss this time.
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  ON THE EASTERN side of the Sierra Madre, on the opposite side of the range where Joe Pickett had ascended days before, Dave
  Farkus crept his pickup along an overgrown two-track through the timber toward his fall elk camp. The afternoon was warm and still, the last gasp of summer, and the insects in the tall grass hummed
  and jumped with the manic passion of the soon-to-die. Farkus ran his windows up to prevent grasshoppers from jumping inside. Grasshoppers bugged him.


  He’d had a bad day so far, but there were signs of improvement. Being in the mountains on a nice summer day was always an improvement over just about anything.


  He’d spent most of the day in Encampment, where he’d had a miserable lunch with his soon-to-be-ex-wife, Ardith. Ardith had fled Baggs two months before and driven over the top of the
  mountains to Encampment, population 443 before she arrived to make it 444, where she worked as a bartender at the Rustic Pine Saloon, serving beers and microwave popcorn and pizzas to loggers,
  tourists, and fishermen. He’d been disappointed to find her not despondent. Farkus had never really liked her, but it disturbed him mightily that she didn’t like him. He
  wasn’t even sure he wanted her back. But if she did, he could leave. At least then the fellows would think it was his idea, not hers.


  And even though he’d taken the day off, driven all the way over the top, delivered a stack of mail as well as her Book-of-the-Month and Fabric-Swatch-of-the-Month packages, she said she
  had no intention of ever coming back. The divorce paperwork was filed and wouldn’t be recalled. It was a matter of days before it was official and she’d be free, she said.


  He’d even presented her with a Styrofoam cooler filled with packages of deer, antelope, and elk steaks as well as a pair of goose breasts, several mourning doves, and a young sage grouse
  he’d poached. Her so-called appreciation still rang in his ears.


  “How romantic,” she’d said. “The gift of meat. It’s just so ... you.”


  He’d wanted to tell her about his role in the big doings on the mountain, how he’d been the last man to see and talk to the game warden before he rode his horses up there. And he
  wanted to tell her his theory about what had happened. He was proud of his theory. But she said her shift started at 1 P.M. and she had to go.


  “Don’t forget the cooler,” he’d said as she gathered herself up. As she did, he looked at her closely and determined she’d lost a few pounds and the blouse she wore
  was new and fairly tight across her breasts, meaning she probably had a boyfriend. The poor sap, he thought. He wondered if she did things with him she’d refused to do with Farkus.


  “I don’t really need all this meat,” she said. She made an “Ooof” sound as she grasped the handle of the cooler and hefted it from the tabletop.
  “It’s a lot of heavy meat, all right.”


  He said, “Heavy like my heart.”


  She looked back at him, smiled crookedly, said, “And just as frozen.”


  SO HE BOUGHT a twelve-pack of Keystone Light at the Mangy Moose because Ardith didn’t work there, and he’d drunk six of them on the way up. In the bed of his Dodge
  pickup were canvas Cabela’s outfitter tents to be unfolded and put up, cooking stoves to be assembled, an eating table to be unfolded, and grates for the fire pit.


  Fall couldn’t come soon enough, he thought. Fall was his favorite season. Fall meant elk hunting, and elk camp, and the camaraderie of the boys. He could do what he excelled
  at—hunting, cooking over a fire, resuming his only true love affair with the outdoors—and discard the things he hated or was poor at, like being married to Ardith, working for the
  energy company, or running his household.


  Farkus’s objective was to “claim” the camp by establishing it before other elk hunters could do the same thing. It wasn’t a problem with the locals. They all knew where
  Dave Farkus and his party camped. But every year there were more and more hunters from places like Cheyenne and Casper, and more out-of-staters who didn’t know or appreciate a damned thing
  about tradition or heritage. Officially, he and his buddies had no real ownership of their camp. The site was a nice opening in a stand of aspen with enough room to park 4x4s and ATVs. It had flat
  spots for the tents and a couple of old-growth pines within walking distance for hanging a meat pole. The forest was public land, and reservations weren’t taken by the U.S. Forest
  Service—nor permits issued. But elk hunters didn’t like setting up camp next to other hunters, and no one had ever moved into the area once the season started and the camp had been
  established. So the idea was to get up into the mountains before any other party could get there and stake out their traditional site. This year, it was Farkus’s turn to be the scout.


  The last week had been interesting, even though Ardith didn’t want to hear about it. He’d been somewhat of a celebrity because he’d been the last person to talk to the game
  warden before all hell broke loose in the mountains. He’d been interviewed by the sheriff, state boys from DCI, including a lone investigator named Bobby McCue, and the local newspaper. It
  was the only time he could remember seeing his name in the local paper for a reason other than his DUI arrest last winter.


  Like everyone else, he’d waited anxiously to find out what Sheriff Baird and the search team found. Speculation at the Dixon Club bar had been intense. When the search team returned and
  said they’d found nothing—nothing—to corroborate Joe Pickett’s story, it was like the air went out of the balloon. Farkus himself felt oddly let down. He
  wanted to hear tales of a wild and bloody shoot-out, or at least a good chase. Secretly, he’d hoped they would find some mutilated or cannibalized bodies, which would bolster his theory.
  Despite the fact they hadn’t, he still floated his speculation of the Wendigo. In fact, he’d told the fellows at the bar the fact the search team hadn’t found anything supported
  his theory even more. Wendigos, he explained, weren’t human. They could vanish and reappear. What Pickett had encountered were two Wendigos up there. They came out when they could do harm and
  they had the advantage on their side. But when they saw the size of the search team and the amount of weaponry, they’d vanished. The Wendigos would be back, eventually.


  Which made Farkus grateful that his elk camp was on the other side of the mountain.


  WHEN HE STOPPED the pickup and got out to release a quart or so of the processed Keystone Light, he noted the tread marks in the two-track road. After zipping up, he squatted
  and looked at them more closely. The tracks were fresh, and there were dual sets of them, one on top of another. Like a vehicle pulling a trailer.


  “Damn it,” he said aloud. “If some bastard got up here before me to claim that campsite, there’s gonna be a rodeo.”


  Farkus climbed back into his pickup and cracked another bottle of beer. He drank the foam top off so it wouldn’t slosh on his lap from bouncing down the rough road as he drove. He pushed
  forward, steaming, but liking how the beers took the edge off his annoyance at Ardith’s behavior for him and always had.


  HE CURSED WHEN, through the trees, he saw a late-model pickup and an eight-horse trailer parked right in the middle of his elk camp. No tents yet, though. He hoped whoever had
  stumbled into the site had it just for day use and had no plans to set up camp. If so, Farkus could at least dump the tents and stoves there for the time being and come back in a day or two. He hit
  the buttons for his power windows to lower the driver and passenger windows so he could yell a greeting.


  He could see the rear ends of at least six horses tied up to the trailer. Four of the horses had saddles, the other two were equipped with sawbuck pack frames awaiting panniers, and one stood in
  reserve.


  But the men who turned as he approached in his pickup looked like neither fishermen nor hunters. There were four of them at least. The men were young, fit, and hard-looking. Two wore black; two
  wore camo. The men in black had buzz cuts and chiseled, lean features. One was tall and lanky with red hair and the other was dark and built like a line-backer. Both men had holsters strapped to
  tactical vests. The men in camo were not as threatening looking, but certainly seemed fit and serious. One was blond with aviator sunglasses and a trim pale mustache. The other had a long sharp
  nose, black hawk eyes, and a thick black mustache that looked to Farkus like a work of art. Farkus noted the man’s face was daubed green and black with greasepaint.


  “Jesus,” Farkus whispered, slowing his pickup to a stop twenty yards from the site.


  Rifle barrels poked out from piles of gear on the forest floor. A quick glance at the rifles revealed them to be automatic assault-type weapons with long magazines, the kind known to Farkus as
  “black rifles.” Cases of electronic equipment were stacked, along with duffel bags. Farkus never spent much time on horseback but he knew a major expedition when he saw it. He craned
  his head out the window to try to catch a glimpse of the license plates on either the pickup or trailer, but because of the angle of the vehicle and the trees in the way, he couldn’t see
  either.


  He didn’t like the looks of what he’d stumbled upon. These men didn’t belong, and Farkus didn’t want to find out why they were there. The presence of these men in the
  trees was jarring and unnatural. Cowboys, fishermen, campers, hikers, even bow hunters—sure. But these men didn’t jibe with a bucolic late-summer afternoon.


  The tall red-haired man in black approached Farkus with his hand on the grip of his pistol, like a cop. The others fell in behind him at first, but fanned out, taking a step to the side with
  every two or three steps toward Farkus. Spreading out, making it impossible for him to keep track of them all at once.


  “Can I help you with something?” the redhead asked in a way that belied the actual words.


  “I was about to ask you the same thing,” Farkus said, voice cracking. “You fellas seem to be in my elk camp.” Then he quickly added, “Not that there’s any
  problem with that.”


  “Your elk camp?” the man said, not really asking like he wanted to know more but instead to buy time while his compatriots took positions on all sides of the pickup.


  Said Farkus, “Never mind. I’m sure you’ll be gone by the season opener. So I’ll just be going now.”


  Before he could jam his truck into reverse and hightail it out of there, his rear-view mirror filled with the chrome grille of a black SUV with smoked windows.


  “Hey,” Farkus said, to nobody who cared.


  The SUV eased up so closely behind him that he felt the bumpers make contact.


  Farkus saw the red-haired man turn to whoever was driving the black SUV and arch his eyebrows. Like awaiting the word. In the rearview, Farkus could see a single occupant in the SUV, but he
  couldn’t make him out too well. He saw the driver nod once.


  Instantly, the red-haired man in the dark uniform mouthed, “Get him.”


  The driver stayed behind the wheel while the men in position broke and streaked directly at him from all four directions. The lead one, the redhead, had drawn his pistol and held it flat along
  his thigh as he ran.


  Suddenly, the open driver’s window was blocked by the body of the linebacker. He’d leaped on the running board and was reaching through the open window into the cab for the wheel.
  Farkus got a close-up view of a veiny bare hand as it shot across his body and grasped the steering wheel. The man’s other hand grasped the shifter and shoved it into park.


  Farkus said, “Jesus, you guys!”


  The passenger door flew open and the redhead launched himself inside the cab, scattering empty beer bottles across the bench seat and to the floor. Farkus felt a sharp pain as a high-topped
  fatigue boot kicked his leg away from the accelerator and brake pedals. The man plucked the keys out of the ignition and palmed them.


  Farkus felt the springs of his truck rock. He looked up. In his rearview mirror, the mustached man in camo climbed into the bed of his pickup directly behind him with his pistol
  drawn.


  A cold O from the muzzle of a pistol pressed into his temple from the linebacker on the left. He squirmed as the redhead in the cab jacked a cartridge into his handgun and shoved it into
  Farkus’s rib cage. The pale man in camo now stood directly in front of his pickup, aiming a scoped AR-15 at his face.


  Farkus thought, No one is ever going to believe this in the Dixon Club bar.


  FARKUS GOT OUT of his pickup at gunpoint. The red-haired man told him to put both hands on the hood of his truck and spread his legs. He was patted down by the black-clad
  linebacker, who found and pocketed his Leatherman tool and Buck knife. The sharp-featured camo man rooted through the cab of his pickup and found his Charter Arms 9mm in the glove box.


  The man who’d been driving the SUv left it parked behind the pickup, and Farkus realized with a start that he knew him. It was that state guy, McCue. What was he doing here? He stood back
  with his hands in his pockets, watching silently. He wore a rumpled and ill-fitting suit, a pair of reading glasses dangled from a chain around his neck, and he looked tired.


  “What’s this?” the camo asked, holding the gun up.


  “My handgun. You know, for snakes.”


  “Snakes?” The man laughed.


  “I always have it with me. Everyone is armed around here. This is Wyoming, boys.”


  The red-haired man in black said, “We’re going to cuff you to your vehicle until we get back.”


  Farkus said, “How about you guys just let me go about my business and I swear I won’t say a word? I don’t know who you are or why you’re up here in the first place. I can
  keep a secret. Ask my wife if you don’t believe me,” he said, hoping like hell they’d never take him up on that offer.


  The red-haired man said, “What makes you think you’ve got a choice in the matter?” He turned and said, “Got a second, Mr. McCue?” To Farkus, “Don’t move
  a muscle.”


  “Okay,” Farkus said. Then pleading to McCue: “Aren’t you supposed to be with the state cops? Shouldn’t you be helping me here?”


  McCue rolled his eyes, dismissing the notion. Farkus felt the floor he thought he was standing on drop away and, with it, his stomach.


  But as the two men walked out of earshot, Farkus rotated his head slightly so he could see them out of the corner of his eye. He didn’t have to hear them to get the gist of what they were
  discussing: him. The “cuffing him to his vehicle” statement was a feint. It didn’t pass the smell test. He’d obviously stumbled onto something he wasn’t
  supposed to see. Farkus felt a shiver form in his belly and roll through him. McCue gestured toward the trees beyond the camp. The red-haired man shook his head and squinted, looking off into the
  woods as if they’d provide the answer.


  Farkus knew his life rested on the decision McCue would make. He wondered how—and if—he could influence that decision. While he searched for an angle—Farkus’s life was an
  endless procession of angle location—he craned his neck around farther and sneaked a look at the back of their vehicle and the horse trailer. Michigan plates. vehicles and visitors from that
  state weren’t unusual in the mountains during hunting season. But this wasn’t hunting season.


  “Damn,” he said. “You boys came a long way. Where you from in Michigan?”


  They didn’t answer him.


  But he had his angle. He said, “Boys, I don’t know what you’re doing here, but it’s obvious you’re about to head off into the mountains to find something or
  somebody. I know these mountains. I grew up here and I’ve guided hunters in this area every fall for twenty-five years, and let me tell you something: it’s easy to get lost up
  here.”


  Farkus felt like whooping when McCue turned to him, actually listening and not looking at him as if measuring his body for a coffin.


  Farkus said, “These mountains are a series of drainages. The canyons look amazingly similar to each other when you’re in them. People get lost all the time because they think
  they’re walking along Cottonwood Creek when it’s actually Bandit Creek or Elkhair Creek or No Name Creek.”


  He nodded toward the piles of equipment in the camp, and the red-haired man followed his gaze. Farkus said, “Even with a GPS it’s easy to get rimrocked or turned around. You know
  what I’m saying here. I can help you find what it is you’re looking for. Trust me on this.”


  McCue said, “He’s got a point.”


  The red-haired man disagreed, said, “Mr. McCue, we have all the men and equipment we need. Taking along another guy will slow us down.”


  McCue waved him off. “That sheriff over in Baggs had more men and more equipment, and they didn’t find them. Maybe having someone along who knows the mountains will help. Equipment
  fails sometimes.”


  The red-haired man was obviously in no position to argue with McCue. But he was unhappy. He pointed to Farkus. “You can come along as long as you’re actually useful. But you need to
  keep your mouth shut otherwise. And when you turn into dead weight ...”


  “I’m dead meat,” Farkus finished his sentence for him. “I understand.” He took his hands off the hood.


  Farkus had no idea what was going on or what these men were after. But that didn’t matter now. What mattered was getting through the next ten minutes before McCue changed his mind.


  He pointed toward a fat sorrel without a saddle. He said, “So, is that my horse?”
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  JOE SAID TO Marybeth, “I chanted your name for two straight days. It helped me to keep going.”


  It was nearly midnight. Sheridan, Lucy, and April were back in the motel. Marybeth had come to say goodnight before she left to join them. She looked at Joe with sympathy and curiosity.


  “And I’m so sorry about your horses,” he said.


  “After the girls are gone, all I’ll have are my horses,” she said. “But you seem determined to kill them all off.”


  He winced.


  “I’m sort of kidding,” she said.


  He squeezed her hand. “We’ll get more horses. I know you’re always on the lookout for good ones.”


  “In fact,” she said with a sly smile, “there are a couple of fine little quarter horses down on this ranch in Colorado between Boulder and Longmont ...”


  He asked, “How is my dad? Have you heard?”


  “He’s failing fast.”


  “Have you talked to his doctors?”


  She nodded.


  “Any hope?”


  She shook her head.


  After years of estrangement, Joe had become reacquainted with his father, George, on a case three years before, when he’d been assigned to Yellowstone Park by Governor Rulon. Days after
  they’d made contact, George had been severely beaten, because he’d made the mistake of holing up in Joe’s room and men who’d come after Joe had found George instead.
  He’d never fully recovered and had been in a senior care facility in Billings since. Joe and Marybeth had paid for George’s care with money they didn’t have. In addition to the
  injuries he’d sustained, George had dementia and his body was rotted by alcoholism.


  “Maybe I can see him,” Joe said. “He’s here somewhere in this hospital, right?”


  “Yes. But I don’t know if that’s a great idea right now in your condition—or his,” she said.


  “Still,” he said.


  “You chanted my name?” she said, changing the subject.


  “It was my mantra. You and the girls. I said your names over and over again to myself. Like this: ‘Marybeth-Sheridan-Lucy-April.’ ”


  “I’m touched,” she said, but he knew from her furrowed brow she was holding something back.


  “What?” he asked.


  “Joe, I’ve got to ask you, is something wrong? You seem different somehow. I’m more than a little worried about you.”


  “In what way?”


  She rose, took his right hand, and squeezed it with both of hers. “This thing you went through with those brothers. It seems to have affected you very deeply. Are you sure you’re
  okay?”


  “I’m fine.”


  She breathed deeply and looked longingly into his eyes. “Not really,” she said.


  “I’m fine.”


  Said Marybeth, “The girls noticed it. They asked me if you were going to be all right. Sheridan especially said she thought there was something different about you.”


  He waved it off. “Look, I’m hurting. I have holes all over me. I’ve been through quite an experience and I’m trying to sort it all out. I hate it that my
  daughters—and you—are saying these things.”


  “Is it because they hurt you, those brothers?”


  “I’ve been hurt before.”


  “Then what?” Marybeth kneaded his hand and pursed her lips.


  Finally, he said, “I guess I feel like I left a piece of me up there on that mountain. I don’t feel completely whole.”


  “You’ll heal up.”


  “It’s not that.”


  “Then what?”


  Joe shook his head. “I’m still sorting it out. I feel like I missed something obvious. Something right in front of my eyes. But for the life of me, I can’t figure out what it
  was. I feel like I asked them all the wrong questions, and I couldn’t see what was in front of my eyes. Not that I can see it now, either. But those brothers—they beat me at every turn.
  They were faster, smarter, and meaner. I was outgunned and outmuscled.”


  Marybeth frowned at him. “Don’t say that.”


  “It’s true. Plus it doesn’t help that McLanahan and the sheriff in Baggs think I made it all up.”


  “McLanahan’s an idiot.”


  “There was a DCI agent here today,” Joe said. “Or someone claiming to be a DCI agent. He asked some pretty strange questions, and I felt he was trying to trip me up for some
  reason. And no one seems to have ever heard of this guy before.”


  “That’s odd,” she said.


  “To be honest, I heard some doubt in the governor’s voice, too.”


  “Joe,” she said, “Rulon’s a lot of things, but he’s still a politician.”


  He shrugged and winced.


  “What did my mother say to you today? When the two of you were alone?”


  Joe sighed. “She said it was time I put away childish things. Like my job.”


  Marybeth’s eyes flared. “I knew it. I just knew she’d use this opportunity to try and get under your skin.”


  Joe said, “I’m wondering if she wasn’t right.”


  “That’s ridiculous. Why do you listen to her? I don’t.”


  He tried to shrug, but his right shoulder screamed at him. “Ow,” he moaned.


  “Don’t do that. Are you in pain? Do you want me to call a nurse?”


  He shook his head no.


  “Joe,” she said. “You’re tired. You need some sleep. We can talk about all of this tomorrow.”


  He said, “How are we affording the motel? How much are you paying per night?”


  “Don’t worry about that. We can afford it.”


  “But ...”


  “I said not to worry about it, Joe,” she said with authority. “You need to rest and not worry about things. You’ll be back at home in no time, rested and
  healed.”


  He nodded. “Yup.” He told her about being placed on administrative leave.


  “And pay no attention to my mother. I can guess what she said because I know her. Joe—” Marybeth released his hand and brushed her fingers across his lips. “You are the
  man I married. I knew what I was signing on for. I’ve never been resentful or angry with what you do for a living, and I know you’re not the kind of man who could give that up. You do
  what you do because you’re hardwired for it. You get yourself into situations because you have a certain set of standards that are simply beyond her. So pay no attention to her. She’s
  crazy and without scruples. She doesn’t understand me, or us. So just put her out of your mind. I thought you’d done that years ago.”


  “I thought I had, too,” he said. “But she got to me because I was thinking along the same lines.”


  “Only because you’re in a hospital bed and you’re confused by what McLanahan told you,” Marybeth said. “You’ll think differently when you’re
  recovered.”


  “I hope so.”


  She paused. Then: “I hope you don’t think you need to go back up there after them. The sheriff down in Baggs will catch them. They’ll eventually find them and bring them to
  justice. You don’t have to make this a personal quest.”


  He nodded, but he didn’t mean it.


  She kissed him goodnight and ignored the nurse filling the doorway and looking at her watch as a means of advising them visiting hours were over.


  Before she left the room, he said, “Thank you for what you said.”


  She smiled painfully and said she’d be back in the morning.


  AT 3:15 A.M., Joe slid his legs out from under the blankets and eased out of the bed. His leg wounds were tightly bound, but the movement caused sharp needle-like pains that
  zapped up into his abdomen and belly. He paused at the doorway to get his breath back and pulled on a pair of boxers so his buttocks weren’t bare out of the back of the duck-covered cotton
  gown.


  The hallway was quiet and dimly lit. The nurse station was to his right, so he padded left in his open-backed hospital slippers. Hugging the wall so he couldn’t be seen by the night nurse,
  he slid along the slick block wall to the end of the hallway and the elevators. Two floors up was ICU.


  George Pickett was in room 621. Joe paused before going in and tried to gather strength and resolve. He had no idea what he would find inside.


  He eased into the room and stood with his back to the wall near the door, out of sight in case a nurse or aide walked by and glanced in.


  Dim blue-white neon lights lit George on his bed. Dozens of tubes curled up and away from his body into the gloom. Bags of clear liquid hung over him. It was as if his father were a
  long-forgotten potato gone to root in a dark pantry.


  Joe shuffled closer. His father looked like a skeleton wrapped in loose latex, as if his yellow skin could slough off of the bones into a pile on the linoleum if he were jostled. Joe froze in
  mid-breath when George’s eyes shot open and his father’s head turned on his pillow toward him.


  “Dad?”


  George said, “What I could really use right now, son, is a drink.” His voice was reedy and dry.


  “Hello, Dad. How are you doing?”


  “Give me a drink.”


  Joe reached out for the water bottle on the tray table and his father’s face folded in on itself in a grotesque scowl. “Not that! I said I wanted a drink!”


  “Ah,” Joe said.


  His father’s rheumy eyes looked at something above and to the left of Joe, but the scowl remained.


  “I can’t,” Joe said.


  “Who the hell are you, anyway?”


  “Joe.”


  “Joe? I had a son named Joe.”


  “That’s me,” he said, feeling his heart break.


  “You’re my son, but you won’t give me a drink?” George rasped. “Then what the hell good are you?”


  And with that, he died.


  Joe heard an alarm burr at the nurse station, and he stepped back and aside as an emergency team rushed into the room and surrounded George’s body, which seemed to have deflated even more.
  Despite the chatter of the attendants, he could hear the pneumatic cack-cack-cack of his father’s death rattle, and he couldn’t shake the thought that his dad was getting in one
  last laugh.
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  DAVE FARKUS HAD spent most of his adult life working hard to avoid hard work. His philosophy was to
  save himself for pursuits he favored—hunting, fishing, poker, snowmobiling, mountain man rendezvous reenactments, and blasting through the mountains on his 4x4 ATV.


  Avoiding hard work required discipline and a complete awareness of his surroundings, as well as an intuitive sense of when to be in the wrong place when extra time or effort was demanded. Like
  golf or fly-fishing, it was a lifelong pursuit that he knew he might never perfect but he could certainly continue to improve. When his soon-to-be-ex-wife, Ardith, suggested bitterly he consider
  writing a pamphlet on the techniques he employed to maintain his lifestyle, Farkus told her it would be too much work.


  Before everyone had been laid off from the natural-gas pipeline company, he’d been supremely skillful at the art of slipping into the men’s room or taking a break moments before the
  shift supervisor entered the shop to outline new assignments or ask for volunteers for a big new job. When dirty and grueling tasks were demanded, like sandblasting old valves or replacing blown
  motors in pump units, Farkus expertly anticipated when the jobs would have to take place, due to his intimate knowledge of the industry and workplace, and would schedule a dentist appointment or
  mandatory drug test for that day.


  It was easier to game the system in his new job working for the county. Bureaucracy was made for shirking, and he felt kind of stupid it had taken so many years to settle into his true calling.
  Today, for example, he’d gotten a tip that all the bus drivers would have to go into the garage and assist a contract cleaning crew on a top-to-bottom scrubbing of the vehicles. Which is why
  he’d taken a personal day to go over the mountains to try to spot-weld his marriage back together instead.


  Dave Farkus always figured there would be high-intensity brown-noses who would take on the tough jobs and want to be heroes. He let them. Part of his philosophy was that it was as important to
  have slackers as to have go-getters within every work crew. For balance.


  Additionally, in the thirty years since he’d graduated from high school (barely), he’d made it a point to avoid anything to do with horses, like ranch work. Horses were
  unpredictable, prone to break down, and involved after-hours maintenance. So after three hours of riding up into the timber nose-to-tail with the four men and their horses, he said, “So, if
  we find whatever it is you’re looking for, will you let me go home?”


  Which made the red-haired rider in black, named M. Whitney Parnell, according to the nametag on his rifle scabbard, snort and exchange looks with Smith. Farkus gathered from observation that
  Parnell was in charge of the whole operation. Smith, and the two camo-clad men, the tall thin one with the nose named Campbell and the blond man named Capellen, were subservient to Parnell.


  Parnell rode out ahead, followed by Smith. It was necessary to ride single-file because the trail was narrow and trees hemmed in both sides. Farkus rode a fat sorrel horse in the middle. Behind
  him were Campbell, Capellen, and the two packhorses.


  “You see,” Farkus explained, “I’m just thinking my role here is to help you out because I know these mountains and you don’t, but if in the end you’re not
  going to let me go, well, you know what I’m saying. Where’s my motivation, you know?”


  This time, Smith snorted derisively and touched the butt of his rifle. “Here’s your motivation.”


  Farkus craned around in his saddle to see if the riders behind him were more sympathetic. Campbell simply glared at him, his face a mask of contempt. Capellen, though, looked miserable. His face
  was bone-china white and his eyes were rimmed with red. He clutched the saddle horn with both hands as if to remain mounted.


  “Capellen looks bad,” Farkus said.


  “He’s just fine,” Campbell said through gritted teeth. “Turn around.”


  “He looks sick or injured to me,” Farkus said. It was obvious Campbell and Capellen stuck together, just as Parnell and Smith were a team. What had brought them all together besides
  McCue? he wondered.


  “Besides,” Farkus said, turning back around, “shouldn’t you let me know what we’re after? I can’t help guide if I don’t know what we’re hunting
  for.”


  What Farkus didn’t tell them was that he had no idea where they were.


  Parnell said, “We’ll tell you what you need to know when you need to know it and not before. I should have been more explicit and said if you came with us that you’d need to
  keep your mouth shut and stay out of the way. I didn’t figure it was necessary at the time because we have the guns and gear and all you’ve got is that stupid expression on your face. I
  guess I thought the additional conditions would be obvious and implied.”


  Farkus grunted. Said, “You can’t blame a guy for wondering about his fate.”


  “Dave,” Parnell said, not even turning in the saddle, “you’re a loser from Bumfuck, Wyoming. You have no fate. So shut up.”


  “Yeah,” Smith echoed. “Shut up, Dave.”


  From behind him, Campbell said, “If you keep yapping, I’m going to put a bullet into your head.”


  Farkus looked over his shoulder, grinning uncomfortably, hoping for a hint that Campbell was kidding, that he was chiding him with insults the way men do with each other.


  Instead, Campbell reached down and patted the butt of his AR-15 and mouthed, “Bang.”


  THEY CONTINUED CLIMBING. Farkus recognized a couple of the mountain parks from previous elk hunts, but he knew if they kept riding west, he’d soon run out of country with
  which he was familiar. The fact was that Farkus had always hunted with the same philosophy he used at work. He was happy to let his buddies pore over maps and determine where they’d hunt and
  develop the strategy for the day. Farkus would just go along. He’d never actually guided hunters in these mountains, as he’d let on earlier. Rather, he’d always volunteered to be
  the man behind the log looking out on a meadow while his buddies walked the timber to spook out the animals. Just as he’d always take on the role of holding the leg of the elk that was being
  field-dressed so he wouldn’t have to get down into the gore.


  He didn’t dare let on that while he’d found Cottonwood Creek once, he’d thought it was Elkhair Creek and his buddies had come and found him before he spent the night lost. Or
  that the location of Bandit Creek was a complete mystery to him.


  And at the clipped pace they were riding, they’d be near the summit by nightfall. He’d never been to the summit of the mountains before. His butt hurt and his knees ached from
  bending them unnaturally around the belly of his sorrel so his boots would fit into the stirrups. He was hungry and the beer buzz he had going earlier was being replaced by a dull headache. The fat
  sorrel labored more than the other horses, probably the reason they’d held her in reserve.


  The slow realization came over him that he’d likely not see his pickup or Ardith or the Dixon Club or another twelve-pack of Keystone Light ever again. This foray into the Sierra Madre
  might cost him everything.


  Farkus looked furtively over his shoulder, making it a point not to establish eye contact with Campbell. Capellen was still with them, but had drifted farther back. Capellen was leaning forward
  in his saddle with his head down and looked to be in great pain. As Farkus watched, Capellen listed to the side and vomited up a thin yellow-green stream into the high grass.


  “Excuse me,” Farkus said, trying to get Parnell’s attention.


  “Shut up, Dave,” Smith and Capellen said in unison from in front and in back of him.


  THE MEN DIDN’T talk, except to make random observations that were answered by grunts from the others.


  “It’s cooling down a little,” said Capellen.


  Campbell said, “This is a live-game trail, judging by the fresh deer scat.”


  “That’s elk,” Farkus corrected, surprised the man hadn’t ever seen elk shit before. “The pellets are twice the size of deer.”


  “Oh.”


  Smith walked his horse out of the line and let everyone pass him. “Gotta piss,” he said. “Go ahead. I’ll catch up.”


  Farkus used the opportunity of the temporary opening ahead of him to nudge his horse and catch up with Parnell and get the man’s attention without including any of the others.


  “Let me get this straight,” Farkus said. “You guys aren’t with the sheriff’s team that came up here from the other side a few days ago and you’re not with the
  state cops.”


  “Correct.”


  “Feds?”


  “Not hardly.”


  “You’re operating on your own, then?”


  “Correct.”


  “So who are you with?” Farkus asked. “Who is McCue? Does this have to do with what that game warden said happened to him? I was the last one to see him before he went up. Did
  you know that? I was fishing down on the creek way over on the other side when I seen the game warden saddling up. I told him my theory. Do you want to hear it?”


  Parnell said, “You’re talking too much.”


  “Ever hear of a Wendigo?”


  “Of course,” Parnell said. “I’m from the UP.”


  “The Union Pacific?”


  From behind him, Campbell drew his handgun and jacked a cartridge into the chamber and barked, “Shut the fuck up, Dave.”


  Farkus shut up. Pork-bellied cumulus clouds floated across the sky like foam bobbing on the surface of a river. When they crossed the sun and doused it, the temperature cooled instantaneously
  and he shivered. The air and atmosphere were both thin at this altitude, and temperature fluctuations were almost comically extreme.


  Then he realized what was wrong with Capellen. “He’s got altitude sickness. I recognize it. It always happens above eight thousand feet. I helped guide a couple of hunters from
  Florida a few years back and one of them got it bad and spent the entire week in his tent. It hits guys from flatland states like Michigan.”


  “What can be done for it?” Smith asked Farkus.


  “Keep him drinking water, for one thing. But really the only thing that will cure him is to get off the mountain. I’d be happy to ride with him back to camp—”


  “Nice try.”


  Parnell said, “We aren’t leaving him, and we aren’t going back.”


  So Capellen rode in agony, moaning, complaining that he had the worst headache he’d ever had in his life and that he was so dizzy they might have to tie him to his saddle to keep him from
  falling off.


  Farkus said, “I’m not gonna ask whether you’re after the woman that game warden described or the girl runner if that’s really her, or the Grim Brothers themselves.
  I’m not gonna ask that.”


  Parnell nodded. Good.


  “And I’m not gonna ask who you work for or why you aren’t in contact with the locals in this area. I’m not going to ask you where you’re from in Michigan or why you
  came this far.”


  “Shut the fuck up, Dave,” Campbell growled from behind him. He sounded very annoyed again, Farkus thought.


  “All I’m gonna ask,” Farkus said, pushing, “is if you’re gonna let me go after all of this is over.”


  Parnell shrugged, said, “Probably not.”


  Farkus felt the blood drain out of his head and pool like dirty sludge in his gut.


  FROM WHAT FARKUS could observe without asking, the expedition was heavily armed and expensively geared up. He counted three AR-15s Winchester and a heavy sniper’s rifle
  and scope probably chambered in .308 Magnum. All of the riders packed at least one semi-auto in a holster, and judging by the bulges at their ankles above their boot tops, they likely had
  additional pistols. And that’s just what he could see.


  He had no idea how much additional weaponry they had in the heavy panniers carried by the packhorses. He’d seen plenty of electronic equipment when he’d stumbled into the camp, but
  it had all been packed away out of his sight. What he’d recognized, though, were radios, GPS devices, sat phones, range finders. Other pieces were unfamiliar to him, but they looked like
  tracking devices of some sort.


  Tracking what? he wondered.


  THEY RODE THROUGH a gnarled stand of knotty pine. The trees were twisted and beautifully grotesque with football-sized growth tumors bulging out from the trunks and branches.
  It was as if they’d left the forest and entered some kind of primeval funhouse, and Farkus said, “Do you realize what this wood is worth if we took it back and sold it? I know furniture
  makers who’d pay a fortune for this stuff.” Then, remembering that he’d claimed knowledge of the area, he said, “Every time I come here, I try to figure out how to get a
  vehicle into the area to gather up some of this knotty pine. But as you can see, there aren’t any roads.”


  He got silence in response, except for the now-inevitable, Shut up, Dave. He was grateful no one challenged him.


  They cleared the knotty pine stand and rode into a mountain park where the trees opened up to the now-leaden sky. Farkus noted how overcast it had become, like the clouds that were previously
  bouncing across the sky had hit a barrier and gathered up, blocking out the blue, like tumbleweeds stacked against a barbed wire fence.


  Parnell pulled up and climbed down from his horse, looking up at the sky as if it were sending him a message. Smith said to Parnell, “Think we’ll get a reading yet?”


  “That’s what I want to find out.”


  Parnell let his reins drop and his horse stepped to the side of the trail and began grazing, clipping long bunches of tall grass with its sharp yellow teeth and munching loudly enough to cue
  Farkus’s horse to do the same. When the fat horse bent her head down, she nearly pulled Farkus out of his saddle because he’d been holding the reins too tightly.


  Recovering his balance, he said to Parnell as the man walked past, “I think I’ll stretch my legs, too.”


  “Stay mounted,” Parnell said, flicking his sharp, dark eyes at Farkus.


  Farkus sighed and stayed in the saddle. He took his boots out of the stirrups, though, and flexed his legs. God, his knees hurt.


  Parnell walked back to his horse after digging through the panniers in back. He carried an electronic instrument of some kind about the size and thickness of a hardback book. Farkus could see
  several lit-up digital windows on the instrument as well as a screen that glowed like a GPS display. Good, he thought. Parnell knows exactly where they were.


  Parnell mounted up, holding the panel between his arm and his tactical vest. He unfolded a stubby antenna from the unit and adjusted a dial. To Smith and the others, he said, “I’ve
  got a faint signal. We’re headed the right direction.”


  From in back of Farkus, Campbell said, “Any idea how far?”


  Parnell adjusted the metal knob. “Nearly ten miles. Over the top and down the other side of the mountain.”


  “Where we thought they’d be,” Smith said, nodding.


  Farkus moaned. “Ten more miles? On horseback?”


  “Shut up, Dave,” Smith said casually.


  Even with the overcast, Farkus could tell there was only an hour of daylight left, at most. He said, “Don’t tell me we’re gonna keep riding in the dark? I’m tired,
  hungry, and I’ve got a little hangover. I could use a rest.”


  It happened quickly behind Farkus, the sound of a swift boot kick into the flanks of a horse and the squeak of leather and thumping of hooves. Suddenly, Campbell was right beside him, their
  outside legs touching. Campbell had his sidearm out, a deadly-looking two-tone semi-auto with a gaping muzzle that he pressed against Farkus’s cheekbone.


  “Do you know what this is?” Campbell hissed. Farkus didn’t move his head—he couldn’t—but he swung his eyes over. Campbell was squinting and the skin on his
  face was pulled tight. “This is a Sig Sauer P239 SAS Gen 2 chambered in .357SIG. I’ve been wondering what it would do to a man’s head from an inch away. Do you want me to find
  out?”


  Farkus knew he shouldn’t say anything, but he couldn’t help himself. “No, please.”


  Smith had turned in his saddle and was watching them now with a smirk on his face. “I was kind of wondering that myself.”


  “Please, no,” Farkus said, his voice cracking. “Put the gun away. You see, I’ve always been a talker. I’m sorry. I’ll shut up. I’ll start
  now.” To himself, Farkus said, “Shut up, Dave.”


  Campbell’s face twitched. “What’s that smell?”


  Farkus felt hot tears in his eyes from fear and shame. He said, “I’ve ruined the saddle.”


  Campbell leaned away and lowered the pistol. Farkus looked down as well. A wet stain blotted through the denim of his crotch. Dry leather on the pommel soaked it in, turning it dark.


  To Parnell, Campbell said, “This guy is becoming a liability.”


  Parnell’s dead-eye silence didn’t reveal a thing about what he was thinking. But what he didn’t do, Farkus noted, was disagree with Campbell.


  Campbell said, “Dave, I’m starting to think you’re just a bullshitter, because all I’ve heard out of your pie-hole is bullshit. And don’t think I didn’t
  notice how you caught yourself back there when we rode through that knotty pine. You’d never been there in your life, have you? I’m thinking you don’t know where the hell you are
  right now and I don’t see how the hell you’re going to help us.”


  A minute went by. Toward the end of it, Campbell raised the Sig Sauer to eye level.


  Despite the cold feeling of dread that coursed through him, Farkus said, “That’s where you’re wrong. Hell, I’ve not only hunted up here, I used to move cows from the
  mountains down to pasture on the other side.”


  Campbell shook his head, not buying. Then he gestured to the horizon, toward the highest point. “What’s the name of that peak?”


  To Parnell, Campbell said, “Check his answer against your map, and we’ll see if he’s lying.”


  Farkus pointed, stalling for time, “That one? That one there?” He searched his memory, trying to recall conversations from his buddies around the campfire talking about where
  they’d been that day. Years of conversations to sort through. He wished he’d paid more attention.


  His mouth was dry. He could recall his friend Jay telling a story about wounding a young bull elk and tracking it in the snow all the way to ...


  “Fletcher Peak,” he said.


  Parnell studied his map. While he did, Farkus tried to think of how he could talk his way out of this. Could he say, Well, that’s what we always called it ...


  But Parnell said, “Fletcher Peak. Ten thousand, eight hundred feet.”


  Farkus tried not to close his eyes as joy replaced dread.


  Campbell lowered the weapon.


  And Farkus thought, I wish I knew where the hell we are.
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  WITH MARYBETH AT work and the girls at school, Joe had the revelation that he’d never been
  alone in his own house before. It was remarkably quiet. He felt like both a voyeur and a trespasser as he limped through the rooms carrying a plastic five-gallon bucket filled with tools and
  equipment. His only company was Tube, who, since they’d returned two days before, had not let Joe out of his sight. In fact, Tube trailed him so tightly that the dog would bump into the back
  of his legs if Joe stopped.


  At dinner the previous night, Joe had queried Marybeth and his daughters for their wish lists of repairs, maintenance, and projects. He listed the chores on a legal pad and finally begged them
  to stop after he filled the first page and after April requested he build “a wall of separation” between her bed and Lucy’s in the room they shared so she “wouldn’t
  have to look at her face, like, ever.” He was embarrassed there was so much to get done, which was a testament to his long absences over the past two years. In addition to his own
  list—painting the house, fixing a leak in the garage roof, cleaning the gutters, shoring up his leaning slat-board fence, sorting out his long-neglected Game and Fish office—Joe figured
  he had at least a week’s worth of projects ahead of him. By then, he hoped, his in-house sentence would be over and Governor Rulon would lift his order of administrative leave.


  Certainly Marybeth had welcomed him home and was pleased he was getting to all of the neglected projects, but Joe could feel tension building between them. Marybeth ran the house and family, and
  she did a good job of both. She had become used to him not being around. Joe’s presence, especially since he was at home during the day, disrupted her management and routine. He sympathized
  with her and found himself feeling sorry for himself as well. Joe didn’t like being inside so much.


  Although the home they owned on the quiet residential street in Saddlestring was much more conventional and convenient for Marybeth’s business and the girls’ school and activities,
  Joe still pined for past houses in the country. He’d even mentioned to Marybeth when they pulled into the driveway from Billings that it seemed the neighboring houses on each side had somehow
  encroached a few feet closer to theirs. This was not the first time he’d had this impression, and it made him doubt his sanity.


  After he turned off the water to the toilet so he could reset the float to make it stop trickling constantly, Joe parted the curtain and checked to see if his neighbor, Ed Nedney, was still out
  in his yard. He was. He was out there reseeding a one-foot patch of slightly bare earth in his backyard with a rake so it would grow to be as perfect as the rest of his yard. Nedney was a former
  town administrator who’d retired solely, Joe believed, to keep his lawn and home immaculate and because it gave him more time to disapprove of Joe’s home maintenance regimen.


  Joe had watched Nedney through the window all morning while he himself was on the phone making arrangements for his father’s body with a Billings funeral home. He didn’t look forward
  to discussing the costs with Marybeth later that night. Marybeth’s business transition was facing hurdles now that the downturn in the economy had finally reached Wyoming. The buyers were
  slowing down the process and making noises about pulling out of the sale. Since the sale had been negotiated, half of her retail clients had either closed shop or taken their financial management
  in-house to save money. Marybeth had laid off two of her four employees and was in the process of prospecting for more clients while running her office on a day-to-day basis. Because the state had
  frozen salaries, including Joe’s, money was tight.


  In a calming and well-practiced baritone, the funeral home director had explained the costs and options for cremation and urns.


  The cremation alone would cost $1,835. Joe contained his alarm.


  He told Joe, “Our charge for a direct cremation (without ceremony) includes basic services of funeral director and staff, a proportionate share of overhead costs, removal of remains,
  necessary authorizations, minimum container, minimum urn, and cremation. Another option that has proven very meaningful to families is to have a traditional service followed by cremation. The cost
  for this type of service is three thousand nine hundred fifty dollars.”


  Joe wondered if it would be bad form to ask how the cost compared with that of a burial, but assumed a burial would cost more. Plus, he couldn’t ask his girls and wife to attend the
  funeral for a man they’d never met. Meaning it would be a burial with one mourner—him. Cremation was the only option.


  “That’s kind of expensive,” Joe said. “We can do the cremation, but it’s more than I thought it would be.”


  “The process must be thorough to maintain dignity,” the funeral director said in a well-practiced response. “Now we should talk about an urn.”


  “Okay.”


  Joe thought of his father’s last laugh. Now he thought he knew what it was about.


  “If an individual weighs one hundred eighty pounds at the time of cremation, they will require an urn one hundred eighty cubic inches or larger,” the man said. “Do you know the
  weight of your loved one?”


  Joe said, “I’d guess one-sixty.”


  He could hear the funeral director tapping on computer keys. “You have many, many choices of urns,” he said. “Many people these days like to purchase an urn that would mean
  something to the departed. We have urns available from forty-five dollars to five thousand, so it would help if you could give me the parameters of your budget.”


  Joe hadn’t thought about budgeting the funeral. He thought, How much is he worth to me, this man who walked out on our family so many years ago and never even bothered to make contact
  with his wife or sons? Then, ashamed of his conclusion, he said, “We don’t want to make a big deal of it. Simple is best.” By simple, he meant cheap.


  “Very well,” the man said. “Maybe I can help you make a decision. As I mentioned, the trend is toward themed urns. Did your father like to golf? We have golf urns ranging from
  fifty dollars to two thousand dollars. Fishing? Fishing urns are very popular here in Billings, as you might guess. We have fishing urns in metal, ceramic, glass, and biodegradable. Did your father
  like to fish?”


  “No.”


  “And we have cowboy boot urns, another popular choice in Montana and Wyoming. Hunting urns as well. Did your father like to hunt?”


  Said Joe, “My father liked to drink. Do you have urns resembling a bottle of gin or Old Grand-Dad bourbon? Or maybe one shaped like a suitcase? He was fond of packing up and
  leaving.”


  The funeral director paused for a few beats before he said, “You are kidding, aren’t you?”


  “Sort of.”


  With excess pomposity, the funeral director said, “We laugh so that we will not cry.”


  “Yup, we do,” Joe said, and ordered a simple ceramic urn for $100 and the funeral director promised to FedEx the remains to Saddlestring within a day.


  WHEN THE TOILET was fixed, Joe called Sheriff Baird in Carbon County. He wasn’t in his office, but the dispatcher said, “Oh, it’s you” and patched Joe
  through to Baird’s county pickup. From the first word, Joe knew McLanahan’s version of events was accurate.


  “It’s the fabulist,” Baird said.


  “I’m not sure what to say to that, sheriff.”


  “Don’t say anything. When you start talking, it costs me too much damned money and time.”


  “The Grim Brothers must have covered their tracks,” Joe said. “They knew you’d be looking for them, I guess.”


  “Then they did a hell of a good job, because my team couldn’t confirm a single thing you said. Do you know how much it costs to mount an eleven-person search-and-rescue team and
  outfit them for the mountains? Do you have any idea?”


  Joe looked out the window. Ed Nedney was standing on the dividing line between his perfect lawn and Joe’s matted and leaf-strewn grass. Nedney was shaking his head and puffing on his
  pipe.


  “I’d guess quite a bit,” Joe said.


  “Damn straight. Plus, I had to personally call the parents of Diane Shober and tell them their daughter wasn’t found. That was not a pleasant experience.”


  Joe felt his neck get hot. “I never claimed I saw her. You must have put that out.”


  “Yeah, stupid me,” Baird said. “I believed what you told me. I’m spending way too much time trying to defend your story. The state even sent a man to interview me this
  morning.”


  Joe felt a twinge in his belly. “What do you mean, the state?”


  “DCI. They sent an agent over here to ask me questions about your statement, even though he had a copy of it with him.”


  “What was his name?”


  “I don’t know, McQueen or something. He didn’t give me a card.”


  “Was it McCue?” Joe asked, leaning into the phone. “Bobby McCue?”


  “Yeah, that’s him. An odd duck. I don’t like the state looking over my shoulder.”


  Joe shook his head. “He came to talk to me in the hospital. Same guy. I can’t figure out what his game is or who he’s really with.”


  Baird snorted. “That’s all I need is some damned rogue investigator running around down here. Maybe I’ll have to sic the FBI on him.”


  “The FBI?”


  “Let me find that message,” Baird said. “I grabbed it at the office before I left.” Joe could hear paper being unfolded. “Special Agent Chuck Coon called. He wants
  me to call him back regarding what we found or didn’t find in the mountains.”


  “I know Coon,” Joe said, remembering that the governor had also mentioned federal interest. “He’s a good enough guy, but I don’t know why they’re
  interested.”


  Said Baird, “DCI, FBI, the National Enquirer. You sure as hell know how to stir up a hornet’s nest. For nothing, I might add.”


  “They’re up there,” Joe said. “The Grim Brothers, Terri Wade, and the mystery woman. You just didn’t manage to find them. They know those mountains better than
  anyone alive, and they probably watched you the whole time. Luckily, you had numbers and firepower on your side so they left you alone.”


  Said Baird, “They sure as hell did.”


  “Come on, sheriff. You’re well aware of all the break-ins and vandalism over the last couple of years. You’ve heard from ranchers who’ve pulled their cattle from leases.
  You know they’re up there.”


  Baird was silent.


  “Look,” Joe said, “I’m sorry you couldn’t find them. And I’m sorry about your budget. But those brothers will stay up there and something else will happen
  unless they’re located. We both know that.”


  Baird said, “I don’t know a damned thing, Joe, other than I’m pulling into the parking lot of the county building right now where I’ve got to go inside and tell the
  county commissioners that I’ve blown the entire annual discretionary budget of the sheriff’s department and it’s just September. You want to drive down here and explain it to them
  with me?”


  Joe said, “I can’t leave my house right now.”


  “Thought so.”


  “But I wish I could,” Joe said. He sounded lame even to himself.


  “I need to hang up now. I’ve gotta go let the commissioners peel the bark off me.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “You sure are.” With that, Baird punched off.


  THE WOMAN WHO answered the phone in the state Department of Administration and Information Human Resources office in Cheyenne said, “I’ve got three minutes to help
  you or you’ll need to call back.”


  Joe glanced at the digital clock on his desk. It was 11:57 a.m.


  “You go to lunch in three minutes?” Joe asked.


  “Two minutes now,” she said.


  Joe closed his eyes briefly, took a breath, and asked her to confirm that either Bobby McCue or Robert McCue was employed by the State of Wyoming. Joe knew that although additional information
  couldn’t be given out regarding personnel information, the state was obligated to provide the names of employees because it was public record.


  “Spell it,” she said. Joe tried M-C-C-U-E to no avail. He suggested M-C-C-E-W, then M-C-H-U-G-H. No hits on her computer system. “You’ll have to try back later,”
  she said.


  Said Joe, “I realize it’s noon and noon is your lunch break. But can you please give me five more minutes? I promise I’ll buy you lunch next time I’m in
  Cheyenne.”


  Through gritted teeth, she said she had to go and she did.


  At 12:01, Joe called the Department of Criminal Investigation and asked for Bobby McCue’s voice mail.


  “We don’t have an employee with that name,” the receptionist said.


  “Thank you.” Joe slammed down the phone and moaned. Tube raised his head and cocked it inquisitively.


  Joe threw back the curtains and shoved the window open. Nedney looked up, surprised.


  “Hey, Ed,” Joe said. “Get off of my lawn.”


  Nedney looked down at his feet. The tips of his shoes had crossed the property line.


  “Hey, you’re trampling my grass,” Joe said.


  “Is that what it is?” Nedney said, slowly removing the pipe from his mouth, a self-satisfied smile on his lips.


  “Good one,” Joe conceded and closed the window and put the drapes back in place, already sorry he’d taken his frustration out on his neighbor.


  AS HE LIMPED through the kitchen with his bucket of tools, bound for the mudroom to fix the door that wouldn’t shut properly, he felt he was being watched. Joe paused and
  slowly turned around. Tube was right with him, as always, but the sensation hadn’t come from his dog.


  Had Nedney entered his backyard?


  Slowly, Joe raised his eyes to the window over the sink that overlooked his back lawn.


  Nate cocked his eyebrows at him from outside. Through the glass, Nate mouthed, “Hey.”


  Joe grinned. It had been a long time.
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  JOE AND NATE worked together on dinner. Joe had pronghorn antelope backstraps in the freezer from
  the previous fall, and Nate rubbed the meat with sage, garlic, salt, and pepper and prepared it for the grill. Joe roasted green beans in the oven and boiled potatoes on the stove for mashing
  later. Nate said, “This is uncomfortably domestic.”


  Said Joe, “This is the least I can do since I’m rattling around the house all day. At some point in the very near future, though, I may need to learn how to do something besides
  grill red meat every night.”


  Nate cocked his head to the side the way a puzzled falcon did. “Why?”


  Joe chinned toward the kitchen window where Nate had stood earlier and said, “Why’d you scare me like that?”


  “I couldn’t let anyone see me come in the front door,” Nate said, shaping a long sheet of foil to wrap around the meat to catch the drippings. “I’m still a wanted
  man, remember? I saw your neighbor out front, and by the look of him he seems like the type of guy who would call the cops on me because I look suspicious.”


  “You’re right about that,” Joe conceded. “But haven’t things cooled down now since Coon took over the FBI field office?” Joe asked. Coon had replaced Special
  Agent Tony Portenson, who’d finally gotten his wish and had been reassigned to the East Coast as a reward for breaking the Stenko case the fall before. Although Nate was officially still a
  fugitive, Coon had told Joe that he planned to redirect the agents previously assigned to capturing Nate to other cases. The same way prosecutors had discretion, bureau chiefs had some leeway on
  the priorities of their offices, Coon had explained with a slight wink.


  “Let’s just say I haven’t heard of any intense efforts to find me lately,” Nate said. “I’ve got a friend or two in the federal building who keep me informed
  on things like that.”


  Joe said, “I don’t want to hear any more.”


  Nate smiled and winked. Nate had connections everywhere, and Joe didn’t want to know who they were or how they knew Nate. The less he knew about Nate’s background, means of support,
  or day-to-day life, the better, he thought. As it was, he knew he could be brought up on charges for harboring a fugitive.


  While Joe plucked the potatoes out of the pot to cool, he told Nate the story of what had happened in the Sierra Madre. Nate was intensely interested, but listened in silence while nodding his
  head. Finally, he said, “I’ve got a couple of questions.”


  “I’m sick of answering questions about it,” Joe said. “Nobody seems to believe me, anyway.”


  “I can see why,” Nate said, raising his eyebrows. “So I’ll boil them all down to one.”


  Joe nodded.


  “When are we going up there to find those bastards?”


  Before Joe could answer, the front door opened and Marybeth stepped in, trailed by April and Lucy. All three froze when they saw Joe and Nate in the kitchen.


  “Oh, my,” Marybeth said, her eyes wide.


  “Who is that?” April asked Lucy, taking in Nate from his ponytail to his scuffed boots. Joe saw Marybeth grimace involuntarily at April’s reaction. And he saw
  April’s face harden into a mask when Sheridan ran across the room and hugged her master falconer.


  AT THE TABLE later, Joe listened as Nate and Sheridan, who’d arrived late due to basketball practice, debated what kind of falcon should be her first to fly. Although
  she’d lost her passion in the sport for a while because she was angry with Nate, his presence seemed to have rekindled her interest. Sheridan thought she should start out with a prairie
  falcon, while Nate suggested she get and fly a merlin.


  He said, “Merlins are pretty little falcons, and they don’t get enough credit. They’re small but fast and surprisingly strong.”


  Sheridan shook off the idea. “Merlins are birds for beginners. They have short wings and they just kill small things.”


  “You are a beginner. Besides, merlins can be trained quickly and flown within a few weeks. They’re more loyal than long-winged falcons.”


  Sheridan made a face. “You told me once loyalty had nothing to do with it. You said it was about creating a special partnership between falconer and falcon. You said if one needs the other
  one too much, the special partnership is ruined and the falconer might as well get a dog.”


  Nate looked to Joe for help. Joe shrugged. It was usually him on the receiving end of Sheridan’s arguments, and he enjoyed seeing Nate become prey to his own words.


  “Well, I’ve got a dog,” Sheridan said, gesturing at Tube. “Now I want a falcon. A real falcon. You said yourself a prairie is second only to a peregrine as far as you
  were concerned.”


  Nate said, “But a merlin ...”


  “Forget merlins,” Sheridan said. “Can you help me get a prairie falcon?”


  Nate sighed.


  “I thought so,” Sheridan said.


  Joe noticed the amused look on Lucy’s face. Lucy had been following the exchange, as well as carefully observing April stare at Nate the whole time. Lucy said to April, “Be careful
  your eyes don’t pop out and fall on your plate. You wouldn’t want to accidentally eat them.”


  April, the spell momentarily broken, flushed red and hissed, “Shut up, Lucy.”


  “Girls,” Marybeth said, and smiled a quick smile at Nate and Joe.


  Joe thought, There is a LOT going on here.


  AFTER THE DISHES were cleared and cleaned—it was the first time Joe could remember all three girls helping without being asked, apparently to impress their
  guest—Joe went out on the front porch. The sun had slipped behind the Bighorns an hour before, and because of the elevation, the temperature had already dropped twenty degrees. Although it
  was barely September, there was already a fall-like snap to the air. He’d noticed earlier that fingers of color were probing down through the folds of the foothills, and the leaves on the
  cottonwoods of the valley floor were starting to cup. V’s of high-altitude geese soared south along the underbelly of a moon-fused cloud. All were signs of an early winter. Nevertheless, he
  thought he’d suggest to Nate and Marybeth that they sit outside in the back. He knew Nate had more questions and he wanted to answer them out of earshot of the girls. Marybeth should be there
  because she so often provided insight he never considered, plus she said she’d spent a few hours earlier that day doing Internet searches trying to locate what she could online about Terri
  Wade, Diane Shober, and the Grim Brothers.


  Joe went back inside the house to check the humidor in his office, hoping he still had some smokable cigars. But because he hadn’t filled the humidor well with water for months, the two
  cigars that remained crackled drily between his palms and were irredeemable.


  He nearly ran into Lucy in the hallway when he came out. She was in her nightgown, and he anticipated a complaint about April when she said, “I think I saw someone in the
  backyard.”


  “Was it Nate?”


  “No, Nate’s in the kitchen talking with Mom.”


  As she said it, there was a heavy thump against the siding outside, as if someone had tripped in the dark and reached out to prevent a fall. Joe continued down the hall with Lucy padding in bare
  feet behind him. Sheridan stuck her head out of her bedroom doorway and said, “What was that?”


  “I’m not sure, but I’m going to find out.”


  There were a number of possibilities. Maybe Nedney had seen Nate and called the feds or the sheriff; one of Nate’s friends or enemies had followed him here; a reporter from the National
  Enquirer investigating the Terri Wade story had located the witness; Camish and Caleb had tracked him down to finish the job. Or maybe something more innocent: high-school boys trying to spy on
  his daughters. The last possibility made Joe angrier than any of the previous theories.


  He looked up to see Marybeth rising from the table and Nate striding across the living room. He’d hidden his .454 on the top shelf of the coat closet.


  Joe bypassed the .40 Glock in his office drawer and snatched a 12-gauge Mossberg pump from his gun rack. He used the piece for goose hunting since it took 3-inch Magnum shells and he jammed
  three into the magazine and worked the slide to put one in the chamber. His six-battery steel Maglite slipped into his belt.


  Joe turned to Marybeth, who hovered in the hallway as if positioning herself between her daughters and any outside threat. He said, “Make sure the curtains are closed in the back bedrooms
  and the girls are in our room in the front of the house.”


  He waited while Marybeth shooed Sheridan, April, and Lucy across the hall in their nightgowns into the master bedroom. April sulked, Lucy went willingly—practically skipping—and
  Sheridan shot a look at Joe and Nate as if she wished she were with them instead of with her sisters and Mom. When the girls were across the hallway, Marybeth leaned out and silently mouthed,
  “Okay.”


  Although the operation had gone quickly and smoothly, Joe thought again of what his mother-in-law had said to him. How his job endangered his family. Here it was again. His girls were
  used to this sort of thing, and that wasn’t normal or right, was it?


  Nate said, “Let’s go out the front and come around to the back on both sides.”


  Joe nodded, said, “I’ll take the left side.”


  As they slipped out the front door into the dark, Joe whispered over his shoulder, “Take it real easy, Nate. I live in this place. No shooting or pulling off ears if it can be
  avoided.”


  Nate grunted his understanding. Then: “When we get in position, I’ll make a noise to get their attention. You be ready on the back side and come up behind them.”


  “Okay.”


  “Let’s take this slow.”


  “Of course.”


  JOE KEPT LOW to avoid being illuminated by the house windows and the lone streetlamp on the corner of the block. He went left, reminded painfully of the injuries in his legs.
  Once he was on the side of the house, he’d be in shadow. He avoided the concrete path and kept to the grass to avoid making noise. There was a narrow strip of grass between his house and Ed
  Nedney’s, and he’d turn at a ninety-degree angle at the corner and follow it to a six-foot wooden gate that led to his backyard. There, he’d wait for Nate’s distraction
  before opening the gate.


  He turned the corner. Ed Nedney’s front porch light clicked on and Nedney stepped out on his landing, apparently to light his pipe. A match flared and lit up Nedney’s face and he
  turned his head and saw Joe with the shotgun. Nedney froze, the match paused a few inches from the bowl of tobacco. He started to speak, but Joe held his index finger to his lips and hissed,
  “Shhhhh.”


  Nedney’s eyes were wide. Joe thought, he has a decision to make: obey Joe’s command or say what he was going to say. The match burned down in Nedney’s fingers. Another time,
  two years ago, his neighbor had come outside to find Joe marching another man across his yard at gunpoint. Nedney hadn’t liked the experience one bit.


  His neighbor inhaled to speak, but Joe shot his arm out and pointed his finger at him, gesturing for him to go back inside. Although he was clearly angry, Nedney tossed the match aside, turned
  on his heel, and scuttled into his house. Probably to call the police or start drafting covenants for the neighborhood forbidding residents from lurking around in the dark with shotguns, Joe
  thought. Joe hoped Nate was in position so whatever was going to happen would happen quickly and he could warn Nate to keep out of sight in case the police were coming.


  He paused at the back gate and tried to see into the backyard through gaps in the wood slats. He got a glimpse of the two large cottonwood trunks, Lucy’s bike propped up against a planter,
  and a small swatch of the cracked concrete porch. He couldn’t see who had made the noise, but the hairs on the back of his neck were up and he was sure someone or something was back
  there.


  Of course, he thought, it could be innocent. Possibly neighborhood kids playing around. Or an animal—a stray dog, a coyote down from the foothills, a badger looking for dog food to eat,
  even a deer or bear. A few years before, Joe had been called out to shoot tranquilizer darts at a mountain lion perched in the fork of a mountain ash tree. And there was the occasional moose, elk,
  antelope, wolverine ...


  Behind the fence in the backyard was an empty field dotted with sagebrush that smelled sweet in the late summer and perfumed the dry air. That was the way Nate had approached their house earlier
  and Joe peered through the gap in the fence to see if the back gate was open. It was. He knew Nate had closed it earlier, which eliminated the animal options and indicated someone was back there.
  Whether the intruder had slipped out while he and Nate armed up and sneaked around or was still there was yet to be determined.


  Then Joe heard it, a rhythmic wheezing sound. Somebody breathing, but not easily. Whoever it was remained in the backyard, but Joe couldn’t get an angle through the fence to see him.


  From the other side of the house came an eerie high-pitched call mimicking the sound of an angry hawk:


  skree-skree-skree-skree.


  Joe quickly pushed through the gate and was startled when the hinges moaned angrily from lack of oil. He dashed through the opening into the backyard, putting distance between the open gate and
  himself in case whoever was back there had been as surprised by the rusty hinges as he’d been. There was only one human form he could see, and the man was standing in the muted light beneath
  the kitchen window with his back to Joe, looking in the direction of the hawk sound. The man was big and blocky, wearing a cowboy hat, an oversized canvas Carhartt ranch coat, and jeans. The left
  cuff was carelessly pulled outside a cowboy boot and bunched on the top of the boot. What looked like an M1911 .45 ACP semi-automatic pistol was hanging down in his right hand along the hem of the
  ranch jacket.


  Joe said, “Freeze where you stand or I’ll cut you in half with this shotgun.”


  Joe recognized the hat, boots, and pistol. He raised his Maglite alongside the barrel of his shotgun after twisting it on so he could see clearly down the sights while aiming. The beam was
  choked down to the minimum size, and he trained it on the man’s head and shoulders.


  He said, “Bud, is that you?”


  Bud Longbrake, Missy’s ex-husband and Joe’s ex-father-in-law, stood like a bronze statue of a washed-up cowboy caught in a spotlight. Slowly, Bud turned his head a little so he could
  talk to Joe over his shoulder. “Hey, Joe. I didn’t know you were home.”


  His voice was bass and resigned, and his words were slurred.


  “I live here, Bud,” Joe said. “You know that. So what are you doing sneaking around in my backyard? Oh, and drop the Colt.”


  Bud said, “If I drop it on the concrete, it might go off.”


  “Then bend over and put it at your feet and kick it away, Bud.”


  “Oh, all right.” It took him a moment to bend all the way over, and he grunted while he did it. He gave the weapon a kick with his boot. Joe thought Bud had gained quite a bit of
  weight since he’d last seen him, and his movements were stiff as if his joints hurt.


  “Okay, turn around slowly,” Joe said. “Keep the palms of your hands up so I can see them.”


  Bud did, and Joe put the beam of his flashlight on Bud’s face. He was shocked by what he saw. Bud’s eyes were rimmed with red and his cheeks were puffy and pale and spiderwebbed with
  thin blue veins. His nose was bulbous and looked as if it had been rubbed gray with woodstove ash. A three-day growth of beard sparkled like silver sequins in the beam of the flashlight.


  “You look like hell, Bud,” Joe said, lowering the shotgun but keeping the flashlight on the old rancher.


  Bud said, “You know, I feel like hell, too.” He swayed while he said it, as if he’d been hit with an ocean wave at knee level or he was doing some kind of lounge dance very
  poorly. His arms circled stiffly in their sockets, and he took a step forward to regain his balance. “Whoa,” he said.


  “Sit down,” Joe said, propping his shotgun against Lucy’s bike. “Grab one of those lawn chairs.”


  “I’ll do that,” Bud said, pulling a chair over and collapsing into it. The whoosh of his exhale floated in Joe’s direction, and the alcohol content was so high Joe
  was grateful he didn’t have a lighted cigarette. He hoped the chair wouldn’t collapse under the ex-rancher’s weight.


  Nate remained hidden, and Joe purposefully didn’t look in his direction. Although Bud seemed completely harmless now, it was good to have Nate there monitoring the situation. It was
  preferable Bud didn’t know it.


  Said Bud, “I heard this damned poem in the bar the other night I can’t get out of my head. It’s a Dr. Seuss poem. It goes:


  I cannot see, I cannot pee


  I cannot chew, I cannot screw


  Oh my God, what can I do?”


  “Dr. Seuss, you say,” Joe said. “I doubt that.”


  Bud continued, “... My body’s drooping, have trouble pooping


  The Golden Years have come at last


  The Golden Years can kiss my ass.”


  With that, Bud paused and grinned a new jack-o’-lantern smile that was the result of missing teeth. One gone on top, two on the bottom.


  “Are you through?”


  “Yup,” Bud said. “There’s more, but I can’t remember the lines. So yeah, I’m through.” He said it while digging into his ranch coat and coming out with
  a tin of Copenhagen. Joe watched as he formed a huge wad with his thumb and two fingers and crammed the snuff into the right side of his lower lip in front of his teeth. The wad was so big it
  distorted his lower face.


  “So what are you doing here?” Joe asked. “I don’t appreciate you sneaking around my house at night.”


  “I’m sorry,” Bud said, shaking his head. “I really am.”


  Joe couldn’t believe how this man had changed in just two years. Bud had been one of the best-liked and most influential ranch owners in Twelve Sleep County. He was generous and avuncular,
  served on boards and commissions, donated thousands to Saddlestring charities, and almost single-handedly kept the 4-H Club and rodeo arena afloat. He’d been a kind step-grandfather to
  Sheridan and Lucy, and he’d briefly employed Joe as foreman of the Longbrake Ranch when Joe had been fired from the Game and Fish Department. But here he was, broken and embarrassing. And
  armed.


  He looked up, trying to focus. “Missy told me,” he said.


  “Told you what?”


  “Missy told me she’d hired that Nate Romanowski to put the hurt on me. To knock hell out of me and send me down the river in a pine box. I know what that character can do with that
  big cannon of his he carries around.”


  Joe moaned.


  “She said he was coming here, to this house, and he was going to kick the living crap out of me in front of my friends and buddies.”


  “She said that, did she?”


  Bud nodded. “She called me yesterday and told me that. She said she was giving me fair warning to get the hell out of town and stop bothering her. I thought about it some, I’ll
  admit. I couldn’t sleep at all last night, and I had a beer for breakfast to help me decide what to do. I been on a tear ever since,” he said, tipping an imaginary glass of bourbon into
  his mouth. “Then I said to myself, the hell with it. I ain’t scared of no Nate Romanowski. I came here to get the drop on him and maybe bring this thing to a head.”


  Joe sighed. He was as angry at Missy for inadvertently revealing Nate’s whereabouts as he was disappointed in what Bud had become. “It’s probably hard to sneak up on guys when
  you can hardly stand up.”


  Bud nodded. “You’re telling me?”


  “She’s a cancer,” Joe said. “Why do you still listen to her?”


  “A cancer?” Bud said, sitting back and slapping his thighs with his big hands, “Cancer can be cured most of the time. No, she’s a damned witch! She’s an
  in-the-flesh witch! She put her spell on me for a while and she took everything I owned, and now she’s working on that guy, the Earl of Lexington. She’ll have everything he’s got
  soon, I’ll bet you money. I mean, if I still had some.”


  Joe said, “I won’t take that bet.”


  Bud laughed drily. “The only revenge I got is that the way things are going, I’m not sure I could have afforded to pay the taxes or comply with all the new regulations they’re
  putting on us out here. I’m glad somebody else has to deal with that shit. But I don’t like the idea of your friend coming after me, either.”


  Joe said, “Bud, Nate’s not after you. That’s all in Missy’s imagination. Not that she hasn’t tried to hire him to intimidate you, but that’s not what Nate
  does.”


  Bud said, “What does he do?”


  Which momentarily left Joe at a loss for words.


  The kitchen drapes parted, and Joe saw Marybeth look out. Her face fell when she saw Bud Longbrake and how he looked. Joe nodded to her and indicated that everything was fine. Before she let the
  curtains fall back into place, he could see her purse her lips and shake her head sadly.


  “I asked what he did,” Bud repeated.


  “I take drunk old ranchers home,” Nate said, stepping out from the shadows where he’d been hiding. His .454 was low at his side but not in the holster.


  At the sound of Nate’s voice, Bud’s arm rose stiffly and he fluttered his hands and his boots kicked out in alarm.


  “Calm down,” Nate said to Bud, putting a hand on his shoulder. “If I was going to kill you, you’d already be dead.”


  Joe shrugged to Bud, as if to say, You know he’s right.


  “Where’s your pickup, Bud?” Nate asked.


  Bud gestured vaguely toward the sagebrush field in back of the house. “Out there somewhere,” he said.


  “Why don’t we go find it?”


  “Then what?” Bud asked.


  “Then I’ll take you home. Are you still living in that apartment over the Western wear store on Main?”


  Bud nodded.


  “Then let’s go.”


  Bud didn’t move.


  Nate reached out and grasped Bud’s ear and twisted it. “I said, let’s go.”


  Joe had seen Nate twist off enough ears. He said, “Nate ...”


  But the pressure caused Bud to rise clumsily and stand up. Nate let go of Bud’s ear and Bud pawed at it with his free hand like a bear cub.


  “Can I at least see the girls?” Bud asked Joe. “I miss them girls.”


  “They’re in bed,” Joe fibbed. “It’s a school night, Bud.”


  “I do miss them girls.”


  “They miss you, too,” Joe said. “You were a good grandpa to them.”


  “Until that witch screwed it all up.”


  Joe nodded.


  “You know the worse thing about her?” Bud said suddenly.


  Joe braced himself.


  “I still love her. I still goddamn love her, even after all she did to me.”


  Joe said, “That is the worst thing, all right.”


  “What about my Army Colt?” Bud asked Joe. “I like to have it within reach.”


  “Go home, Bud. I’ll drop it by later.”


  “Come on,” Nate said. “Can you find your keys?”


  Bud clumsily started patting himself. In addition to his pickup keys, he located his can of Copenhagen and a warm bottle of beer. Bud twisted the cap off and took a long drink, and offered it to
  Joe and then Nate.


  “No thanks, Bud,” Joe said.


  As Nate guided Bud out the backyard toward the distant truck, Joe heard Bud say, “If you really want to kill me, I probably wouldn’t put up too much of a fight.”


  “Shut up,” Nate responded.


  LATER, AS JOE crawled into bed, Marybeth said, “It’s so sad what’s happened to Bud. I don’t know what’s going to become of him.”


  He moved close to her and she turned away to her side. Their bodies fit so well together, he thought.


  She said, “I keep expecting to get a call from the sheriff’s office asking us to come down and bail him out of jail. Or identify a body.” She didn’t sound sleepy.


  He said, “Your mother’s body count is getting pretty high. How did you manage to turn out so well?”


  “I guess I’m the black sheep of the family.”


  Joe chuckled. “Yup. No one can accuse you of trading up.”


  “Do you think he’ll come back? Bud, I mean?”


  Joe pulled her closer. Her body felt warm and soft. He buried his face into her hair. “I doubt it. He knows now Nate’s not after him. And deep down, Bud’s a good man.
  He’ll wake up and be ashamed of himself for showing up here, I think.”


  “Mmmm.”


  “Marybeth,” he whispered into her ear, “I was wondering ...”


  “Joe,” she said, cutting him off. “First, we need to talk.”


  “About what?”


  She took a deep soft breath and paused. “I can see the direction this is all headed. I could see it tonight when you and Nate got your guns and went outside. It was like your sails were
  full. I know it was me who called Nate for help, but at the time I wasn’t sure when I’d see you again, if at all.


  “You’re thinking of going back up into those mountains, aren’t you? You want to find those brothers,” she said.


  He closed his eyes, even though she wasn’t looking at his face. “No one believes me, honey.”


  “I do.”


  “I keep thinking about everything that happened—how they whipped me. I keep thinking about Terri Wade and ... that other woman. Something was going on up there and I couldn’t
  see it at the time. I still can’t. But whatever it is, it’s still there. That the sheriff in Carbon County and all those DCI boys couldn’t find the Grim Brothers at all puzzles
  the heck out of me. That the FBI seems to be monitoring the situation makes no logical sense. And who is this Bobby McCue representing? There are a load of unanswered questions, starting with why
  the Grim Brothers are up there in the first place. Plus, there are lives at stake. Even though Terri Wade and the mystery woman seemed to be there willingly, I just don’t buy it. No woman
  would choose to be alone in the wilderness like that with those two brothers around. I think they’re being held, even if they didn’t act like it. Just walking away doesn’t feel
  right.”


  She turned to face him. He could see the side of her face in the soft light of the moon outside. She still looked youthful, attractive, strong. He wanted her.


  She said, “Be thankful you were able to walk away, Joe.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “Maybe it was a blessing,” she said. “You may not be so lucky the next time.”


  He said nothing for a long time. Then: “I’ll tell you something I have trouble putting into words. I’m scared to go back up there. I’ve been scared a lot in the
  past. But this one is different somehow. I don’t think I can beat them.”


  She reached out and touched his cheek. She spoke softly, “Eventually, those brothers will get caught or turn themselves in. And who knows—maybe those women are up there on their own
  accord. Not all women have brains in their heads, Joe. Some are actually attracted by men like that, which sickens me. But for once, why not let the system work? You don’t need to be the one
  driving it this time.”


  She said, “For God’s sake, they aren’t even in your district anymore. You’ve been reassigned, so they’re someone else’s problem now. We both know the governor
  wants you to stay out of it. And the sheriff down there probably never wants to see you again. If you went after them, it would be purely personal, and that’s not good.”


  “Still,” he said.


  “Look,” she said, propping herself up on an elbow. His arm that had been draped over her fell away from her movement. “You’ve been gone a long time. You see the situation
  here. April is like a stick of dynamite walking around in a room filled with candles. She’s just going to go off if we aren’t there to help and guide her. Sheridan’s got a year
  left before she goes to college, Joe. To college! She’s in a situation right now where she goes to practice every night and that hysterical coach of hers mistreats her because she
  won’t suck up to him. She doesn’t say much about it. She’s miserable—but she won’t quit. Who does that remind you of?”


  Joe grunted.


  She said, “I don’t sleep well when any of my children are unhappy, even if I can’t do anything about it. And there’s Lucy. I don’t want her to think she’s
  been forgotten amidst all this drama.”


  He reached out and stroked her naked shoulder.


  “I’ve never asked this before,” she said, “But I’m asking now: promise me you won’t go after them.”


  Joe sighed and rubbed his eyes hard.


  “I know it’s against your nature,” she said. “I know you think your advantage is your inability to simply let things go. But something happened up there. They got into
  your head and under your skin and they stole a part of you. You can’t get it back, Joe. You’ve just got to heal. And you’ve got to be home to heal. Where I need you right now.
  I need some help here, Joe.”


  He said, “You’re serious, aren’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay,” he said. “I promise.”


  He was shocked how relieved he was when he said it, how a tremendous downward pressure on him seemed to release and dissipate. He felt lighter and slightly ashamed of himself.


  The truth was, he needed her permission not to go after the Grim Brothers. Because from what he’d experienced, they’d likely beat him again. And this time, he doubted
  they’d let the job go unfinished.


  “Come here,” he said, pulling her to him.


  She came.
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  DAVE FARKUS RODE in the dark with his left arm up in front of his face in case the fat horse walked
  under a branch. He couldn’t see a thing, and he was terrified. He was also severely chilled, because the temperature had dropped once the sun went down behind the clouds.


  “I’m freezing,” Farkus said.


  Ahead of him, Smith turned and said, “Shut up, Dave.”


  Smith, like the other three, had put on night vision goggles to ride by. Where Smith’s eyes should have been, there were dark holes. Only when one of the other riders looked directly at
  him could Farkus see a dull ball of red deep inside the lenses, which unnerved him. It was as if the twin eyepieces were drilled into their brains. Occasionally, if the riders adjusted their
  goggles or briefly removed them, he could see their faces bathed in an eerie green.


  Farkus said, “I feel like I’m in a goddamned zombie movie.”


  EARLIER, PARNELL HAD ordered them all to put on body armor and night-vision goggles—except for Farkus, of course. Smith and Campbell had dismounted and dug in the
  panniers and handed out the bulletproof vests. Farkus could hear the soft clink of ceramic plating as the vests were strapped on. Then, in the last few minutes of dusk, he watched them check
  lithium batteries and adjust the straps of the goggles in a well-practiced way. Campbell and Smith debated the merits of their goggles, and Farkus listened carefully.


  “I was hoping for generation fours instead of these ATN gen threes,” Campbell told Smith. “There’s hardly any moon at all and the gen fours will reach out a thousand
  yards in these conditions.”


  Smith said, “But we’re still talking one hundred fifty to four hundred yards with these babies at two grand a pop. Not too bad.”


  Farkus said to them both, “Obviously, this ain’t your first rodeo.”


  Campbell began to say more—he was obviously a gear geek—but after Farkus spoke he caught himself.


  But, Farkus learned plenty from the short exchange, if little to do with night vision goggles. The expedition was well financed by a third party, and the men were well trained even if they were
  seeing some of the equipment for the first time. Which meant, as he’d suspected, that the men were mercenaries—hired hands. So it wasn’t personal with either them or their target.
  That could work in his favor, he thought. He’d have to play it cool, but he was used to that. Avoiding hard work meant learning the motivation and proclivities of those around you. It’s
  what he did.


  OCCASIONALLY, FARKUS WAS brushed by a pine bough on his head or leg and he cursed his fat horse. But she could see better than he and there was no choice but to simply hold on
  and hope she didn’t walk under an overhanging branch that would knock him out of his saddle or poke his eye out.


  The arrangement of the goggle-eyes behind him was interesting. Campbell rode erect and invisible in his saddle, and his eyes were level with Farkus. Capellen, though, slumped forward head down
  and moaning, goggles askew and leaking green ambient light.


  AS THEY RODE, Farkus could see Parnell consulting his equipment. Based on the reading of his electronics, Parnell would subtly shift direction. The others would adjust as well.
  Farkus simply trusted his horse to want to stay with the others. He was grateful horses were such needy and social creatures, and glad he wasn’t riding a cat.


  Parnell said, “They’re on the move.”


  “Which way?” Smith asked.


  “Away from us. And they’re moving at a pretty good clip.”


  Said Smith, “I’m surprised they’re moving at night. Do you think they know we’re coming?”


  “Who knows what they’re doing or why?”


  “Those guys have always been unpredictable,” Campbell said from behind Farkus. “They’ve adapted well.”


  Okay, something new, Farkus thought. They know their targets pretty well.


  Parnell said, “Not well enough to turn off the sat phone they took off that game warden.”


  Ah, Farkus thought, that’s what he’s tracking.


  “Is the signal still strong?” Smith asked.


  “Strong enough. We’ve closed within three miles and we seem to be holding at that distance as they move. Those guys can cover a lot of ground, as we know.”


  So, Farkus thought, we’re after the Brothers Grim after all. But why?


  “Hold it,” Farkus said. “If it’s just a matter of tracking these guys down through their sat phone, why couldn’t the sheriff and his boys find ’em?”


  Said Parnell, “Because the brothers didn’t turn it on until just a day or so ago. They’re smart, those bastards.”


  FARKUS HAD GOT used to his own odor when a stronger and more pungent smell wafted through the trees. Parnell and Smith pulled their horses up short and the fat horse followed
  suit.


  “What is that?” Smith asked.


  “Something dead,” Parnell said.


  “This way,” Campbell said, peeling off from the line of horses and riding into the trees to his right. “Stay here, Mike,” he said to his sick companion. “No reason
  to get any sicker smelling this than you already are.”


  “I’ll stay with him,” Farkus volunteered.


  “Nice try,” Smith sighed, and reached out and slapped the back of Farkus’s head as he rode by. Farkus was heartened by the gesture. The slap wasn’t hard or mean-spirited.
  It’s what males did to each other to acknowledge that the other guy was sort of okay after all.


  Stifling a smile in the dark and complimenting himself on his reliable charm, Farkus spurred the fat horse into the trees with the others.


  The smell got stronger. Farkus winced and pulled his T-shirt collar up out of his shirt and tried to breathe through the fabric. It didn’t help.


  Back on the trail, he heard Capellen cry out with a short, sharp yelp.


  “Probably getting sick again,” Campbell said. “Poor guy.”


  “HERE THEY ARE,” Smith said up ahead. “The game warden’s story checks out so far.”


  “Here what is?” Farkus asked. “I can’t see anything, remember?”


  “At least two dead horses,” Parnell said. “Maybe more. I can see skulls and ribs and leg bones, but it looks like the carcasses are cut up. Some of the bones are stripped clean
  of meat. They must have had to cut up the bodies to move them in here so the sheriff’s team wouldn’t find them. Since these guys were butchers, it probably wasn’t a big deal to
  cut the horses apart.”


  Farkus could detect the smell of fresh soil mixed into the stench of decomposition. “Butchers?” he said. No one replied.


  “And they buried them,” Smith said. “So they probably didn’t stink at the time those other guys were up here. But something’s been digging them up.”


  Campbell said, “Probably a bear. They’ve got bears here—black and grizzly. Mountain lions, too. They’ve got lots of critters that like horsemeat.”


  Farkus said, “Or wolves. The game warden said he saw wolves. Look around you, guys, do you see any wolves?” His voice was tight. He had a pathological fear of wolves that came from a
  dream he’d had when he was a small boy. In the dream, a pack of wolves dragged him down as he ran toward school and ate him. He’d never seen a live wolf before, and he didn’t want
  to see one now. Or, worse, to not see a wolf sneaking up on him in the dark. He tried to make his eyes bigger so he could see into the trees around him. He wished they had an extra set of night
  vision goggles, and he vowed to take Capellen’s if the sick man wouldn’t use them properly.


  “Don’t panic,” Parnell said to Farkus. “I’d see ’em if they were here.”


  “Whatever it was eating on this horse, it hasn’t gone far,” Smith said, shifting in his saddle. “The damage looks fresh.” Farkus saw the dull red orbs of
  Smith’s goggles sweep past him as the man looked around.


  “Let’s get back,” Parnell said. “And see how Capellen is doing.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Farkus said.


  “DAMN,” CAMPBELL SAID as they walked their horses through the trees back to the trail, “Capellen fell out of the damned saddle. We should have tied him in it,
  like he asked.”


  Smith said, “There’s something sticking out of him.”


  The way he said it made Farkus hold his breath.


  “It’s an arrow,” Parnell whispered. “Those fucking brothers found us.”


  Farkus couldn’t see Parnell, Smith, or Campbell, but he could sense from the leather-on-leather creaking that all three men were turning in their saddles trying to get a panoramic view of
  what might be out there in the trees.


  “This is when we could have used those gen fours,” Campbell muttered.


  CAPELLEN WAS ALIVE, but the arrow was buried deeply into his chest. His breathing was harsh, wet, and heavy. The shot had been perfectly placed in the two-inch gap between the
  ceramic shoulder pad and the armored strap. Farkus stayed on his horse while the others tried to lift the wounded man back onto his mount. As they pushed him up, his arm flopped back and knocked
  Smith’s goggles off his face. In the sudden pool of bouncing green light from the eyecups, Farkus watched as they shoved Capellen onto the saddle like a sack of rocks. Capellen simply fell
  off the other side of the horse into the dirt, snapping off the shaft of the arrow in the fall and possibly driving the projectile farther into his chest. In the glow of Smith’s goggles,
  Capellen’s bloody clothing under his armpit looked like it was soaked in black motor oil and his open eyes showed white from rolling back in his head.


  “Oh, shit!” Campbell cried, and reached up to readjust his goggles. As he did so, the light blinked out and doused the macabre scene.


  Farkus said, “Put him behind me. This old horse is stout enough to carry us both. I’m sure he can hold on.”


  The men didn’t pause or talk it over. They gathered Capellen up, and Farkus felt the weight and heat of the man behind him. Capellen leaned into Farkus with his arms around his ribs and
  dropped his face into his back.


  “Get his gun,” Parnell said. Smith pulled Capellen’s weapon out of his holster, and Farkus fought an urge to mouth, “Damn.”


  There was a wet cack-cack-cack liquid sound when Capellen inhaled. Farkus recognized the sound from hunting. The arrow had pierced a lung, and probably collapsed it. Capellen’s
  chest cavity was filling up with blood. He would drown from the inside, like an elk hit in the same place. It was a miserable and drawn-out way to die, Farkus guessed. If Capellen was a game
  animal, there would be no question but to stop the suffering with a bullet to the head or a slit across his throat.


  Farkus thought: This is just like hunting and these men are just meat and organs sacks of bones, like elk. It’s time to quit being scared of them.


  But he didn’t feel the same way about whoever had shot the arrow and had taken them all by surprise.


  “Let’s move back to where we’ve got an advantage,” Parnell said, turning his horse around and riding past Farkus and Capellen, back down the trail they’d come
  on.


  “Are we headed back to the rock face?” Smith asked, turning his mount.


  “Absolutely,” Parnell said.


  Farkus remembered it well, and it made sense. Just below the summit, the trail had switchbacked through a massive rock slide where it looked like an entire wedge of the mountainside had given
  way and fallen like a calf from an iceberg, leaving a long treeless chute of rubble and scree. And a few room-sized boulders. It would be a perfect place for them to go: treeless so they could see
  for half a mile with their night vision goggles. And well beyond arrow range from an archer in the trees.


  Parnell had kicked his horse into a canter, and they retreated quickly.


  Farkus had his reasons to take Capellen. The first was his hope they’d forget about the handgun, which they didn’t. But Capellen still wore his night vision goggles, and Farkus
  reached over his shoulder and snatched them off. After fumbling with the straps, he managed to pull them on. The pitch-black night turned ghostly green and he could see everything! The clarity was
  astonishing, even though the color scheme was largely green and gray. When he glanced up at the sky, the few stars that peeked down between the clouds looked like Hollywood spotlights. He was
  shocked how dense the forest was as the trees shot by on both sides. Up ahead, he could see Parnell and Smith pushing their horses, and he could see the big butt muscles of their mounts contracting
  and expanding with their new gait. When he saw how tight the trees were that he’d come through earlier, he wondered how it was he hadn’t been knocked off.


  “When we get to the rocks,” Farkus said to Capellen, whose head bounced on Farkus’s back as they rode, “we’re trading pants. You look like my size, and why should
  you care if your pants are clean or dirty?”


  The fourth reason he’d volunteered to take Capellen was still forming in his mind, Farkus thought. But by taking their buddy, they might decide he, Dave Farkus, was all right after all. He
  was on their side. And they might forget about him and quit telling him to shut up every time he spoke.


  And he could work the new angle and get the hell away from them before the Grim Brothers killed them all.


  “THEY MUST HAVE split up,” Parnell said, a note of puzzlement in his voice. He adjusted the dial on his equipment. “One of them has the sat phone and has
  finally stopped moving. The other one is down there somewhere.” He motioned toward the dark wall of trees. “They split up so we’d march right toward the guy with the sat phone
  while the other one waited for us here.”


  “Do you think he’s still there?” Campbell asked.


  “I doubt it,” Parnell said. “He knows we have the high ground and a clear field of fire. He’s not stupid enough to try to take us on up here in these rocks.”


  Smith nodded. “He waited until we left Capellen alone before he attacked him. That way, he had the odds on his side as well as the element of surprise. I wonder how long he’s been
  tracking us?”


  Parnell shrugged.


  “Maybe all night,” Smith said.


  Campbell turned. “Farkus, what the hell are you doing back there?”


  Farkus said, “Trying to make Capellen more comfortable. I took his vest off so he could breathe easier. I’m sure he won’t mind if I wear it for a while.”


  “What are you doing with his pants?”


  “WHAT IS IT with those guys?” Smith asked no one in particular. “We couldn’t see a damned thing without our night vision equipment, but whoever went
  after Capellen didn’t seem to have that problem. And I seriously doubt those guys have any real technology to use.”


  “They’re not human,” Farkus said.


  “Bullshit,” Parnell spat.


  They’d made it to the rock slide without being attacked. The horses were picketed on a grassy shelf above them, and Capellen lay dying in Farkus’s jeans with his back to a slick
  rock. There had been no movement on the scree beneath them or in the wall of trees below since they’d arrived an hour before.


  Smith said to Farkus, “If they aren’t human, then what the hell are they?”


  “They’re Wendigos,” Farkus said, pleased to finally be able to introduce his theory.


  Smith said, “Jesus. But that doesn’t work because these guys used to be human.”


  “That’s exactly how it works,” Farkus said. “They start out human, but something goes wrong. It’s usually related to terrible hunger, but sometimes it’s like
  a demon enters into them and turns them into monsters.


  “I know it sounds crazy, but things have been happening up here in these mountains for the last year that don’t make sense. It’s common knowledge in town that something’s
  going on up here.”


  Hearing no objection, Farkus forged on, keeping his voice low. “One night, in the Dixon Club, I asked an old Indian I know. He’s a Blackfoot from Montana by the name of Rodney Old
  Man. That’s the first time I heard about Wendigos. Then I did some research on the Internet and checked out a couple of books from the library. It’s scary stuff, man. These people who
  turn into Wendigos look like walking skeletons with their flesh hanging off of their bones. They stink like death—like those horses we found back there. And they feed on dead animals and
  living people. They’re cannibals, too, but they’re really weird cannibals because the more human flesh they eat, the bigger they get and the hungrier they are. And they can see in
  the dark.”


  Farkus said, “You guys are from Michigan, which is close to Canada, where most of the Wendigos come from. Do you know the story of an Indian named Swift Runner?” Farkus asked. No one
  spoke. “Now there was a man filled up with the spirit of the Wendigo. Killed, butchered, and ate his wife and six children.


  “You hear of a guy named Li just a couple of years ago? Up in Canada? He cut the head off a fellow bus passenger he’d never met before and started eating him right there on the
  bus.”


  Parnell hissed, “Shut up, now,” and put the muzzle of his weapon against Farkus’s forehead. Parnell’s face was flushed red with anger. The soundtrack for his rage
  was Capellen’s wet breathing, which had got worse.


  “Gotcha,” Farkus said.


  AS THE EASTERN sky lightened enough for Farkus to shed his night vision goggles, Capellen died with a sigh and a shudder.


  “Poor bastard,” Parnell said. “There was nothing we could do to save him.”


  Farkus didn’t say, Except maybe take him to a hospital.


  Parnell stood up and peeled his goggles off, said, “We’ll pick up his body on the way out. He’s not going anywhere.”


  Then: “Let’s get this thing over with so we can go home.”
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  IT HAD BEEN a long time since Joe had got up earlier than the rest of his family and made them breakfast. He cooked what he
  always cooked, what he knew how to make, what he thought they should want even though he wasn’t sure anymore that they did: pancakes, scrambled eggs, and bacon. He’d drunk half a pot of
  coffee and his nerves were jangling by the time Marybeth came down the hall in her robe.


  “Smells good,” she said.


  He poured her a mug of coffee.


  “Thank you,” she said. “I hope you don’t take it personally if the girls don’t dive into that big ranch breakfast you just created. Don’t
  forget—they’re getting older and more health and weight conscious all the time. It’s a struggle to get them to eat a banana or cereal in the morning before school. Most of the
  time I’m giving them something as they dash out the door.”


  “That’s because you don’t tempt them with bacon,” Joe said. “Bacon is magic.”


  She let that pass. “Any sign of Nate?”


  “Nope. My guess is he’s out at his old place on the river or staying with Alisha.”


  “I’d guess Alisha.”


  “I’m sure you’re right.”


  She said, “I’m glad we talked last night.”


  “For starters,” he said.


  She smiled and looked away. He watched as she peered through the front room toward the picture window, squinted, and turned to him. “Who is parked in front of our house?”


  “What?” There hadn’t been any vehicles in front when he’d gone out earlier to collect the weekly Saddlestring Roundup. Now, though, there was a massive red Ford
  Expedition with Colorado plates blocking Marybeth’s van in the driveway.


  Joe walked to the front window in his apron with a spatula in his hand, just in time to see the passenger door open and Bobby McCue swing out. McCue was talking with someone inside. Although the
  windows were darkened, Joe could see at least two other heads besides the driver.


  Marybeth joined him at the window, and they both watched as a man and a woman got out of the Expedition. The man was tall and red-faced, and his movements were swift and purposeful. He slammed
  the door shut and strode around the front of the vehicle. He wore an open safari jacket, jeans, and heavy boots, as if he planned to traverse the Outback later in the day. The woman, in a
  knee-length navy blue jacket, wrapped her arms around herself as if trying to make herself smaller. She was short, thin, dark, and furtive. She appeared uncomfortable or nervous, and she looked to
  the red-faced man for their next move. He gestured toward the house with a brusque nod and walked right by her, swinging his arms. She followed him up the concrete walkway in front of Bobby
  McCue.


  “Do you know them?” Marybeth asked.


  “I know the guy in the back. He’s the one who came to see me in the hospital and lied about being from DCI.”


  “What do you suppose they want?”


  “I don’t know,” Joe said, “but if they want to talk, I’ll steer them into my office. Do you mind feeding the girls?”


  Marybeth said, “That’s what I do every day, Joe. I think I can handle it.”


  THE RED-FACED MAN said, “Brent Shober” and stuck out his hand.


  Joe reached out and shook it. “I was wondering when I might hear from you.”


  “This is my wife, Jenna.”


  “Hello, Jenna. I’m Joe Pickett.”


  She smiled tightly and looked away from him.


  “And our investigator, Bobby McCue.”


  “We’ve met,” Joe said, nodding toward McCue. McCue shrugged and winked, as if he and Joe were brothers in arms in law enforcement subterfuge. Joe shook his head, denying the
  bond.


  Joe had to clear papers from his two office chairs and fetch a folding chair from a hall closet so all three could sit down in his cramped home office. They filled the room. He closed the door
  and sidled past them and around his desk and sat in his office chair. Joe didn’t want any of them seeing his girls as they went about their morning routine getting ready for breakfast and
  school.


  “You gonna wear that?” Brent Shober asked, indicating Joe’s apron. Joe flushed. He’d forgotten about it. But he didn’t feel like taking it off, either. He
  put the spatula on his desk next to his pen and pencil set.


  “What can I do for you?” he said.


  Brent snorted and sat forward, putting his elbows on Joe’s desk. He glanced quickly toward McCue and Jenna before forging ahead. “We’re here because Bobby got a hold of the
  statement you made to the sheriff in Carbon County, right?”


  Joe said, “Now before you jump to conclusions, I never said I positively identified your daughter. I’m sorry to say that, but ...”


  “Look, Pickett,” Brent said, cutting Joe off. “I’m not one to beat around the bush. We’re here because we need you to help us locate Diane.”


  “Didn’t you just hear what I said?”


  Brent shook his head as if it didn’t matter. “We’ve spent the last week in agony while that search team went up into the mountains to check out your story. We waited for any
  kind of word from them. When they found nothing—nothing at all—it was like another twist of the knife in my back, right? And I’m getting sick and tired of having my hopes raised
  up and smashed back down. You’re the only one, apparently, who knows where to find her. We need you to do just that. If necessary, I’ll hire you. Just name your price.”


  “It isn’t about money,” Joe said.


  “Everything’s about money, right?” Brent said. “I can see how you live here,” he said, gesturing vaguely around Joe’s cluttered office. “I also know
  your personal situation from Bobby here. You’ve been put on the shelf. You’ve got nothing to do and who knows if you’ll even get your job back. Right?”


  Joe didn’t like talking to people who ended statements with the word “Right?” for the reason of preempting any possible disagreement. But before he could speak, Brent said,
  “For two long, hard years, Jenna and I have done everything we could to get the word out that our daughter was missing and doing everything we could do to find her. I personally spent two
  weeks this summer talking to law enforcement to remind them she hadn’t been found and putting fliers in every public place I could in northern Colorado and southern Wyoming. Finding
  her is my obsession, Pickett. I know she’s alive and well. I just know it, right? And up until Bobby got a hold of that statement of yours, I was starting to think about giving up hope. Not
  that I did give up, but I was considering the possibility, if you know what I mean, right?”


  Joe had learned not to even try to talk to Brent Shober, so he didn’t.


  Brent stood up. He clearly wanted to pace, but there was no room. So he bent over Joe’s desk so his face was even closer.


  “My little girl was on a schedule to go to the Olympics, something her old man barely missed out on. I was a one-thousand-meter man. I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of me or
  not, but no matter. A month before the trials, I screwed up my knees. Still, I missed qualifying by only six seconds. Diane, though, she was on track. She was getting stronger by the month.
  That’s why we moved part of our company from Michigan to the mountains out here, so she could train at high elevation and gain endurance and strength. She was on track, right?”


  “Right,” Joe said.


  “Then she goes for a long run and never comes back. We haven’t seen her or talked with her in two years. Think about that. It’s been eating us up, Jenna and me. I nearly
  lost my company—I build super-high-end office parks—because I spent so much time talking to local yokels and listening to every crackpot who said they might have seen her. That’s
  because I put out that half-million-dollar reward, right?”


  Even though Brent’s eyes burned into him, Joe let his return gaze slip away. McCue sat in his chair like a good hired soldier, betraying nothing. There was a slight smile on his face, as
  if he enjoyed seeing someone else on the other end of Brent Shober for a change. He’d likely heard the story twenty times, but he didn’t betray his boredom or familiarity. Jenna, on the
  other hand, made a point not to look at Joe or her husband, even when he referred to her. No doubt she shared his pain, Joe thought, but she didn’t share his bombast.


  “So,” Brent continued, “for two years this has been our quest—to find our Diane. We’ve hired private investigators, I’ve gone personally to meet with the FBI
  in D.C., Denver, and Cheyenne, and we’ve even listened to hack psychics tell us she is definitely alive, and definitely waiting for us to rescue her. Her no-good fiancé used to work
  with us, but he’s given up the fight. That little rat bastard picked up and moved to Baja and we haven’t heard from him in months. But I’m not giving up, Pickett. I know
  she’s still up there somewhere, that somebody’s got her, right?”


  Joe felt pummeled and somehow at fault. “Mr. Shober, I can’t even imagine what it would be like to lose your only daughter.”


  Brent stuck out his palm to stop Joe from talking. “No, Pickett, you can’t imagine what hell feels like.”


  Joe wanted to say, But I have a pretty good idea ... when Jenna Shober spoke for the first time. She said, “Diane is our youngest. We have an older daughter and an older son. But
  they aren’t ...”


  Brent cut her off, said to Joe, “So we need you to go back up there. Take as many men as you need. Hire experts, if you have to, and send me the bill. But you are the only soul alive who
  has seen her in the past two years, and you are the only one who has a chance of finding her again, right?”


  “Wrong.” Joe felt as if he were being screwed into the floor with guilt. He wished he’d never have mentioned her name.


  Brent Shober sputtered, “What did you say?”


  “I said ‘wrong,’” Joe repeated. He pointed at McCue. “I told your guy and every investigator since I made the initial statement that I didn’t get a good look
  at the fourth person up there. It was dark, I was hurt, and I was influenced by all those fliers you put up. Her name popped into my mind, is all. I wish I could tell you different, but I have no
  idea at all who that woman was.”


  Brent shook his head. “You’re backing out on me.”


  Joe said, “I was never in. Look, at least let me ask you a couple of questions before we end here.” He was fully aware of his promise to Marybeth and he was honor-bound to
  keep it, even though the circumstances may have changed. But his curiosity was up.


  Brent turned to Jenna, incredulity on his face, as if he were being confronted by madness.


  Joe forged on. “Did you or Diane ever know a couple of brothers named Grim? Or Grimmengruber? Is there any reason to believe if this person I saw was your daughter that she’d be with
  them?”


  Brent screwed up his face with utter contempt. “That’s the most fucking ridiculous question anybody has ever asked me. Of course we don’t know anybody like that.”


  “What about Diane?”


  “Jesus, are you deaf? We don’t know anybody like that. We’d never know white trash like that, right?”


  Joe paused. He looked at McCue, then back to Brent Shober. “How do you know what they’re like?” Joe asked. “I never said a word about them. I never used the term
  ‘white trash.’ So how would you not ever know anyone like that if you don’t know a thing about them?”


  Brent’s face got redder, and Joe could see the cords in his neck pull taut from his clavicle to his jawline.


  McCue said, “He knows what’s in your statement and the report. I told him all that.”


  Joe wasn’t sure. He looked to Brent’s face for clues but read only fury. Jenna wouldn’t meet his eyes.


  Brent closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, obviously to calm himself. A full minute passed. Joe started wondering where his pepper spray was amidst the clutter. Just in case.


  Finally, Brent said, “To accuse me of anything is beyond ridiculous. I love my Diane more than life itself.”


  Joe felt ashamed. “Really, Mr. Shober, I didn’t mean to imply you were guilty of anything.”


  Brent waved him off and continued. “Do you realize, Pickett, what a special girl she is? That she has the capability of representing her family and her country in the Olympics? Do you know
  how rare that is? Do you realize that in the life of a long-distance runner, you get maybe—maybe—two shots at the Games? That’s how short the window is. And if you miss
  your chance, you never get it back for the rest of your life. You grow old knowing you had your shot and you didn’t take it.”


  Joe said, “Are we talking about Diane here?”


  McCue was faster than he looked, and was able to throw himself in front of Brent Shober before the man could leap over the desk and throttle Joe.


  McCue and Jenna managed to get Brent turned around, and McCue wrapped him up and guided him out the door. Brent yelled over his shoulder, “YOU’VE GOT TO HELP ME! YOU’VE GOT
  TO HELP ME!” even as McCue pushed him across Joe’s lawn toward the Expedition. Jenna followed, her head down.


  As they reached the SUV, he turned and looked back at the house, as if sizing it up for demolition.


  AFTER THEY DROVE away, Joe moaned, collapsed on the couch, and put his head in his hands. He ached for Brent and Jenna Shober. What torment they’d gone through. Torment
  like that would likely turn him into someone like Brent, or worse. He didn’t have to like the man to feel sorry for him.


  He closed his eyes and tried to recall the fourth person on the mountains, but her face became no clearer.


  AFTER CLEARING AWAY the breakfast dishes and noting that the girls had eaten the magic bacon but little else, Joe called the FBI field office in Cheyenne and asked for
  Special Agent Chuck Coon.


  When the receptionist asked who was calling, Joe gave his name. When she came back, she said Agent Coon was in a meeting and would have to get back to him. So Joe called Coon’s private
  cell phone number.


  “Hello?” Coon said.


  “It’s me, Joe.”


  “Damn, I didn’t recognize the number. If I knew it was you, I would have let it go to voice mail.”


  “You gave me this number last year, remember?” Joe said. “You said to use it if I couldn’t get through to you.”


  “That was last year,” Coon said.


  When they were both working on the Stenko case, Coon wanted Joe to be in contact. Joe pictured the agent on the other end of the conversation. He had close-cropped brown hair, small features,
  and a boyish, alert face that didn’t jibe with his tightly wound manner. He had a young son and another child on the way. He’d worked for several years under Tony Portenson before
  Portenson got his wish and got reassigned. Joe assumed Coon and the entire FBI office had sighed a collective sigh of relief when Portenson walked out the door.


  Joe asked about the baby on the way (she was due in a month) and Coon’s son (four and starting preschool), and he briefed the agent on his family and how things were going now that April
  was back with them. It all took two minutes. Then: silence.


  Which said to Joe that Coon was being very cautious.


  “You know why I’m calling,” Joe said.


  After another pause, Coon said, “Why don’t you tell me just so, you know, I don’t start giving national counterterrorism secrets away or something like that?”


  “The Grim Brothers,” Joe said.


  “I was afraid that was what you’d say.”


  “Tell me about them.”


  “There’s nothing to be said.”


  “Which means exactly what?”


  “Joe,” Coon said with some finality, “the Grim Brothers don’t exist as such.”


  Joe’s stomach hurt. “Please translate? As such?”


  “Exactly that. They don’t exist.”


  “Are you saying I made them up?”


  “Not exactly. But I can’t go much further than what I already said. Let’s just leave it at this: it’s a matter we’re keeping our eye on. The bureau doesn’t
  comment on ongoing investigations. You, of all people, should know that.”


  “Man, I’m confused.”


  “So,” Coon said, “how is that dog of yours? Tube, wasn’t it?”


  “Not so fast,” Joe said. “I need to get something straight. Are you saying they don’t exist because you can’t find them in your database? Or that you think I made
  them up?”


  Coon sighed. “They’re not in the database, Joe. Caleb, Camish Grim, or G-R-I-M-M, or Grimmengruber, or any combination thereof. They gave you a false name, Joe.”


  “Why would they do that?”


  Coon exhaled, as if he were going to answer Joe, but he caught himself. “I’ve already said enough, I think.”


  “But I’m investigating them, too. So’s the governor and DCI. I thought we shared information these days?”


  Coon laughed, “When did you come up with that one? Nice try, though. Besides, at some point in this conversation, were you going to let me know you’re on administrative leave? Did
  you think I wouldn’t know that?”


  Said Joe, “Chuck, what is going on here? Why are you guys so interested in what happened up there? From what I know, it’s purely a local or state matter on the surface unless you got
  asked to assist. I know the state didn’t ask you to come in on this, and I doubt Sheriff Baird would. So that means there’s some other reason. I don’t buy it you have nothing else
  to do and you’re bored.”


  “As I said, the FBI doesn’t comment on ongoing ...”


  “Sheesh, I know, I know. But why is there federal interest?”


  “I’m sorry, Joe. That’s the best I can do.”


  Joe said, “You’ve done nothing.”


  “I’m sorry you feel that way, Joe. My best to Marybeth and the girls. And don’t call me on my cell again.” With that, he punched off.


  Joe closed his phone and stared out the window. Ed Nedney was back outside putting fertilizer on his lawn.


  Despite what Coon withheld, he’d inadvertently confirmed a couple of things. There was an investigation going on, and it was obviously big enough he’d felt the need to play it
  coy. That the bureau hadn’t tipped off DCI or the governor of their investigation was suspicious. Even so, Joe was heartened they believed him and his story after all.


  JOE SPENT THE afternoon walking aimlessly through the house with his bucket of tools, but his mind was back up in the Sierra Madre. He tried scenario after scenario and came up
  with nothing plausible. When he tried to link up the Grim Brothers, the FBI, Terri Wade, the mystery woman, the UP ... he got nowhere.


  He realized he’d forgotten about dinner, and he looked at his watch. There was an hour before Marybeth and the girls got home. He’d told Marybeth he’d cook burgers on the
  grill, but he’d forgotten to get the meat out of the freezer and he hadn’t been to the store to buy buns or the other things on the list she’d left him. On the way to the kitchen
  to see what he could scramble up, the doorbell rang.


  It was Jenna Shober. She was alone and crying.
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  “HOW MANY MORE of these are there?” Smith asked, gesturing toward the perfectly round lake in the bottom of the
  alpine cirque. Vertical rock walls rose sharply on three sides of the water, and the fourth side was sloped and grassy. A trout nosed the surface and concentric rings rippled out across the still
  water until it finally flattened again.


  “There’s at least two more cirques,” Farkus said. “They kind of stair-step their way down the mountain. The cirques trap the snowmelt so it can’t flow anywhere. We
  used to fish these lakes.”


  The sky had cleared and morning was warming up. They’d been riding for five hours on the western side of the mountains, rimming the series of spectacular cirques Farkus had surprised
  himself by knowing about. He’d fudged his knowledge a little, because he hadn’t visited the area since way back in high school with some friends who’d backpacked up from the
  valley floor to fish the mountain lakes. He’d been drunk approximately the whole time, so his recollections were vague and imprecise. He remembered falling off a rock into one of the lakes
  while drinking a half a bottle of sloe gin. The water was bone-chilling. His lone trip up here was years before the Forest Service had shut down access roads into the area, but at last he had an
  idea where he was. He knew that if they kept traveling in a westerly direction, they’d eventually hit the creek and trailhead where he’d originally met Joe Pickett.


  Farkus had actually become useful to Parnell, Smith, and Campbell. Plus, his tales of the Wendigo had helped distract Smith and Campbell, he could tell. Of course, he’d just made up the
  part about Wendigos being able to see in the dark, but they’d never know that. Smith and Campbell now seemed jumpy. Farkus could tell Parnell had picked up on that, too, and he no doubt
  feared a loss of control over his team.


  For the first time since they’d stopped him and forced him out of his truck two days before, Farkus felt he might just have a chance after all. Since he knew vaguely where he was now and
  his companions were becoming less vigilant by the hour, he might be able to escape.


  Problem was, it was this area where the game warden was headed to investigate the stolen elk. Which meant this is where Joe Pickett had encountered the Grim Brothers.


  Parnell’s tracking device chirped. He read the display and announced they were practically on top of their target.


  “How close?” Smith asked.


  “Half a mile, maybe. Over the next ridge, I’d guess. We’ve been closing the gap all morning.”


  “Are they still going the other way?”


  “No,” Parnell said. “He’s coming at us right now.”


  Smith drew his AR-15 rifle out of his saddle scabbard and laid it across the pommel of his saddle. Campbell checked the loads of his rifle, even though Farkus had seen him do it at least twice
  before.


  “So,” Farkus said to Parnell, “are you gonna finally tell me what this is all about?”


  “No.”


  FARKUS FELT A knot build in his stomach as they got close to the ridge. Whoever they were after, if Parnell’s equipment was reliable, was just over the other side.
  Parnell had veered from the established trail into a thick stand of gnarled pine trees. When they were in the cover, Parnell dismounted, and Smith and Campbell did the same. For a brief moment,
  Farkus considered kicking the horse and riding away while the three of them were down. But which direction? If he went back the way they’d come, he’d be in the open for a hundred yards
  and a well-placed shot could pick him off, borrowed body armor or not. And if he thundered over the rim, he might ride straight into the Grim Brothers.


  He sighed and dismounted with the rest of them.


  Parnell motioned for them to come close and listen. He whispered, “Let’s get our weapons ready and tie up the horses here so they can’t see them. When we’re locked and
  loaded, we’ll crawl through the trees to the edge of the ridge and scope it down. Remember, those boys have body armor, too. So go for headshots.”


  Farkus said, “They do?”


  “At least that’s what we were told.”


  Then: “Smith, you ready?”


  Smith nodded once.


  “Campbell?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He turned to Farkus. “You stay here and don’t even think of trying to get away like you were a minute ago. If you try to run, I’ll shoot you so fast you’ll be dead before
  you hit the ground.”


  Farkus swallowed and looked away.


  “So,” Smith said to Parnell, “you’re thinking they’re down in this cirque?”


  “That’s what I think,” Parnell whispered.


  “Let’s not miss,” Smith said to the others. “The last thing we need is a wounded Cline brother coming after us.”


  Farkus said, “Cline? I thought their name was Grim?”


  “Shut up, Dave,” Parnell said, shooting Smith a punishing look.


  FARKUS STOOD OFF to the side with the horses, thinking Cline? Where had he heard that name? Something about Michigan ...


  When Parnell’s tracker chirped again, he read it and appeared startled. His scalp twitched above his forehead even though his face was a mask.


  “What?” Smith asked.


  “He’s on top of us,” Parnell whispered. “He’s coming up the rim right at us. He’s running up the side of the cirque.”


  Farkus quickly dropped down to his hands and knees, wishing he could make himself even less of a target.


  Parnell and Smith raised the barrels of their AR-15s, pointing them through the trees toward the lip of the rim. Campbell quickly slung his scoped rifle over his shoulder, because his scoped
  weapon wasn’t useful at close range, pulled his Sig Sauer, and steadied it out in front of him with two hands.


  Farkus heard the rapid thumping of footfalls and saw a flash of spindly movement from the other side of the rim and then a full set of antlers. The big five-point buck mule deer with a satellite
  phone wired to its antlers came lurching up over the side in a dead run.


  Parnell and Smith turned it into hamburger.
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  “WE DIDN’T KNOW Diane was missing until she’d been gone for four days,” Jenna Shober said in a low,
  soft voice rubbed raw with sandpaper from two years of crying. “Can you imagine that?”


  “No,” Joe said.


  They were in the living room. He assumed she’d head back to his office but she only made it as far as the couch. She’d folded into the far corner of it with her back against the
  armrest and her hands clamped tightly between her legs. Her head was tilted slightly forward, so when she talked to Joe she had to look up. But she spent most of the time staring at her knees,
  recalling what happened from a script so obviously seared into her being that at times she seemed to be reading from it.


  “If we’d known right away—even a day after—we could have done something,” she said. “Brent would have done everything in the world to find her. She
  couldn’t have been that far from the trailhead in just one day—only as far as she could run. So at least we would have had a known radius where to look. She usually ran four miles in
  and four miles out—eight total. Sometimes when she was in hard training, she’d double that. But because the trials were just a month away, her training schedule was pretty regular and
  eight miles total would have been about right. She loved to run in the mountains. She’d rather run in the mountains than in the best facilities in the world.


  “She started her last run on a Tuesday. We didn’t find out she was missing until Friday night, when her fiancé finally called.”


  “Tell me about him,” Joe said.


  She looked up. “His name is Justin LeForge. He’s a triathlete, one of the best. I don’t know if you’ve heard of him or not. He’s placed in the top three at the
  Hawaiian Ironman, and he won a big race in Nice, France, and the Wildflower in California.”


  Joe shook his head. “I’m not familiar with triathlons, sorry.”


  She continued, “Anyway, Justin and Diane seemed like the perfect couple. They were beautiful—thin, fit, athletic, attractive. Ken and Barbie in track clothes, one of my friends said.
  A little odd when it came to politics and worldview, but young people can be like that. They met down in Colorado Springs at the Olympic Training Center. Brent thought Justin was the greatest, and
  he bragged constantly about his future son-in-law. But everything wasn’t as it seemed.”


  Joe said, “What do you mean when you say they had odd political beliefs?”


  She laughed a dry laugh. “They were certainly counter to her father’s, for one. Brent has always been very involved politically. We give a lot of money to candidates, and as a big
  developer he is used to being, um, close with them. There’s a lot of federal money these days, you know. It has to go to somebody, is the way Brent puts it, so it might as well be him.
  Anyway, Justin was a big fan of that writer Ayn Rand. You know her?”


  Joe said, “I read Atlas Shrugged in college. It was pretty good until that last speech. I never could finish it because of that ninety-page speech at the end.”


  “Justin said he was an Objectivist, like Ayn Rand. You know, staunch capitalism, anti-big government. Lots of kids go through that.”


  Joe nodded, urging her on.


  “Justin and Brent butted heads a few times, and Diane was right there in the thick of it. I always wondered how much of her new philosophy she truly held and how much was because of
  Justin. And how much of it was simple rebellion, mainly against her dad. They’re both strong-willed people, Brent and Diane. The funny thing is Justin is just as bullheaded as Brent, but
  Diane never seemed to see the similarity.


  “They were selfish, both of them. Part of it came from Objectivism, I guess. I’ve never been around two people more self-absorbed than my daughter and her fiancé. They lived
  in the same house but they never really lived together, if you know what I mean. She did her thing and he did his. It was all about running, working out, eating food as fuel. It was all
  about their bodies—how they looked, how they could trim a second off their best time. They looked at their friends, relatives, families—and the rest of the world—as their support
  team. I used to complain about it, how Diane would only talk about herself when she called and never ask about her brother or sister or me, but Brent just sloughed it off and said that’s how
  athletes had to be when they reached a certain level. And as you could see, Brent is a little like that.”


  Joe said, “Back to the four days between her disappearance and you finding out about it.”


  “Oh,” she said, squirming farther back into the couch, making herself smaller. “I’m sorry. I went on a tangent.”


  “It’s okay,” he said, stealing a look at his wristwatch and deciding: Pizza tonight. Delivered.


  “Well, as I said, we didn’t hear from Justin until Friday night. It was a maddening conversation. He said he didn’t have much time to talk because he had to catch a flight for
  a race in Hawaii. It was like, ‘By the way, I’m not sure where Diane is. I haven’t seen her since Tuesday. Gotta go, wish me luck.’”


  “Man,” Joe said, sitting back.


  “That’s how he was. That’s how he still is. Cold as a fish.”


  “How did he explain it?”


  “He didn’t, really. He said she’d left him a note Tuesday morning saying she was going to drive north of Steamboat Springs and go for a run in the mountains. This in itself
  wasn’t unusual. Her car was gone, of course. Later, much later, he said he figured she decided to get a room in Steamboat and use it as her base to train from for a few days. He said
  they’d been fighting and she probably needed a little time away, that it had happened before and it was no big deal. Can you imagine that?”


  “No,” Joe said, deciding if he ever met Justin LeForge he’d smack him in the mouth.


  “That’s when Brent contacted the authorities. We didn’t have much to go on, and you can imagine how angry and scared we were. At the time, we didn’t even know which
  mountains or in which state. On Monday, the sheriff in Walden, Colorado, got a report that her Subaru was reported at a trailhead across the border in Wyoming. That’s when things
  finally started to happen. Search-and-rescue teams, helicopters, news alerts, all of it.”


  Joe nodded. “I was on the search team.”


  “Thank you,” she said sincerely. “A lot of good men and women spent days trying to find her. But by that time, she’d been gone over a week. All I could think about was
  that she’d fallen and broken her leg and was waiting for help that never came. I was terrified she was suffering up there somewhere. I was horrified that she wouldn’t be found at all or
  that her body would be found. I can’t even tell you how awful that week was. Or how everything is coming back now.”


  Joe said, “About Justin ...”


  She waved her hand. “I know what you’re probably thinking—that maybe he had something to do with it. We did, too, eventually. Especially when he just stopped caring and
  calling. But according to the police, his alibi was airtight. He was training all Tuesday and Wednesday with his coaches. The note she left him was in her handwriting. When my husband hired Bobby
  to investigate, the first thing we asked him to do was to check out Justin’s alibi. But Bobby said there was no doubt Justin’s story held. In fact, Justin found a girl—another
  runner—who testified Justin was with her from Tuesday through Thursday. He was cheating on my daughter, Mr. Pickett.”


  She looked at her hands. “I no longer suspect Justin, even though I despise him. He just didn’t care. And as tough as it was for me to accept, I realized he didn’t care enough
  about Diane to hurt her. She really meant nothing to him. He’s got a new girlfriend now, and he’s moved from Colorado. We haven’t heard anything from him in months, although I
  still follow his races on the Internet. When Bobby told us about your statement, Brent called him on his cell phone and left a message that there might be some new information. Justin hasn’t
  returned the call.”


  Joe sighed. Her pain gave him a knot in his stomach. That his report had given her a glimmer of hope made his palms cold.


  She looked up. “I hope you can forgive my husband for the way he acted earlier. If there is such a thing as being obsessed to the point of insanity, that pretty much describes Brent now.
  I’m watching him fall apart in front of my eyes. Sometimes, I think it would be better if some hunter found her bones. At least then it would be over. If the news didn’t kill him, he
  might finally be able to recover. But this not knowing ...” She let the sentence trail off.


  “It’s been so hard on Brent,” she said suddenly. “He worshipped his daughter, even though she distanced herself from him in the end.”


  Joe thought about that.


  Suddenly, the front door burst open and Sheridan flew inside the house, running straight for her bedroom. Joe looked outside and saw her pickup truck in the driveway with the door open and the
  motor running.


  “Crap!” Sheridan said, seeing Joe and Jenna Shober. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were there.”


  “What’s up?” Joe asked.


  “I forgot my basketball shoes,” she said. “I’ve got to get them and go. Practice starts in ten minutes. Sorry.”


  With that, she ran into her room and ran out with the shoes. “Sorry to interrupt,” she called out over her shoulder. “See you later, Dad.”


  “See you later,” Joe said, even though Sheridan had shut the door and jumped back into her truck.


  “She’s pretty,” Jenna said.


  “Thank you,” Joe said, distracted.


  Jenna reached out and squeezed Joe’s hand. “Hold on to her tight,” she said. “Don’t let her go.”


  Joe knew what she was thinking. The same thing he was thinking.


  SHE TOOK OUT a large envelope from her purse. “We meant to show you these things earlier,” she said. “But things got heated and Brent forgot. These days, he
  gets so wrapped up in the how that he forgets about the why. He just assumed you’d jump up and go find our daughter. When you didn’t, he lost it and forgot about the
  envelope. When we got to the motel, I slipped it into my purse and lied about going shopping. Brent would never have approved of me coming here myself to talk with you.”


  Joe nodded, still dumbstruck from seeing Sheridan and imagining what it would be like if she left one day and never came back. He paid polite attention to a postcard she handed to him.


  “This was sent to our Michigan address a year ago,” she said.


  The card was a generic COLORFUL COLORADO postcard with faded images of Pikes Peak, the Maroon Bells, a skier turning down a slope, and the Denver skyline. He flipped it
  over. It was post-marked from Walden, Colorado, but over the border.


  The handwriting was crimped and severe, as if the author had struggled with the words. He guessed the sender was male.


  Jenna:


  
    
      I’m sending this to you on behalf of your daughter Diane. I saw her and she is fine. She says not to worry about her. She asks that you not share this message with her
      Dad.

    

  


  
    It was signed, A Friend.

  


  Joe handed the card back. “Any idea who sent it?”


  “No. But it gives me hope.”


  He kept his voice soft. “Her disappearance wasn’t a secret. I mean, anyone could have sent this to you. It could be a cruel hoax, or it could be someone well-meaning trying to ease
  your pain.”


  She looked down. “I know that. But I want to think it’s real.”


  A moment went by as Joe tried to form his question as diplomatically as possible. “So, did you show it to Brent?”


  She shook her head quickly but didn’t look up.


  He sat back. “Why not?”


  She looked away. He could see moisture in her eyes.


  “You didn’t want him to know,” Joe said.


  She whispered, “It’s tough.”


  Joe was confused. He knew he was on thin ice. Finally, he said, “Jenna, is it possible the relationship between your husband and your daughter was, you know, a little too close when she
  was growing up?”


  Jenna refused to answer, which was an answer in itself, Joe thought.


  Minutes passed. Joe didn’t press. And he tried not to stare at her while she sat silently, looking away.


  At last, she said, “Would you like to look at some photos?”


  “Sure,” he said. Anything to move past his last question, he thought.


  He’d seen most of them before in the initial briefing before he’d struck out with the search-and-rescue team, and others on fliers the Shobers had posted, but he didn’t want to
  hurt her feelings by not looking at them. He did look at them to try to find what it was about the unknown woman he’d seen that made him think of Diane Shober. Maybe a profile or an
  expression? But thus far, none of the photos made a direct connection.


  Most of the shots were of Diane running in competitions. She had a determined set to her face, and her blond hair flew back like frozen flames. Her fists were clenched, her arms pumping, the
  muscles in her arms, thighs, and calves taut as ropes.


  “Here,” Jenna said, “this is the one we wanted you to see.”


  Joe took it. The photo was not from a track meet, but from training. In it, Diane wore tight running clothes but she looked happy and relaxed and she had a nice open-faced smile. The right front
  fender of her Subaru poked out from the bottom left corner of the photo, and behind her were lodgepole pine trees and a glimpse of a cobalt blue sky between openings in the branches. Joe wondered
  if the shot had been taken at the same trailhead where her car had been found.


  “Justin sent us that picture,” Jenna said. “He said he took it a week or so before she disappeared but he’d forgotten it was in his camera. He sent it to us almost a year
  after she’d been gone.”


  Joe nodded. As he studied the photo, it hit him. He jabbed at the shot with his index finger. “Oh, man,” he said.


  On Diane’s left arm was an iPod in a pink case.


  “This looks exactly like the case Caleb had in his daypack,” Joe said softly.


  “Bobby made the connection,” she said. “He said he asked you about it when you were in the hospital.”


  “Yes, he did.”


  “Brent was supposed to show that to you today, but he was so upset he forgot. That’s why I came back.”


  Joe shook his head. What was the possibility the case he’d seen in Caleb’s daypack was similar but different? Given the remoteness of the tableau, the odds were tremendous they were
  the same item.


  He looked up. How to say it without upsetting her? “Mrs. Shober, they look the same. Yup, they do. But that doesn’t mean she’s up there with them. I told you I was probably
  mistaken. And there’s the possibility they found this case on a trail or even stole it from a car or something.” Or found it on her body and took it, he thought but didn’t
  say.


  He started to hand the photos back, but one of them nagged at him. He flipped through the stack again to a shot of Diane in a heated discussion with two other women runners in what was obviously
  a track meet at a stadium. All three wore uniforms that looked the same. Joe looked up for an explanation.


  “Oh, that one,” Jenna said. “It’s from college. I have that one in there because I think it shows Diane’s passion. Those other two girls are on her team, and one of
  them had lost a race because a competitor tripped her deliberately. Diane was so angry ...”


  But what Joe was struck by was the gesture Diane was making: stabbing her right index finger into the palm of her left hand to make a point.


  “Your daughter,” he said, “has she always been blond?”


  Jenna laughed. “Since high school, anyway. She dyes it religiously.”


  Joe took his index finger and placed it along the brow of Diane’s face in the photo, creating bangs. “So if she doesn’t color her hair, it turns back to the original dark
  brown,” he said.


  “Yes.”


  Joe looked up. “Do you know the name Terri Wade?”


  Jenna looked back quizzically. “Of course I do. She was our housekeeper when Diane was growing up. Diane loved her, we all did. But she left us years ago. She and Brent had a disagreement
  ...”


  Joe’s jaw and shoulders dropped. He flashed back to that moment when he saw the faces reflected in flame.


  Jenna saw his reaction, said, “What?”


  “Mrs. Shober—I saw Diane. She’s using the name of your old housekeeper,” he said. “A name she’s comfortable with. She let her hair go brown and she dressed
  frumpy so I wouldn’t recognize her. But at one point outside that burning cabin, she turned away and then turned back. The angle of her face or the way the fire made her hair look lighter and
  her face look younger and resembled the photo on all the flyers. It made me think there were two women when there was only one.” He thought back again to that scene in the woods, that one
  quick glimpse of the “fourth face.” Wade turning away into the darkness, then the flash of one he’d thought was a different woman. Except it hadn’t been. It had been Diane
  all along. He shook his head in amazement. “And she’s got the brothers thinking her name is Terri Wade because they used it when they talked to her. I told you earlier I was probably
  mistaken but I don’t think so now. She was alive when I saw her last. So you need to know that. But ...”


  Her expression didn’t change but her eyes glistened with tears. “So you won’t help us?”


  He couldn’t look into her eyes any longer. He handed the photo back and said, “I’m sorry.”


  She started to say something, but her throat caught with a sob and she snatched the photo back and turned angrily away.


  As she shoved the photos back into the envelope, Joe stared at the ceiling, the window, the floor. Anywhere but at her.


  “Joe?” It was Marybeth, from behind him. He hadn’t heard her come into the house from the garage and place her briefcase on the kitchen table. And he didn’t know how long
  she’d been there in the doorway to the kitchen, or how much she’d heard.


  He turned.


  “Go,” she said. “Go find her.”


  A MINUTE AFTER a sobbing and grateful Jenna Shober left their house, Joe said to Marybeth, “But I promised you.”


  “You promised me when we didn’t know it was really Diane up there,” she said. “And when I put myself in Mrs. Shober’s shoes, if Sheridan or April or Lucy were
  missing ...” Joe nodded. “If you’re sure ...”


  “Take Nate,” she said. “Of course.”


  WHEN THE DOORBELL rang, Joe expected either Brent or Jenna Shober, not the FedEx driver. He signed for a medium-sized box that wasn’t as heavy as it looked.


  From the kitchen, Marybeth said, “What is it, Joe?”


  “Dad,” he said.
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  THEY WERE RIDING blind, still bearing west toward the high rim of the last cirque, Parnell in the lead, when Farkus said,
  “So all this time we were tracking a deer?”


  Parnell didn’t answer. He glowered, though. Farkus thought the man was humiliated but didn’t want to show it.


  Farkus said, “What I gather is these guys are the Cline Brothers? Of the Cline Family? What was their mother’s name? The one in the news?” It came to him and he answered
  his own question: “Caryl Cline. I remember seeing her on TV. She had a following out here, you know. But why did the game warden say their name was Grim?”


  “Because I’m sure that’s what they told him.”


  “Why would they do that?”


  Parnell started to answer as he approached the edge of rim, but he suddenly reined his horse to stop with a violent pull. “My God! There’s someone down there.”


  “Is it one of the Clines?” Smith asked. “Did you see him? Did he see you?”


  Parnell shook his head slowly, “It isn’t one of them. You are not going to believe the scene down there.”


  Intrigued, Farkus, Campbell, and Smith nudged their horses forward. As the horse walked, Farkus stood in his stirrups and strained to see over the rim. With each step of the horse, he could see
  a little more terrain below as it opened up to him. He was careful not to expose any more of himself than he had to. He was certain that the rim dropped away into a sheer rock wall. On the other
  side of the cirque, the wall wasn’t as steep. There was a trail through scree on the other side of a pure blue mountain lake. And then he saw her.


  “It looks like a naked woman,” he said, a smile stretching across his face. “Finally, something good has happened.”


  IT TOOK HALF an hour for the four horsemen to circumnavigate the last cirque to the trail down to the lake. Occasionally, as they rode near the rim, Farkus would rise up and
  catch a glimpse of the woman. It was too far to see her clearly, but what he could see was as interesting as it was baffling. She was swimming. He wondered if the water was as cold as he
  remembered. He caught flashes of pale white skin, long dark hair fanning in the fantastically clear water, a glimpse of bare shoulders and small breasts and long limbs. There was a pile of clothing
  in the rocks near the shore of the alpine lake.


  “I feel like I died and went to heaven,” Farkus said. “I been hunting up here all my life just hoping to see something like this. D’you suppose she’s
  alone?”


  “Don’t let her see you,” Parnell said. “There’s something oddly sirenlike about this situation.”


  “Sirenlike?” Farkus said. “You talk in code, Parnell.”


  “Shut up, Dave,” Smith said. “You obviously don’t know your classics.”


  Parnell ignored them both, said, “We’re staying just long enough to find out if she knows anything about the Clines.”


  THE TRAIL DOWN to the lake was wide enough at first that the horsemen could ride two abreast. Parnell and Smith led; Farkus rode with Campbell. The trail narrowed about twenty
  yards from the lake and slivered between two large boulders. As they descended, Farkus could catch glimpses of the surface of the water on the far side of the lake and the high rock face that led
  up to the rim where they’d first seen the woman. But because of the size of the boulders on either side of the trail, they couldn’t see her yet.


  The steel shoes of the horses clicked on the crushed rock of the scree. Farkus could feel his heart beat faster. He reluctantly held back on the reins so Parnell and Smith could squeeze through
  the opening in the boulders first. He wondered if she would scream when she looked up and saw four men coming toward her on horseback. He kind of hoped so. He also hoped he could get to the pile of
  clothing before she did.


  But the whistling sound he heard was not a scream, and he looked up to see a thick green branch slice through the air on the other side of the boulders at chest height. On the end of the branch
  was a two-foot pointed stake. Farkus caught a flash of it in the air streaking toward Parnell and it thumped into the man with a hollow sound. While the fire-hardened stake didn’t penetrate
  Parnell’s body armor, the velocity of the impact threw him backward off his horse and he hit hard on the rocks in front of Farkus.


  “Ambush!” Smith hollered ahead of him a half second before a shotgun blast blew him out of the saddle.


  Farkus’s horse reared and bellowed and he flew backward out of his saddle, hands windmilling through the air as if to find a hold. He landed hard and facedown in the loose shale, and grit
  was jammed into his nose and mouth. Inches from his face, a horse’s hoof slammed into the rocks, and another right behind his head.


  Two heavy booms came from behind a man-sized slab of rock to the right of the boulders, and he was crushed under Campbell’s dead body as it fell on him, pinning him to the ground
  under the man’s weight.


  The last thing he saw before his eyes closed was the figure of a very tall man rise out of the rocks. There was something wrong with the man’s face, like there was a dried red rose on the
  tip of his chin. The man was thin and gaunt. His face was pale and sunken and flesh peeled away from his nose. He wore a red plaid shirt with big checks, and a white slouch hat pulled low over his
  eyes. Farkus watched him limp over from where he’d hidden in the rocks to where Parnell was writhing on the ground, trying to get breath. He shot Parnell point-blank in the head.
  Parnell’s body thrashed with the muscle spasms of the dead.


  Then he heard, “You all right, Caleb?”


  The response was a cross between a goose honking and a calf bawling.


  Farkus turned his head toward the voice and saw the same man who’d spoken first. He thought he was seeing double.


  And from the lake he heard a scream. Or was it a shriek of joy?


  He thought: Wendigo. And there’s more than one of ’em.


  “OPEN YOUR DAMNED eyes,” a voice growled. “I know you ain’t dead.”


  Farkus felt a pure terror course through him like a cold electric shock. He hoped his facial muscles didn’t twitch, didn’t betray him. But he was afraid they had.


  For the past hour, he’d lain still on his back. Campbell’s heavy dead body crushed him, and as the time went by it seemed to get heavier. Campbell’s body lay crossways across
  Farkus, facedown. Beneath him, several sharp stones poked into his lower abdomen and thighs and the nose of a boulder pressed against the left side of his skull. His arm—which was trapped
  behind his back under Campbell’s body—was numb from lack of circulation.


  He’d spent the time since the ambush trying to play dead. He kept his eyes closed and tried to keep his breathing relaxed while his other senses roared with fear.


  He’d heard a few voices. One of them, female, asked, “Who are they? Are they the ones from Michigan?”


  And Caleb or Camish say, “Yup, I recognize two of ’em. The other two I don’t know. That one doesn’t look like he should be with them.”


  There were other conversations, but the roaring of blood through his ears blocked them out. He tried to stay calm, play dead. Tried to recall stories he’d read of victims of mass firing
  squads or massacres who survived by pretending they were killed. Wondering how in the hell they were able to pull it off when he felt like screaming.


  Then the voice telling him to open his eyes. He was caught.


  Something sharp tugged at the skin on his cheek and he flinched. There was no way of pretending anymore.


  He opened his eyes as the brother with the dirty compress on his chin—it wasn’t a red rose after all—withdrew the point of a knife. Both brothers hovered over him, looking
  down. Their faces were in shadow because the sun was directly over their heads and beating down. Farkus squinted, trying to see them. They were mirror images of each other, except for the bandage
  on the face of one of the brothers.


  “This probably isn’t going to be your best day ever,” one of them said in a flat midwestern accent.



     
  


  PART THREE


  OUTLIERS AMONG US


  I must lose myself in action, lest I wither in despair.


  —ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON
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  JOE DROVE HIS pickup and empty horse trailer past the sign on the highway that read entering WIND RIVER
  INDIAN RESERVATION. Nate sat in the passenger seat, running a BoreSnake cleaning cable through the barrel and five cylinders of his .454 Casull. The pickup reeked of cleaning solvent and gun
  oil, and Joe lowered his window to flood the cab with fresh air. The FedEx box from Billings was lashed to the sidewall of the pickup bed with bungee cords.


  As they rolled down a battered two-lane toward Alicia Whiteplume’s uncle’s ranch, Nate said, “Is the governor aware of what we’re doing?”


  “I thought it best not to tell him,” Joe said.


  “Is that wise?”


  Joe said, “Probably not, but I can live with it and this way he has deniability.”


  “What about your director? What does he know?”


  Said Joe, “Nothing. As far as he’s concerned, I’m on administrative leave.”


  “Marybeth’s okay with it, though?”


  “She’s the one who said go,” Joe said.


  Nate grinned. “Let’s go with the higher authority, then.”


  “That’s what I always do,” Joe said.


  Nate said, “Something I learned years before in special operations when dealing within the bureaucracy was, ‘It’s always better to apologize than to ask permission.’
  ”


  “Exactly.”


  Joe said, “I’ll call Sheriff Baird as we start up into the mountains, but not before. He needs to know we’re in his county even if the news makes him blow a gasket. I
  can’t see him coming after us, having spent his budget and all, and he really can’t prevent us from going back up there.”


  Nate loaded the cylinder with cartridges the size of cigar stubs and snapped it closed and holstered the revolver. “Okay, I’m ready,” he said. “What are you
  packing?”


  Joe said, “I picked up a new twelve-gauge at the pawnshop.”


  Nate dropped his head. “The pawnshop?”


  “It’s a good pawnshop. Besides, not everyone spends their conscious hours thinking about their immediate weaponry and how they’d react if attacked. Believe it or not, Nate, but
  there are even people who don’t own guns.”


  “I know that,” Nate said. “Don’t assume I disapprove. The more who don’t own guns, the greater my advantage. Even so, back to you. Another Remington
  Wingmaster?”


  “Yup. I lucked out. There aren’t as many guns available these days as there used to be. Folks are hoarding them. Oh,” Joe said, reaching down and patting the .40 Glock on his
  hip. “And my service weapon.”


  Nate narrowed his eyes. “Are you ever going to take the time to learn how to hit something with that? You drive me crazy.”


  Joe shrugged. “I’ve done some damage with it.”


  “From an inch away and by spraying the landscape with slugs.” Nate snorted. “A monkey could do that.”


  Joe smiled. “Every time I pull this gun, I think it’s the last time I’ll ever do it. Not because I think there will be world peace—I just never think trouble will come my
  way again.”


  Nate shook his head in disgust. “But it always does,” he said.


  Joe curled his mouth on the sides and nodded. “Yup, it seems to.”


  “That doesn’t just happen,” Nate said.


  “Oh, maybe it does,” Joe said.


  Nate shook his head and looked away. They eventually settled into a comfortable and familiar silence.


  JOE’S PHONE BURRED and he plucked it from his breast pocket and looked at the display. “Uh-oh,” he said.


  Nate said, “Who is it?”


  “It’s a 777 number I don’t recognize. But 777 is the state phone prefix. It’s probably the governor or one of his staff calling.”


  The phone continued to ring.


  “Are you going to answer it?” Nate asked.


  Joe dropped the phone back into his pocket, then bent forward and clicked off his radio under the dashboard as well.


  “Radio silence,” Nate said. “I like radio silence.”


  “Unless, of course, Marybeth calls,” Joe said.


  “Obviously,” Nate said.


  “THIS ONE’S GOT a lot of moving parts, doesn’t it?” Nate said after fifteen minutes. Joe knew he was referring to the situation in general.


  “Yup.”


  “And a bunch of parts we don’t even know yet.”


  “That’s the feeling I get.”


  “Are the feds with us or against us on this one?”


  Joe shrugged. “That’s something I can’t quite figure out yet. The FBI seems very interested in it, but from the outside. Usually, they move in and try to take over. This time,
  it’s like they’re trying to stay out of it but control things at the same time.”


  “Have you talked to that agent you know, Coon?”


  “Yup, I called him but he didn’t tell me much. He said he couldn’t comment on ongoing investigations, as if I were a reporter or something.”


  “Ongoing investigations? And he hasn’t tried to get in touch with you since?”


  “Nope,” Joe said.


  “That tells me something right there,” Nate said.


  “Me, too.”


  “He should have contacted you again by now, if for no reason other than to see how you’re doing. There’s a reason he’s stayed away, and that’s probably because he
  doesn’t want to communicate with you and maybe let something slip out.”


  Joe nodded. “The governor said there were some indirect federal contacts. Plus, Coon was adamant that the Grims, or Grimmengrubers, didn’t exist. At the time, I thought he was
  telling me I was nuts. In retrospect, I think he was telling me the names didn’t jibe with his investigation. In other words, he knows these brothers exist, but not under those
  names.”


  “I wonder what he’s hiding,” Nate said. “And I wonder how far it goes up the chain.”


  Joe’s phone rang again. He said, “Another 777 number.”


  Nate said, “It’s always better to apologize than to ask permission.”


  Joe breathed deeply and dropped the phone back into his pocket without answering.


  ALISHA’S UNCLE, WILLIE Shoyo, had herded a dozen of his horses into a temporary corral made of twelve-foot rail panels in the sagebrush well out of sight of his home and
  barn. Beyond the corral were undulating grasslands that rose in elevation and melded with the dark brush marching downward from the mountains. The horses in the corral obviously didn’t like
  being penned up together, and they were restless and jockeying for pre-eminence in the nascent herd. In the distance, horses that hadn’t been selected by Shoyo grazed on yellowing grass and
  pretended they weren’t paying attention to the arrival of the pickup and horse trailer.


  As Joe parked and swung out of his truck, he heard the solid thump of a kick and the squeal of the kicked in the pen. It didn’t take long for horses to start establishing the pecking
  order.


  Willie Shoyo wore a King Ropes cap, a green snap-button cowboy shirt, a big buckle with an engraving of a Shoshone rose, and crisp Wranglers tucked into the tops of scuffed Ariat boots. He stood
  near the corral with his boot on the bottom rail and crossed arms on the top. His hands seemed darker and older than the rest of him, the skin on the back of his hands like coffee-stained leather.
  Joe thought he had a pleasant face—smooth and round, with sharp dark eyes. Willie’s horses were prized as great cow ponies, and a few had won money in team penning competitions.


  Willie said to Nate, “Alisha told me you’d like to rent a few horses.”


  Nate said, “Three or four, we haven’t decided.”


  “Three,” Joe said. “Geldings. Two for riding and one for packing. I haven’t had much luck with mares in the mountains.”


  Willie sized up Joe for the first time and nodded. “I’ve got plenty of geldings to choose from.”


  Alisha Whiteplume drove up as Joe looked over the horses in the pen. She got out of her car and stood still appraising Nate with her hands on her hips. Nate ambled over to her, and she
  didn’t change her expression or posture.


  Shoyo had watched the interaction as well. He said, “I understand what you’re saying, Mr. Pickett. Mares can be too emotional at times, even though most of them want to please you.
  But you can never make them completely happy, in my experience.”


  Nate looked over from where he stood with Alisha to Joe and Shoyo and said, “Are we talking about horses here?”


  THEY WERE ALL stout quarter horses, sorrels and paints with white socks and all of stolid disposition. Joe wished he’d brought Marybeth because she knew horses better
  than he. All of the geldings looked good to him.


  “How about those three?” he said to Willie, gesturing toward a Tobiano paint, a sorrel, and a red roan.


  Willie nodded his head. “Those are good ones,” he said. “Calm and a little dumb. Bombproof.”


  “Good.”


  Nate hadn’t paid any attention to the transaction, but stood outside the pen nuzzling Alicia. Joe helped Willie cut the three from the herd and shoo the unpicked horses out of the pen
  through the gate. The released horses ran hard to join the others out in the grass, raising plumes of dust behind them like the tails of comets. The three remaining snorted and paced and looked
  offended not to be allowed to go with the rest of the herd.


  Willie told Joe, “The three horses you picked are named Washakie One, Washakie Two, and Washakie Three.”


  “You’re kidding,” Joe said.


  Willie shook his head. “I’m not.” He pointed out toward the foothills. “Washakie Four through One Hundred Forty-two are out there grazing.”


  Joe smiled, “Got it. It’s easier to remember their names when they’re all named Washakie.”


  Shoyo said, “I know each one by color and personality, but they come and go so often I quit giving them individual names.”


  Said Joe, “Will you take a government voucher for the cost?”


  A frown passed over Willie’s face.


  “It’s a state voucher,” Joe said quickly, realizing what the deal was, “not a federal one.”


  “So I can’t charge you three times the going rate, then?” Shoyo lamented. He looked as offended as Washakie One, Two, and Three.


  “Sorry.”


  The cloud passed, and Willie said, “Okay, then.”


  From near the pickup, Alisha said, “Uncle Willie, are you sure you want to do this? You’ve heard what happens to Joe Pickett’s horses, haven’t you? They meet the same
  fate as his vehicles.”


  “Thanks, Alisha,” Joe said, his face flushing. He wanted to argue, but he had no argument.


  “I’ve heard,” Willie said. “We can hope these horses bring you more luck.”


  “I’ll need it,” Joe said.


  Willie said, “I understand you need a couple of saddles and a pack saddle outfit, too, because you lost yours with your horses. I can lend you those.”


  “Thank you,” Joe said.


  “I’m doing this as a favor to my favorite mare,” Willie said, glancing toward Alicia and talking loud enough so she could hear. “I mean my favorite
  niece.”


  “What’s he talking about?” Alisha asked Nate suspiciously.


  Nate shrugged and said to her, “I don’t understand all this horse talk. You know that.”


  AS JOE AND Nate approached Muddy Gap, towing the horses in the horse trailer, and took the highway toward Rawlins, the Green Mountains loomed like sleeping lions on the
  horizon. Nate said, “I don’t see where the woman fits. Do you think she’s up there with those brothers voluntarily, or is it some kind of Stockholm-syndrome type of deal? Is she a
  hostage, a kidnap victim, or a willing accomplice?”


  Joe shook his head. “First, we don’t know if it’s Shober or if she’s still okay. She could be anybody.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Nate said dismissively.


  Said Joe, “If you saw those brothers in person like I did, there’s no way you’d think anyone in their right mind would stay with them willingly. They creeped me
  out.”


  “Maybe you didn’t meet them in the best circumstances,” Nate said.


  Joe shrugged. “Diane is a puzzle. I don’t see how those guys could have taken her up into the mountains if she didn’t want to go. She didn’t seem to fear them nearly as
  much as she regretted letting them down by taking me in. Are you thinking she’s the key to all of this?”


  Nate sat back and sighed. “No. I can’t figure out how she fits. Or why, of all the places on earth, she’d end up there.”


  Joe grunted.


  Nate said, “Well, she had to know people were looking for her a couple of years ago, right? So even if those Grim Brothers grabbed her and kept her captive at the time, from what
  you said she was moving around of her own free will. If nothing else, she could just up and outrun those knuckleheads.”


  “If it was even her,” Joe said wearily.


  “And if it isn’t,” Nate asked, “then who is it?”


  “Don’t know.”


  “If it isn’t, how are you going to tell Mrs. Shober?”


  Joe cringed.


  After a few more miles, Joe said, “Nate, I want to thank you for coming along. I couldn’t do it without you.”


  Nate said, “We haven’t done anything yet except rent some horses.”


  Joe didn’t say anything.


  “This thing spooked you, didn’t it?”


  No response.


  “You don’t have to be ashamed,” Nate said. “You got your butt kicked over and over. These guys ran circles around you up there and took everything you had, including your
  confidence. I can tell. You don’t want to go up there for revenge as much as to see if you can get your courage back, isn’t that it?”


  “I’d rather not talk about it,” Joe said, swerving to avoid hitting a jackrabbit that darted out onto the blacktop. There were so many dead, flat rabbits on this stretch of
  road that the asphalt looked cottony in places, as if the rabbits had been violently hurled down to the pavement from the sky in a fit of pique.


  “Like I said, they kicked your butt up one side of the mountain and down the other,” Nate said.


  “You’re really irritating sometimes,” Joe mumbled.


  “But what I can’t figure out is why they didn’t finish the job,” Nate said, looking over and locking his eyes on the side of Joe’s face. “They had you down
  from that shotgun blast, but they didn’t follow up. Guys like that, who hunt for a living, would know to find you in the grass and cut your throat or put one or two into your head. Why
  didn’t they do that?”


  Joe shrugged. “I’ve been wondering that since I woke up in the hospital.”


  Said Nate, “I guess maybe Camish was worried about Caleb since you shot him, or they were both tending to ‘Terri Wade’ or Diane Shober or whoever the hell she is. But it
  doesn’t jibe. They should have hunted you down and finished the job. Then they should have burned your body and buried the remains so deep no one would ever find you. That’s what
  I would have done.”


  Joe said, “Not that you have experience in that sort of thing.”


  “I do, though.”


  “Nate, I was being sarcastic.”


  “Sarcasm doesn’t become you,” Nate said. “Back to my point. Why didn’t they finish you off?”


  Joe looked over. “I have no idea.”


  “Maybe they aren’t as bad as you think?” Nate said.


  “Not a chance,” Joe said. “They’re worse. They’ve got a woman up there against her will. And who knows what else we’ll find?”


  Nate rubbed his chin. “Maybe we’ll find that lady wants to stay.”


  “No way,” Joe said again.


  “Another thing,” Nate said. “They called you a government man. I find that interesting. Not a game warden or a fish cop or whatever. But a government man.”


  Joe said, “I’ve been called everything else, but I’ve never been called that before.”


  “But that’s what you are.”


  “I guess I never thought of myself that way,” Joe said. “I’m surprised they used that choice of words.”


  Nate smiled slyly. “That says something about their worldview, doesn’t it?”


  Before Joe could answer, his phone rang again. He expected a 777 number but saw on the display it was from MBP Management. Joe opened the phone, said, “Yes?”


  She said, “Has the governor found you yet?”


  “No.”


  “He called here a few minutes ago. When I told him you weren’t here, he didn’t sound very happy.”


  “I can imagine,” Joe said.


  “He said he’s been trying to reach you all day.”


  “Yeah, well ...”


  “When he asked me where you were, I couldn’t lie to him,” Marybeth said. “I mean, he’s your boss. And he is the governor.”


  Joe considered telling her it was better to apologize, but thought better of it and said, “I understand.”


  “He asked what you were driving and which route you were taking.”


  Joe frowned. “He did?”


  “That’s not all,” she said. “He told me this thing is blowing up all of a sudden and he needed to find you. Then he hung up. You know how he is.”


  The cutoff toward Rawlins was ahead, and Joe tapped the brake to release the cruise control so he could swing into the turn. “Yup,” Joe said, “I know how he is.”


  He closed his phone and dropped it to the seat. They topped a rise before dropping down into Rawlins. When they crested the hill, Joe saw the blue and red wigwag lights, the phalanx of state
  trooper vehicles, and the long row of eighteen-wheelers directly ahead, all waiting to pass through the roadblock.


  “Oh, no,” Nate said, sitting up straight.


  Joe looked over and saw his friend strip off his shoulder holster and cram it beneath the bench seat like a high-schooler hiding his open container.


  “I’m not going back to Cheyenne,” Nate said softly.


  Joe considered braking and turning around, but he was on a one-way exit and the ditches on either side of the road were too steep for him to pull the horse trailer through without high-centering
  the rig.


  “I’ve got to keep going,” Joe said, “unless you have any ideas.”


  “You could let me out here,” Nate said. “Let me run for it.” 

  Joe looked ahead. He counted four highway patrol cars and a Carbon County sheriff SUV.


  “They’ll run you down in two minutes,” Joe said.


  “Not if I take them out,” Nate said. Joe knew the .454 rounds were capable of penetrating the engine block of a vehicle, and he’d seen Nate do exactly that.


  “If you take them out, we’re both going to prison,” Joe said, easing on his brakes so he wouldn’t rear-end a Walmart eighteen-wheeler. At that moment, both of his side
  mirrors filled up with the grinning chrome grille of another semitruck.


  “We’re hemmed in,” Joe said.


  Ahead of them, uniformed troopers walked along the shoulder of the road from car to car.


  Nate sat back, his eyes glassy. He read aloud the words painted on the back of the rig ahead of them.


  He sneered, “Always Low Prices. Always.”
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  TWO STATE TROOPERS approached Joe’s pickup, one on each side of the road. The trooper on the left was tall and
  stoop-shouldered and had a brushy mustache and hangdog jowls. The trooper on the right was short and wide and his hard, round belly strained at the buttons on his uniform shirt. When he looked up
  and saw Joe, his eyes narrowed and he put his right hand on the grip of his weapon. Joe couldn’t hear him speak to the other trooper, but he read his lips: It’s him.


  The tall trooper put his hand on his gun as well, and as they walked up Joe lowered the driver’s and passenger-side windows.


  “You Joe Pickett?” the tall trooper asked. His name badge read BOB GARRARD.


  “Yes, sir.”


  The other trooper couldn’t take his eyes off Nate, looking at him with practiced and wary cop eyes that came from approaching hundreds of pulled-over vehicles on the highway. He stayed a
  few feet away from the vehicle so, if necessary, he could draw cleanly and fire.


  “I wouldn’t do that,” Nate said to him. Even though his gun was under the seat, Nate sounded as deadly as he looked, Joe thought.


  “Governor Rulon is looking for you,” Garrard said to Joe. “Our orders are to take you to him.”


  “To Cheyenne?” Joe said. “That’s three hours away.”


  “What, are you on a schedule?” Garrard asked, with a hint of a sneer.


  “Sort of,” Joe said.


  “Naw, not to Cheyenne,” the trooper said. “He’s at the airport. He flew in about an hour ago and he’s waiting for you.”


  Garrard looked in the back of Joe’s pickup. “What’s in the box?”


  “My dad,” Joe said. “I don’t know where to spread his ashes.”


  Garrard did a double take. “So you’re just driving him around the state? Like taking him on a vacation?”


  Joe nodded.


  The squat trooper on the other side of the truck said to Nate, “We were supposed to be looking for one guy. Pickett. Who might you be? Do you have some ID on you?”


  “No.” Nate’s voice was soft but firm. Joe knew it was the way he spoke just before he tore someone’s ear off.


  Joe said with false but distracting cheer, “Lead the way, men, and I’ll follow. The governor’s waiting, remember?”


  He was grateful that both troopers decided to drop their line of inquiry and depart with both ears attached.


  TWO HIGHWAY PATROL cars led the way to the small airport, and another trooper car followed Joe’s truck and horse trailer. The patrolmen kept their wigwag lights flashing,
  and citizens on the road pulled to the side to let the caravan pass.


  “This is ridiculous,” Nate grumbled. “I didn’t realize he had his own private police force.”


  “Well,” Joe said, “he does.”


  Harvey Field had several prop Cessna aircraft belonging to France Flying Service. A small Cessna jet was parked on the runway near a cinderblock building that served as the private terminal. On
  the tail of the airplane was a Wyoming bucking horse silhouette.


  “There’s Rulon One,” Joe said. “He’s here, all right.”


  RULON WAS A big man, with a round face and silver-flecked brown hair that always looked barely combed. He had a ruddy complexion that could quickly turn fire-engine red, and
  the movements of his arms and hands were dart-like. He stood at the head of a small table in the conference room of the terminal wearing an open-collared shirt and a dark blue windbreaker with the
  name GOV SPENCE embroidered over the breast. Jeans and lizard-skin cowboy boots completed the picture. Special Agent Chuck Coon of the FBI sat slumped at the table to
  Rulon’s right and the governor’s new chief of staff, a trim retired military man named Carson, sat at Rulon’s left. Both looked uncomfortable.


  “You,” Rulon said, pointing at Joe, “need to answer your damned phone.”


  “I get that,” Joe said, looking from the governor to Coon, who recognized Nate with palpable alarm.


  “And look who’s with him,” Coon said. “The infamous Nate Romanowski.”


  Nate kept quiet.


  “None of that here,” Rulon said to Coon.


  “But he’s a fugitive,” Coon said to Rulon. “For crying out loud, I can’t just look the other way.”


  “Yes, you can, for now,” Rulon said. “Or I’ll have you arrested. Don’t forget, I’ve got my troopers outside.”


  “On what charge?” Coon said.


  Rulon shrugged. “I don’t know. Interfering with the governor, maybe.”


  “That’s not a law,” Coon said, a little unsure of himself.


  “Sure it is,” Rulon said. “Right, Carson? And if it isn’t a law, it should be. Write that down, Carson. We need a new law next session about gubernatorial
  interference.”


  Carson blanched and looked away.


  “Anyway,” Rulon said, slapping the top of the table, “that’s not why we’re here.”


  Joe said, “Why are we here?”


  Rulon paused and his face reddened. Joe awaited an explosion, but Rulon pointed his finger at Coon and said, “Because the feds are dumping murderous miscreants into my state and not
  telling me about it.”


  “It’s not like that,” Coon said heatedly.


  Joe shook his head, confused.


  “Got a minute?” Rulon said to him, then answered his own question: “Why, of course you do. Have a seat, both of you.”


  “JOE,” GOVERNOR RULON said, “I’m not one to believe in government conspiracies, and the longer I’m in the government the more I’m convinced
  they cannot exist. Do you know why?”


  Joe knew that just as before, Rulon wasn’t really asking him, so he said nothing.


  Said Rulon, “It’s because government, by nature, is damned sloppy and incompetent. And the bigger it gets, the worse it becomes in those subject areas. There’s just too many
  people involved with too many agendas for a secret—any secret—to be kept very long. Someone always leaks, or gets drunk and brags, or tries to impress someone else by telling what they
  know. That’s why I don’t do secrets. Not because I wouldn’t like to, right, Carson?”


  Carson didn’t answer, either.


  Rulon continued, “It’s because secrets can’t be kept. I’m not being noble. Secrets just won’t work in government, and they shouldn’t. And when you get to the
  federal level,” again, he pointed at Coon, “it gets even harder. There are hundreds of thousands of employees with hundreds of thousands of partisan and personal agendas. The only
  conspiracy that exists is the conspiracy of incompetence.”


  Rulon paused, pleased with his phrasing. He said, “Conspiracy of incompetence—I like that. Write that down, Carson. I can use it in a speech.”


  This time, Carson dutifully wrote it down on a yellow legal pad, obviously grateful for something to do.


  “So,” Rulon said, “conspiracies don’t exist in government for long. But a couple of things are timeless, especially in Washington: greed and corruption. Especially with
  the very long-term political class. And by that, I mean certain senators and congressmen of both political parties, the ones who’ve been there so long they’ve forgotten what it’s
  like back here in the real world. It gets to the point where it’s all about them. These are the power brokers, the old lions who traffic in influence, favors, and pork. The ones
  surrounded by staff and sycophants telling them day after day how great and powerful and eloquent and statesmanlike they are.”


  Joe sat down, but Nate remained standing. Joe looked out the window at the runway. Beyond the governor’s plane several tumbleweeds rolled across the pavement. In between the two runways,
  pronghorn antelope grazed.


  “Am I boring you, Joe?” Rulon asked suddenly.


  Joe looked up. “With all due respect, governor, I was hoping you would get to the point.”


  Rulon froze, his face turning crimson. Instead of yelling or firing Joe on the spot, a slow grin formed. He held his hands out, palms up.


  “Why can’t I be surrounded by sycophants who tell me how great I am?” Rulon said. “Instead, I get guys like you, Joe.”


  Joe shrugged. “Sorry, sir.”


  “Maybe I should run for Senate. Carson, write that down.”


  “Please, sir,” Carson said, his voice begging.


  “Okay,” Rulon said, winking at Joe, “I’ll cut to the chase. Have you ever heard of Senator Carl McKinty of Michigan? Thirty-year senator, he is. Democrat, of
  course—he’s from Michigan—but that hardly matters since I am, too, and we couldn’t be farther apart on just about everything. He’s chairman of the Natural Resources
  Committee. That’s where I’ve tangled with him. He’s on the Homeland Security Committee as well.”


  Joe said, “I’ve heard his name.”


  “Have you heard of a woman named Caryl Cline?”


  Joe rubbed his jaw. “The name is familiar, but I’m not sure why.”


  “Five years ago,” Rulon said, “she was all over television. She was a self-proclaimed activist for private property rights. She got that way because her Senator McKinty worked
  a sweetheart deal in the Upper Peninsula in Michigan for a huge tract of land she owned. He convinced the local government to condemn the land her family had owned for a hundred and fifty years in
  order to give it to a hotshot developer. The local government did it because the developer promised a higher tax base than from the little meat-processing company run by the family. And it was
  perfectly legal, because our brilliant Supreme Court in the Kelo versus City of New London decision said it was just fine for governments to do that.”


  “Hold it,” Joe said. “Didn’t most of the states pass laws prohibiting local governments from doing that?”


  Coon said, “Yes. But up until 2005 there were no laws to stop it in Michigan. So when it happened, it was okay all around. At the time in Michigan—and we’re seeing it more and
  more all over the country—the only way to stop it was civil disobedience with the hope that the local or state government would be ashamed and give up.”


  “And that’s what she did,” Rulon said, taking over again. “She took her fight public. She did all she could to call out the senator and the local county commissioners who
  condemned her land. She and her three sons got their guns and said they’d fight for their property—that no government had the right to take private land or shut down a legitimate small
  business just so the tax revenue would be higher with the new owners.”


  Joe said, “Okay, I remember her now. The media kind of made fun of her.”


  “That’s right,” Rulon said. “Because she looked and talked like what she was—a rural midwestern white woman. She had crooked teeth, glasses that were taped together
  in the middle, bad hair, and she wore these big print dresses. She looked like a stereotypical hillbilly. They called her ‘Ma Cline.’ They did their best to make her unsympathetic, but
  she became a symbol with a few political commentators and just plain folks and she struck fear into the hearts of certain politicians.”


  Joe remembered the I’M WITH MA CLINE bumper stickers that were popular at the time. He still saw some around.


  Rulon said, “Do you remember what happened to her?”


  Before Joe could speak, Nate said, “She was murdered.”


  For the first time, Rulon turned his full attention to Nate. The governor studied Nate as if sizing him up. Joe knew Rulon considered himself an excellent judge of character. He wondered what
  Rulon’s judgment was of his friend.


  “‘Murder’ is not the right word,” Coon interjected. “She was killed, yes. But it happened in a firefight at the Cline compound in the UP. There is some dispute
  whether she was killed by law enforcement or by her own family.”


  Nate said, “No, there isn’t.” He shook his head, said, “It always amuses me how a family home or small business suddenly becomes a ‘compound’ when you folks
  decide to attack it.”


  Coon said, “Owning the language and getting it out there first is a way to assure the public will be with us. Cynical, but true.”


  The news story came back to Joe. He remembered how it had been reported; the Cline Family was armed to the teeth and refused to leave their land. The local sheriff as well as federal law
  enforcement ATFE—and FBI—moved in on the Clines after arrest warrants had been issued for firearms violations, refusal to comply with the condemnation order, and dozens of other
  charges. Gunfire greeted them, and two members of the strike force were wounded before the tactical units unleashed holy hell on the “compound.” In the end, Caryl Cline, her husband,
  Darrell, and one of three sons were killed. Joe recalled the news reports showing unpainted bullet-riddled shacks deep in a shadowed forest. He also recalled the outrage of the more extreme
  elements and accusations of government malfeasance. But because the violence took place off-camera, the location was remote, and several other similar incidents happened around the same time, the
  particular story faded quickly. In fact, when he thought about it, he hadn’t heard anything about follow-up investigations, or reports suggesting that the situation was any different than
  originally portrayed: the inbred white trash family paid the price for firing on federal law enforcement officers doing their duty.


  “I’m confused,” Joe said. “What does this have to do with us?”


  Rulon said, “Up until yesterday, I would have asked the same thing. But at this point, I’ll ask Special Agent Chuck Coon to pick up the story.”
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  JOE THOUGHT COON looked as if he were racked with turmoil, as if it would physically hurt him to
  talk. The FBI agent reached back and rubbed his own neck and seemed to be staring at something on the tabletop he found fascinating.


  Rulon lowered his voice and looked kindly toward Coon. “Mr. Coon is one of the good guys in this whole situation. He came to me yesterday afternoon because his conscience was bothering
  him. I know how far out on a limb he is now, and how much courage it’s taken when he could have easily said nothing at all.”


  Coon thanked the governor with his eyes, then turned to Joe and Nate.


  “What the governor said about greed and corruption is all too true,” Coon said. “Especially these days. There’s just so much money sloshing around in the government that
  anything is possible. They can’t hire federal employees fast enough or throw billions at projects fast enough. They spend money like a pimp with a week to live. The only growth industry is
  us—the government. Luckily, we’re somewhat insulated from it out here in the field, but in D.C.—man.”


  Joe shook his head and slipped a glance toward Nate to gauge his reaction. Nate looked back and waggled his eyebrows, as if to say nothing he would hear could surprise him. Joe was constantly
  amazed at the network of contacts Nate seemed to have across the country. He’d purposefully never asked Nate about the company he kept because he didn’t want to know.


  Coon leveled his gaze at Joe, pointedly ignoring Nate. He said, “Some background is necessary. Senator McKinty is on the Homeland Security Committee, as mentioned. He knew the government
  was looking for land for a new counterterrorism effort, a training facility far removed from any population centers. He knew because his staff knows the federal budget inside out and they’re
  under orders to be on the lookout for opportunities to pre-empt senators with less seniority and stature to deliver the pork back home. As you know, Michigan has been in a one-state depression for
  years, so anything he can deliver keeps him popular and gets him re-elected time after time. The Upper Peninsula is pretty hard hit, so he wanted to locate the facility there, but there
  wasn’t a big enough piece of state land that would meet all the specs. So he worked with the locals to identify several huge private holdings that provided the geographical diversity
  necessary for the facility. He worked with the developer to target the land. What no one knew was that he’d arranged for his son to be a major shareholder in the development as well. You see,
  McKinty’s largest campaign contributor is himself. This was a way of creating a permanent major donor. There are no laws preventing a senator from contributing to his own campaign.”


  Nate said, “Bastards.”


  Joe looked over to try and shush him. Nate glared back.


  Coon said, “So he delivered an eight-hundred-fifty-million-dollar defense facility to his constituents. Few knew he was personally going to benefit, and those who knew didn’t care
  because that’s how things are done. All you have to ask yourself is: How many of our representatives enter office as fairly well-off financially, but on a salary of a hundred seventy-five
  thousand dollars per year retire as millionaires? That’s one way how it’s done.”


  “The Clines were a major problem, though,” Coon said, “because they became grassroots heroes for refusing to relocate their business or leave their land. Even though the media
  didn’t much cover the showdown, it was all over the Internet and talk radio. That put pressure on Senator McKinty and he wanted them gone, and used his pull with federal agencies to put the
  pressure on them. The Clines were well known as independent backwoods renegade types, and it didn’t take long for legitimate charges to be brought against them.”


  “Still,” Joe said, “it was their land. How can the government just take it?”


  Coon shrugged. “We can. We do.”


  Nate spat, “Bastards.”


  “Anyway,” Coon said, “not every member of the Cline family died that day. Two of them survived.”


  Joe felt his scalp twitch and his stomach clench. Coon read Joe’s face.


  “That’s right,” Coon said. “The two surviving sons were arrested. They were belligerent and claimed they were political prisoners and they wouldn’t spend one minute
  in jail. It was shaping up to be a major federal trial, but Senator McKinty again got involved. He didn’t want a trial that could blow open the whole controversy again, and he didn’t
  want his personal connection to the facility widely known. So he sent his staff to the Justice Department, and a deal was cut. If the two surviving Cline sons would drop their claim to the land and
  agree not to pursue any civil legal action against law enforcement, they wouldn’t be prosecuted. Instead, they’d be given new identities and be placed in the Federal Witness Protection
  Program and allowed to go away. Otherwise, federal prosecutors would go after them with both barrels and send them to prison for the rest of their lives. Needless to say, their court-appointed
  public defenders urged them to take the deal.”


  “Hold it,” Joe said, shaking his head. “Prosecutors wouldn’t cut those brothers a deal based on what you’ve said, would they? If they really fired on federal
  officers? What did the brothers have to bargain with?”


  “Not much,” Coon said. “But there were people in the administration who didn’t want any undue attention on the land seizure, either. They had enough on their plates at
  the time with accusations about creeping socialism and such. The last thing they wanted was more controversy about government takings. And don’t forget, federal prosecutors are political
  appointees. They know where their bread is buttered.”


  “This stinks,” Joe said.


  Coon nodded. “Welcome to the big time, Joe.”


  “And I bet I can guess the names of the brothers,” Joe said. “Camish and Caleb. Grimmengruber was the name they were given for the witness protection program.”


  Joe continued, “They told me they were from the UP, but it didn’t click at the time. And the fact they ran a meat-processing company explains how professionally they were able to
  butcher the elk and my horses.”


  Coon nodded. “They were supposed to go to Nevada. There were sweet auto mechanic jobs all lined up for them. But en route, just about a hundred miles from here in Wyoming, they overpowered
  their federal escort and took off. Needless to say, they never showed up in Nevada. We lost track of them completely, but our agency was told to keep an eye out for them. Until you gave your
  statement, we had no idea where they ended up.”


  Rulon said, “And I would have never put this all together except for Senator McKinty himself. As I said, I’ve been tangling with him for a couple of years, because he’s the
  chairman of the Natural Resources Committee and he refused to release mineral severance payments to the State of Wyoming that are owed to us. We’re talking hundreds of millions. He wants all
  that money to stay in Washington so he can siphon it off, the prick. He wouldn’t answer my letters or take my calls until this week. Now, all of a sudden, his staff said he’s rethinking
  his opposition to releasing the funds. But there’s a condition. He wants the Clines—or the Grim Brothers—to be left alone up there in the mountains. They made up this goofy story
  of wanting to look out for their former constituents, but I saw right through that. He doesn’t want them to resurface and start talking.”


  Joe said to Coon, “So why’d you talk to the governor?”


  Coon shook his head. “There’s only so much I can take. I just want to do my job out here and solve crimes and put bad guys in prison. I don’t want any part of deals cut in D.C.
  between senators and attorneys general. I’ve got a son. I want to be able to look him in the eye. And I want to be able to look at myself in the mirror.”


  Joe said, “You are a good man.”


  Coon smiled. “I’m a bad bureaucrat, though.”


  “That makes two of us.”


  Nate said to the governor, “Hold it. McKinty just wants the Clines, or the Grim Brothers, left alone?”


  Rulon said, “He didn’t say it in so many words, but yes, that’s what his staff is asking.”


  Nate shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense. He doesn’t want them left alone. He wants them silenced. That’s the only way he can skate on this.”


  Rulon said, “He’s a U.S. senator. He’s not a killer, for Christ’s sake. Man, I thought I was cynical.”


  Nate said, “When did he approach you about the deal?”


  The governor said, “Last week. Why?”


  Nate said, “Because I think he wanted you to not put any more effort into finding those brothers right away until he could take care of it himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if he, or
  his son, or the developer, or the facility general manager—whoever could do it at arm’s length and not directly involve McKinty in any way—sent a team up there to solve the
  problem once and for all. And it wouldn’t surprise me if he reneged on his offer once he got confirmation that the Clines were no more.”


  Rulon turned to Carson while pointing his finger at Nate. “This son of a bitch should be our point man in Washington. He’s got a vicious and devious mind.”


  “No, thanks,” Nate said. “I used to work for them. I know how they think, and how they operate. The question is, did the team he sent out find the Clines?”


  Joe stood up, fighting a wave of nausea. He said, “And is Diane alive and well? Or did they get her, too?”


  Nate stood as well. “I wouldn’t be surprised, based on what Joe experienced, to find out that it’s McKinty’s team that’s taking a dirt nap and not the brothers. But
  there’s only one way we’re going to find that out.”


  Joe stared out the window at the governor’s plane and the tumbleweeds rolling down the runway. He said, “They called me a government man. Now I know why they went after
  me.”


  Coon said, “We’re all government men, Joe.”


  “Not me,” Nate said proudly.


  “SO,” JOE SAID to the governor, “where do we stand?”


  Rulon didn’t hesitate. “Go up there and rescue that woman and bring those brothers out dead or alive.”


  Carson turned white. “Sir, you can’t give an order like that.”


  “I just did.”


  Joe stood and clamped his hat on. Nate stood with him.


  “Do you need more people?” Rulon asked Joe. “I could have a dozen DCI agents here by nightfall. I can send them back in Rulon One.”


  Joe shook his head, said, “I think the smaller the footprint the better. Those brothers own those mountains, and they know when a big contingent is after them, I think. A big group makes
  lots of noise and raises dust and quiets the wildlife. That’s why I stumbled on Caleb on my own while Sheriff Baird and his men couldn’t find them at all. I think the leaner the
  better.”


  “Meaning you and Mr. Romanowski here,” Rulon said.


  Joe nodded. “Plus, I have a pretty good idea where they hang out.”


  “Go get those bastards, then,” Rulon said, narrowing his eyes. “Get them the hell out of my state. Send ’em back to Michigan, either vertical or horizontal—I
  don’t have strong feelings either way.”


  Nate was out of the room before Joe could speak.


  Rulon said, “Is he still with you?”


  Joe shrugged. “I’m not sure.”


  “Would you go alone?”


  “Probably not.”


  Rulon blew out a long breath and looked to Carson for solace. Carson looked away.


  “Two questions,” Joe said to Rulon. “One, what was the name of the developer in Michigan?”


  Rulon shrugged and turned to Coon. “Do you know?”


  Coon smiled wearily. “Brent Shober,” he said.


  Joe said, “Thought so. Second question. How will the state cope with the loss of money from the feds if Senator McKinty finds out you sent me up there?”


  Rulon said, “That’s a good question, Joe. Very politically astute. You’re learning, aren’t you?”


  “Not that I’m proud of it,” Joe said.


  Rulon put his beefy hands on Joe’s shoulders and leaned his face close. Joe could feel the heat from the governor’s forehead. “If you bring those brothers down the mountain, we
  have a news story on our hands,” Rulon said. “The story can be spun however we want it to be spun. Meaning McKinty might just find himself in the news again for the wrong reason.
  It’ll be up to him how he plays it.”


  “But if we don’t find the Cline Brothers and Diane Shober?” Joe asked.


  Rulon said, “I’m screwed. You’re screwed. We’re all screwed.”
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  THE STOPOVER IN Rawlins with the governor had cost Joe two hours and a big chunk of his sense of purpose, he thought.
  Still, he was worried about getting to the trailhead in the Sierra Madre before dark. As he and Nate traveled west via I-80, Joe called Marybeth on his cell phone and filled her in on the meeting
  that had taken place with the governor. He was keenly aware of Nate’s presence in the passenger seat. Nate sat sullen and still, his eyes fixed on something in the middle distance out the
  side window. He was no doubt thinking whether or not he even wanted to be on this adventure anymore.


  “So do you think the Shobers were withholding information from you?” Marybeth asked.


  Joe said, “I’m not sure yet. Each of them might be withholding different things. If they don’t know it was the Cline Brothers up there in the first place, there wasn’t
  anything for them to come clean about. It’s possible Mr. Shober knows something, but I’m not sure. I think he’s focused solely on finding Diane.”


  “But still,” Marybeth said, “the Michigan connection is just too ... convenient. There has to be something there.”


  “I agree, but what?”


  “I’m not sure. I’m not sure at all. But I could do a little research.”


  Joe grinned. “I was hoping you would say that.”


  Marybeth had assisted in a number of cases over the years. Joe found her a clear-eyed and determined researcher, a bulldog with a laptop. And she wasn’t shy about making calls, either, and
  at times posing as someone else so she could get answers to questions. Joe was equally proud and a little frightened of her ruthlessness. She got information no one else seemed to be able to find,
  and she got it quickly. He hoped he never gave her a reason for her to turn her guns on him.


  “Will you be able to stay in range?” she asked. “I’ll call you back as soon as I have something.”


  “I’ll try,” he said. “There are dead spots ahead, as you know.”


  He could hear computer keys clicking in the background.


  “Wow—this looks like a target-rich environment,” she said, already distracted.


  “What have you found?”


  “I’ll call later,” she said, hanging up.


  As he slowed down to take Exit 187 off I-80 south toward Baggs, Joe checked to make sure he still had a strong phone signal. He didn’t want to miss Marybeth’s return call.


  “OKAY,” NATE SAID after an hour of silence since they’d left Rawlins and the governor, “this new development about the Clines puts a whole new angle on
  the situation.”


  Joe grunted, noncommittal.


  Nate said, “From the standpoint of the Cline Brothers, they hunt, they fish, they go back to subsistence level. No doubt they even maintain some contacts with some of their kind around the
  country. And believe me, there’s more of them than you’d think and the numbers are growing by the week. Have you been into a sporting goods store the last two years? It’s
  impossible to find ammunition—it’s sold out. Folks are hoarding, getting ready for something bad to happen.”


  Joe chose not to respond. He knew it was true. If he didn’t have channels through the department to buy bullets, he wasn’t sure where he would get them. Shelves in retail stores had
  been picked clean.


  Said Nate, “Things are going on out here in the flyover states nobody wants to talk about.”


  Joe shook his head. “You’ve been thinking about this for a while.”


  Nate said, “Yes, I have. Hanging out in Hole in the Wall gives me plenty of time to think.”


  “Maybe you should get out more,” Joe said.


  “I don’t even think it was the lack of a license so much,” Nate said, ignoring Joe. “It was your threat about seeing them in court. You were telling them, in effect, that
  the jig was up. You just didn’t realize what buttons you were pushing.”


  “No,” Joe said, “how could I know that?”


  Said Nate, “You couldn’t. But you are stubborn.”


  “Yup, when it comes to doing my job. Besides, they stole that guy’s elk, too.”


  Nate shrugged. “From their point of view, those hunters were in their territory and they didn’t bother to ask permission. It’s all a matter of how you look at it.”


  “This is going nowhere,” Joe said. “We can’t have the rule of law if people can choose which laws they want to obey based on their philosophy and point of
  view.”


  “Agreed,” Nate said. “Which is why the big laws ought to be reasonable and fair and neither the people nor the government should breach their trust. But when the government
  decides to confiscate private property simply because they have the guns and judges on their side, the whole system starts to break down and all bets are off.”


  “Do we really want to have this discussion?”


  Said Nate, “It might lead us into dark places.”


  “Yup.”


  “Speaking of dark places, where are you going to spread the ashes?”


  “I have no idea,” Joe said. “I hardly knew him. I don’t know of any special places he liked except for barstools.”


  “You can’t just drive around with him back there,” Nate said.


  “I’ll think of something.”


  Nate nodded and changed the subject back.


  “One thing, though,” he said, pushing his seat as far back as it would go so he could cock a boot heel on the dashboard, “These boys may be losers, but damn. This is
  what happens when the government gets too big for its britches. Some folks get pushed out and they get angry.”


  “You sound sympathetic to them,” Joe said.


  Nate said, “Damned straight.”


  “Great,” Joe said.


  “I’m sympathetic to outliers among us,” Nate said. “I’m kind of one myself.” Then he paused and looked over at Joe, and said, “Government
  man.”


  Joe said, “Quit calling me that.”


  THEY WERE ROLLING down the hard-packed gravel road into the forest, racing a plume of dust that threatened to overtake the cab, when Marybeth called back. Joe snatched his
  phone from the seat between them and opened it. Nate looked on, interested.


  “It wasn’t hard to find a connection between Caryl Cline and Diane Shober,” Marybeth said. “In fact, it was so easy I’m amazed others haven’t been there
  before us.”


  Joe said, “We don’t know they haven’t been.”


  “Agreed. But it might also be an instance where no one has thought to look.”


  “Go on,” Joe said. “Are you saying the two of them were associated with each other?”


  “I can’t confirm it,” Marybeth said, “but it looks like they had the opportunity to meet each other at least once.”


  “When and where?” Joe asked.


  She said, “I just did a simple Google search with both of their names. I came up with a bunch of hits, but in most cases the names are used in the same essays or news roundups during that
  year. Except for one instance.”


  “Fire away,” Joe said.


  “Caryl and Diane appeared on the same local cable news show years ago. They were both in Detroit the same day. It wasn’t as if they were interviewed together. According to the
  schedule, Diane was on at the top of the hour to talk about her chances to make the Olympic team and Ma Cline was on at the bottom of the hour to talk about what it felt like to lose her appeal to
  the court. Like I said, they weren’t on together and I found the YouTube clips to confirm that, but they very likely could have met in the green room before the show. Maybe they struck up a
  relationship there that continued.”


  “Goodness,” Joe said, his mind swirling, marveling how simple it been for Marybeth to investigate and come up with positive results.


  She said, “So we’ve got a Michigan connection now between the Cline Family, Diane Shober, and Brent Shober. This is getting interesting, Joe.”


  “Yup,” he said. Then: “This thing between Diane and Brent. It smells bad. I can see the basis of real animosity there.”


  Marybeth said, “Me, too. The guy is more than a creep. He’s obsessed with her.”


  “And the Clines somehow connect with both of them,” Joe said.


  “Maybe Diane and the Clines figure they’ve got a common enemy,” Marybeth said.


  “Can you keep looking into it?” Joe asked. “See if you can find anything that links them up further?”


  “I doubt we’re going to find anything as public, but I’ll do some advance searches and get creative. I’ll also start adding in the Cline Brothers and see what we
  get.”


  JOE BRIEFED NATE on what Marybeth had found.


  Nate nodded his head, said, “The dispossessed.”


  Joe said, “Talk about pure speculation, Nate.”


  “Trust me on this. These are my people,” Nate said, only smiling a little.


  THE SIERRA MADRE defined the muscular horizon of the west and south, and they appeared to flex slightly into the blue as Joe and Nate approached them. Joe used his service
  radio to call ahead to contact Sheriff Baird’s office. The county dispatcher put him through directly to Baird’s vehicle. Joe expected an immediate rebuke for being back in his county.
  Instead, the sheriff sounded relieved. “Are you close?” he asked.


  “Yup,” Joe said. “I wanted to let you know we’re planning to take horses into the mountains this afternoon to go after those brothers.”


  “I figured you’d come back,” Baird said. “How far are you from the trailhead now?”


  Joe looked at the dashboard clock. “Twenty minutes.”


  Baird said, “Can you divert for now and take the road straight up into the mountains? I’m up here now on the eastern side of the mountains about an hour and a half from you. I may
  need some help.”


  Joe frowned. “What’s going on?”


  “I’m not real sure,” Baird said, his voice low. “I got a call earlier today from a citizen about some vehicles sitting empty way up on the side of the mountain. A couple
  of pickups and a big stock trailer with out-of-state plates. That struck me as unusual since it’s a little early for hunting season, as you know. I had a meeting in Saratoga this morning so I
  thought I’d check them out on the way back. Looks like I’m not the only one.”


  “Meaning what?” Joe asked.


  “I’m parked up on a pullout where I can see into the trees below me where the vehicles and horse trailer are located. But as I started looking over the campsite, I saw two men
  dressed exactly alike in the same clothes come down out of the trees on the other side of the mountain and walk toward the camp.”


  Joe felt the hair rise on his forearms and on the back of his neck. He reached down while he drove and turned up the volume on the radio so Nate could hear clearly.


  “What’s their description?” Joe asked.


  “Taller than hell, skinnier than poles,” Baird said. “Red flannel shirts with big checks on them. Dirty denims. Goofy-assed hats. Kind of zombie Elmer Fudds.”


  “It’s them,” Joe said. “The brothers. I wonder why they’re on the wrong side of the mountain?”


  “Beats me,” Baird said. “The last I saw ’em, they was crossing a little meadow up above headed toward the camp with the vehicles in it. They’re out of view in the
  trees, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve reached those trucks by now. Maybe they plan to take the trucks and hightail it out of here once and for all. That would be okay with
  me,” the sheriff said with a chuckle.


  “One thing, though,” he said. “I see a pickup truck down there I recognize that doesn’t belong here. It belongs to Dave Farkus. You know him, don’t you?”


  Joe said, “Yup. He’s on my watch list for poaching.”


  “Good place for him,” Baird said. “Anyway, his county supervisor called our office yesterday and said he was AWOL. They haven’t filed a report or anything, but I said
  I’d keep a lookout for him. I have no idea why he’d be over here on this side of the mountain with some out-of-staters, but that sure looks like his wheels.”


  “The brothers,” Joe said. “Do you still see them?”


  “Naw. Once they went down into the trees, I lost ’em.”


  Joe said, “Maybe you ought to pull back.”


  “I don’t think they saw me.”


  Joe and Nate exchanged a quick look. “Don’t be too sure of that,” Joe said. “Those boys don’t miss much, I don’t think. In fact, you may want to back on out
  of there.”


  “I don’t back off,” Baird said, his voice hard.


  “Where are your men?”


  Baird sighed. “The timing of this couldn’t be worse. Two of my deputies are in Douglas taking classes at the Law Enforcement Academy—one of ’em is in Rawlins for court
  today, and the other is on vacation,” Baird said. “It’s just me and I could use some help. I tried to raise a state trooper or two earlier, but they were too far away to
  respond.”


  “They’re probably fetching Rulon’s dinner,” Nate grumbled. “Maybe giving him a nice foot massage.”


  “What was that?” Baird asked Joe.


  “Nothing important,” Joe said, glaring at his friend.


  “Sheriff, can you see the license plates on the pickup and horse trailer at all?”


  “Not real well,” Baird said. “I can barely make one of them out through the trees. I can’t see the numbers clearly, though.”


  Joe asked, “Is the plate blue?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’d bet you a dollar it’s a Michigan plate.”


  “That sounds right.”


  “We’ll be there as soon as we can,” Joe said.


  “Who is we?” Baird asked.


  “Yeah, who is we?” Nate asked as well.


  “Keep in radio contact,” Joe told Baird. “And back out of there if you see those guys again. Seriously. You don’t want to take them on without help.”


  Joe was under no illusion the sheriff would believe him and retreat.


  A HALF HOUR later, Joe’s radio crackled to life.


  “Joe, you there?” Baird asked. Joe noted the urgency of Baird’s tone and his complete absence of radio protocol.


  “Yes, sheriff, what is it?” He felt icy fingers pull back on his scalp.


  “Jesus!” Baird said, and the transmission went to static.


  Joe’s pickup was in a steady climb into the mountains, struggling with the weight of the horse trailer full of horses behind it. When the animals shifted their weight around, Joe could
  feel the trailer shift and pull back at his truck. His motor was strained and the tachometer edged into the red. He floored it. While he did so, he tried to raise the dispatcher who’d
  originally connected them.


  When she came on she was weeping. “Did you hear the sheriff?” she asked. “I think those bastards got him.”


  “I heard,” Joe said. “But let’s not speculate on what we don’t know. Time to sit up and be a professional. Are you dispatching EMTs? Anybody?”


  The dispatcher sniffed. “Everybody,” she said. “But you’re the closest to him by far. I hope you can help him. I hope they didn’t ...”


  “Yes,” Joe said. “Hey—you don’t need to talk about him that way yet. He may be okay.”


  “Okay,” she said, to placate Joe.


  A few minutes later, Nate said, “Wonder what’ll be left of him.”
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  THE LACK OF wind was rare and remarkable, Joe thought, and the single thin plume of black smoke miles away deep in the
  timber rose straight up as if on a line until it finally dissipated at around 15,000 feet.


  Joe and Nate had just summited the mountains, and the eastern slope was laid out before them in a sea of green between the ranges. The vista was stunning: a massive, undulating carpet veined
  with tendrils of gold and red. The thread of black smoke seemed to tenuously connect the mountains with the sky.


  “It’s like whoever set the fire said, Look at me,” Nate said as they plunged down the other side of the mountain in the pickup. “I’m wondering if they wish
  they hadn’t set a fire now. Or if they’re trying to draw us in.”


  “Black smoke like that isn’t from a forest fire,” Joe said.


  “Nope.”


  “Smoke that black usually means rubber is burning,” Joe said.


  “Do you know how to get there?” Nate asked.


  Joe nodded. “There are quite a few old logging roads ahead. I’ve been on a few of them. It’s been so dry, though, we should be able to find Baird’s tire tracks and follow
  him in.”


  Nate surveyed the vista in front of him as Joe eased forward. “Rough country,” he said.


  “In every way,” Joe said.


  THERE WAS ONLY one open road that went to the southeast toward the smoke, and there were fresh tire tracks imprinted over a coating of dust. Joe made the turn and drove down
  the two-track as swiftly as he could over the washboarded surface without shaking the pickup apart. Nate hung out the passenger window like a Labrador, Joe thought, with his hand clamped on his
  hat.


  “This looks like the right road,” Nate said, pulling himself back in. “We need to be ready.”


  Joe nodded. Afternoon sun fanned through the lodgepole pines as he shot along the dirt road. In his peripheral vision, he saw Nate dig his weapon and holster out from under the bench seat and
  strap it back on.


  “You loaded?” Nate asked, pulling Joe’s new shotgun out from behind the seat and zipping off the gun cover.


  “Shells in the glove box,” Joe said.


  Nate, who was never unloaded, sighed and found the shells and fitted them into the receiver.


  “I have mixed feelings about this thing we are about to do,” Nate said.


  “I know.”


  “You do, too.”


  Joe grunted. “If it weren’t for Diane, I might be tempted to turn around.”


  “But we can’t let feelings get in the way,” Nate said, putting the shotgun muzzle-down on the floor and shoving the stock between the bench seats so it wouldn’t rattle
  around on the dirt road. “We’ve set our course. It doesn’t matter what we think about politics or the law or anything else. It’s not Speed kills, it’s
  Hesitation kills. If we find those brothers and you’ve got a shot, take it. These boys aren’t going to let us lead them back to jail. They’ve left all that behind,
  I’m afraid. Don’t start talking or reading them their rights or trying to figure out where the hell they went off the rails. Just shoot.”


  When Joe started to object, Nate said, “It isn’t about who is the fastest or the toughest hombre in the state. It’s never about those things. It’s about who can look up
  without any mist in their eyes or doubts in their heart, aim, and pull the trigger without thinking twice. It’s about killing. It’s always been that way.”


  SHERIFF RON BAIRD’S county Ford Excursion was parked twenty feet off the two-track in a grove of aspen trees that overlooked the campground below in the distance. It
  wasn’t burning, but it had been worked over.


  Joe pulled up beside it and jumped out of his pickup with his shotgun. He circled the Excursion. The hood was open and all visible wires had been sliced in half or pulled out and thrown to the
  ground like angel-hair packing from a shipping crate. The front windshield was smashed inward and cubes of safety glass sparkled like sheets of jewelry on the front bench seat, with errant cubes of
  it on the hood. The tires were flat and air had stopped seeping out from the open wounds in the sidewalls.


  Baird was nowhere to be found.


  Nate had opened the passenger door and stood outside the truck on the running board. Using both hands, he tracked through the air how he guessed the brothers had come up from down below on each
  side in a pincer movement converging on Baird’s vehicle.


  Joe said, “I wonder where they took him.”


  “They marched him down the hill,” Nate said, binoculars at his eyes. “I see him.”


  Joe felt a spasm of fear shoot through him. “Is he alive?”


  “I think so. But he doesn’t look real good.”


  “How so?” Joe asked.


  “Looks like he’s got an arrow sticking out of his ass.”


  THE STENCH FROM burning fuel, tires, and plastic was nearly overwhelming on the valley floor. The pickup that towed the horse trailer, the trailer itself, and Dave
  Farkus’s pickup were on fire. Baird was fifty yards off to the side of the camp, and he appeared to be hugging the trunk of a tree.


  “Do you see any sign of the brothers?” Joe asked as they drove down the hill toward the scene. He’d shifted to four-wheel drive because of the incline, and he let the
  compression of the motor hold back his truck and trailer.


  Nate lowered the binoculars. “Nope.”


  “Think they’re gone or using the sheriff to draw us in and ambush us?” Joe had used the same tactic two years before when he’d bound a wanted man to lure in his would-be
  assassin. It had been one of the most shameful decisions he’d ever made, even though he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t do it again, given the circumstances.


  “If we get sucked in and ambushed using the same trap,” Joe said, “it’s not poetic justice, but it’s something like it.”


  Nate shook his head. “My guess is those boys are running back into the mountains. They probably came down to disable the vehicles and didn’t expect to get surprised by the
  sheriff.”


  “Or us,” Joe said.


  Nate said, “And I bet they’re wondering why they picked the only day in Wyoming history without wind to start a couple of cars on fire. Normally, we might not even see the
  smoke.”


  Joe drove to Baird and hit the brakes and leaped out. He could feel the heat from the burning pickup on his back.


  Baird was conscious, his eyes wide open, his mustache twitching. He was hugging the tree because they’d cinched Flex-Cuffs around his wrists on the other side of the trunk. And, as Nate
  had mentioned, there was an arrow shaft sticking out of his left buttock. Joe recognized the craftsmanship of the arrow and knew it had been made by the Grim Brothers. He could see the rawhide
  where the shaft was bound to the point next to the Wrangler label on Baird’s jeans. The arrow wasn’t deep at all, although Joe guessed it probably hurt.


  “Sheriff,” Joe said, “you’ve got an arrow sticking out of your butt.”


  “Why, thanks, Joe. I was wondering what it was bothering me back there.”


  “You want me to pull it out or cut you down first?”


  “Cut me down, please.”


  As Joe removed his Leatherman tool and opened the blade, he said, “How far are the brothers ahead of us?”


  Baird nodded toward the forested slope on the other side of the burning pickups. “Maybe thirty minutes,” he said.


  “They on foot?”


  Baird nodded. “They are, but they cover ground like demons. I saw them coming out of the trees at me on both sides, but they were so fast I didn’t get a chance to fight them
  off.”


  “I understand,” Joe said, cutting the plastic cuffs free. “I’ve tangled with them and lost, just like you.”


  Baird stepped away from the tree and rubbed hard on his wrists. His Stetson had fallen off, and strands of his wispy black hair reached down from his brow to his upper lip. As he rubbed his
  wrists, the arrow shaft danced up and down.


  “So,” Joe said, “do you believe me now?”


  Baird reached up and pushed his stringy hair back. “I was waiting to see how long it took you to ask me that question.”


  As the two men looked at each other, Nate strode behind Baird toward the burning vehicles in the camp. As deft as a swallow plucking a gnat from the air, Nate reached out and pulled the arrow
  from Baird.


  “Ouch, goddammit!” Baird said, spinning around. “Who said you could do that?”


  Nate smirked, handed Baird the arrow, and continued on his way.


  “THEY HAD NO intention of killing you,” Joe said to Baird a few minutes later, as he helped the sheriff limp to a downed log to rest on. “Or you’d be
  dead.”


  “I know,” Baird agreed. He straddled the log and leaned over it so his chest rested against the bark. His wound was open to the sky.


  “Same with me,” Joe said to the sheriff. “For whatever reason, they did some real damage, but they didn’t feel compelled to finish the job.”


  “It would have been easy,” Baird said, then gestured over his shoulder toward his wound. “This thing hurts. How bad is it?”


  Joe said, “This is when you find out who your friends are,” looking at the trickle of fresh blood coming out of the wound.


  “Just don’t let that friend of yours near me again,” Baird said.


  Joe grimaced and turned for his pickup truck to get his first-aid kit.


  JOE RIPPED ANOTHER strip of tape to bind the compress to the wound while doing his best to avoid looking at Sheriff Baird’s bare butt, which was stunningly white. As Joe
  applied the tape, Nate came down out of the trees.


  “Did those boys say anything?” Nate asked Baird.


  “Like what?”


  Nate shrugged. “Anything at all? Like, Stay off our mountain, sheriff, or Damn, where’d you come from?”


  Baird shook his head. “Nothing at first. It’s like they could communicate through hand signals or something. They never said a word the whole time. Until the end, I mean.”


  Joe paused, said, “What did they say at the end?”


  Baird cleared his throat, coughed up a ball of phlegm, and spat it away. “After they cuffed me to that tree, I expected them to just cut my throat and leave me there. One of ’em got
  right behind me and kind of whispered into my ear. He said, ‘The only reason we’re letting you live is so you can tell anybody who will listen to leave us the hell alone.”


  “That’s all?” Joe said.


  “Pretty much. He repeated himself, though. ‘Just leave us the hell alone.’ Then he stepped back and said, ‘This is to show you how serious we are,’ and shot
  me in the butt with that arrow. I could tell he took it easy on me, though. He barely shot that at me with much force. I mean, he could have done all kind of damage.


  “I don’t know which one it was who shot me,” Baird said. “It’s not like they introduced themselves. And you know they look and dress exactly alike. The only
  difference between them was one of them had a bandage taped on his face, on his chin.”


  “That would be Caleb,” Joe said. “Meaning Camish was the one who talked to you and shot you with the arrow.”


  Baird said, “Well, Caleb didn’t talk. I got the impression maybe he couldn’t anymore.”


  “Did he look wounded any other way?” Joe asked. “Did he appear to move stiffly or hang back, anything like that?”


  “Not that I noticed,” the sheriff said.


  Joe shook his head. How could he shoot the man square in the chest and cause no harm?


  Baird turned his head around toward Joe. “You know, I gotta tell you, I was scared at first. But when he said, ‘Just leave us the hell alone,’ I felt sorry for them in a
  weird way. Even though they did this to me. Ain’t that strange? Maybe it’s because I think that way myself a lot these days.”


  Nate was close enough to hear Baird’s question, but he didn’t respond. To Joe, he said, “I saddled the horses. They’ve got an hour on us at best and they aren’t on
  horse-back. This may be the closest we’ll ever get to them.”


  Joe nodded and felt his scalp twitch again from fear. He tried to hide his face from Nate.


  “We’d best get going,” Nate said.


  “I heard you,” Joe said. He told Baird to pull up his pants.


  AS THEY RODE up out of the camp where the vehicles still burned, they could hear the distant thumping of a helicopter to the east. The chopper was coming to get Baird and whisk
  him away to Rawlins, Laramie, or Cheyenne. Various state troopers and DCI agents were on their way as well, but hours behind them.


  Baird’s handheld had been propped against the log he was resting on and the volume was up. As Joe saddled the packhorse and packed gear into the panniers, he heard the chatter pick up as
  word spread of the ambush of Baird. Sheriff’s departments from four Wyoming counties and two Colorado counties were mobilizing. DCI, FBI, and ATF were being contacted. There was even
  speculation about contacting the governor’s office to request the National Guard.


  Joe said to Nate, “By this time tomorrow, this camp will be a small city.”


  Nate said, “I’m not a city-type guy.”


  THEY RODE THEIR horses up into the mountains. Joe led, followed by Nate and the packhorse.


  The feeling of dread seemed to increase in direct proportion to the altitude, Joe thought. The sharp smell of pine and sweating horses, the gritty taste of dust from the trail, the beating of
  his heart as the air got thinner—it was as if he’d never been away. For the third time in an hour, Joe reached out and touched the butt plate of his shotgun with the tips of his
  fingers, as if assuring himself it was there.


  Apparently, Nate saw him do it, said, “Remember what I said.”


  Joe said, “Yup.”


  “So we’re agreed that the best way to do this is to drive hard on our own, right?” Nate said. “We’re going to try to catch up with those boys while they’re
  within striking distance? And we aren’t going to give a good goddamn about all of the drummers on their way here right now?”


  “Yup.”


  Nate said, “Okay, then.”


  Joe said, “I feel like we owe it to those brothers to find them before they’re cornered by the cavalry that’ll be coming.”


  “Even though the result may be the same,” Nate said.
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  THEY FOLLOWED THE tracks of the horses that had been there before them into the mountains. Joe determined that the men from
  Michigan had six horses. What he couldn’t tell was if that meant there were six men total or if at least a couple of the animals were packhorses. The horses they were following had been
  recently shod, based on the sharp edges of the imprints in the dust and mud.


  But who were they, these men? And how did Dave Farkus get hooked up with them? Joe’s best guess was Farkus stumbled on the men and was taken along—or disposed of along the way. The
  purpose of the riders was unclear as well, although Joe was pummeled with the many connections to Michigan and the Upper Peninsula that kept cropping up. Were these riders after the brothers? Or
  allies with them?


  Joe and Nate quickly fell into a procedure where if they wanted or needed to talk, they would sidle next to each other on horseback so they could lean into each other and keep their voices down.
  Joe sidestepped his horse off the trail and let Nate catch up and rein to stop.


  Joe said, “What do you think happened to the boys from Michigan?”


  Nate narrowed his eyes while looking ahead of them up the mountain. “All I know is that they haven’t come back down the trail to their vehicles. That says they’re still up
  here. Or that they aren’t ever coming down.”


  “I’d opt for the latter,” Joe said, leaning on the pommel and looking ahead.


  “I’m trying to figure out why the brothers went after their vehicles,” Nate said. “It seems kind of pointless to expose themselves that way.”


  Joe nodded. “Unless the purpose was more general.”


  Nate caught Joe’s meaning. He said, “Like a warning to everybody out there that if you try to go after the brothers, they’ll come around behind you and destroy your property.
  They’re saying, Stay the hell out of these mountains.”


  “Just like the message they gave Sheriff Baird,” Joe said.


  Nate started to say something but didn’t. He swallowed and made a face as if he’d tasted something bitter.


  AS HE RODE, Joe continually scanned the trail up ahead of him and shot hard looks into the trees lining both sides. His shotgun was within quick reach. If the brothers
  didn’t know they were being pursued, it was possible he and Nate could simply ride up on them. He wanted to be ready.


  The afternoon sun lengthened the shadows across the trail and enhanced the fall colors of the aspen into almost blinding acrylic hues. It would be effortless for the brothers to simply meld into
  the throbbing colors of the trees and for Joe not to see them, he thought.


  A doe mule deer and her fawn stayed ahead of them on the trail and Joe kept seeing her at each turn. She’d graze with the fawn until the horses came into sight, then startle with a white
  flap of her tail and bound ahead again and again. Joe wished she’d move off the trail for good, because each time she saw him and jumped, his heart did, too.


  AN HOUR LATER, as dusk muffled the eastside slopes and the acrylic colors muted into pastels, Joe again spooked the doe and fawn. But rather than running ahead along the trail
  where it narrowed and squeezed through the trunks of two massive spruce trees, the deer cut into the timber to the right. Joe was pleased the deer had finally got out of the way, but then he saw
  them reappear yet again on the trail farther up the mountain slope like before.


  Instinctively, he leaned back in the saddle and pulled back on the reins. He said, “Hold it, Nate,” quietly over his shoulder.


  Nate rode up alongside. “Are you wondering if the packhorse and panniers are going to fit through that narrow chute?”


  “No,” Joe said. “I’m wondering why those deer went around in the trees instead of staying on the game trail.”


  JOE AND NATE approached the trap from behind after tying off their horses in the trees. The design of the trap was a brutal work of art, Joe thought. And if it weren’t
  for the deer, he would have ridden right into it.


  The brothers had cut down and trimmed a green lodgepole pine tree about as thick as Joe’s fist near the base. The base was wedged into the gap between two branches on the large spruce,
  then bowed back almost to the point of breaking before being tied off with wire. The wire was fed through a smooth groove around the tree trunk and stretched ankle-high across the trail. It was
  tied off to a set of ten-inch lengths of wood that were notched back and fitted into one another. A thick foot-long sharpened stake was lashed to the tip of the lodgepole. If the wire was tripped,
  the notched lengths would pull apart sideways and release the tension that held the cocked arm and stake back.


  “Chest high for a rider,” Joe said, absently rubbing a spot just below his clavicle.


  Nate found a stump in the timber and carried it toward the trap from behind. “Stand back,” he said, and threw the stump with a grunt. It landed on the wire, which yanked the notched
  sticks apart and sent the lodgepole and stake slicing through the air with surprising speed and velocity.


  While the pole and stake rocked back and forth, Joe said, “This was more than a warning to stay away.”


  “That it is,” Nate said, inspecting the cuts on the lodgepole where branches had been trimmed away. With his fingertip, he touched an amber bead of sap that oozed from one of the
  cuts. “Fresh,” he said. “The boys probably put this up within the last couple of days. Maybe they’re expecting us.”


  At that moment, far up the mountainside, was the harsh crackle of snapping branches. Joe and Nate locked eyes for a moment, then dived for the ground. They lay helplessly while a dislodged
  boulder the size of a small car smashed down the slope leveling small trees and splintering big ones along its path. The boulder rolled end-over-end, coming within ten yards of where they were on
  the trail. Remarkably, the horses didn’t snap their tethers and run away.


  When the boulder finally stopped rolling and settled noisily below them, Joe stood up. The sharp smell of broken pine trees was in the air, along with the damp odor of churned-up soil.


  “Man ...” Joe whispered.


  “They’re real close,” Nate said. “And they know we’re right behind them.”


  WHEN THEY RODE to the edge of the tree line, Joe and Nate paused on their horses before continuing up. The sun had sunk behind the western mountains an hour before. The moon
  was narrow and white, a toenail clipping, and the wash of stars was so bright and close as to be almost creamy. Ahead of them was a long expanse of treeless scree. The trail they were on
  switchbacked up through the scree, but dissolved into darkness near the top of the summit.


  “I can’t see what’s up there,” Joe whispered. “But we’ll be in the open. This would be a great place to get ambushed.”


  Nate said, “If we can’t see them, they can’t see us, right?”


  “I wish there was a way to get over the top some other way,” Joe said, trying not to ascribe powers to the Grim Brothers that they didn’t realistically possess.


  “There isn’t,” Nate said, nudging his horse on.


  JOE HAD RARELY ever felt as vulnerable, as much of a target, as he did riding up through the talus. He urged his horse to keep him walking fast, hoping the herky-jerky gait
  would make him less easy to hit if someone was aiming. There was nothing quiet about his ascent; his horse’s lungs billowed as it climbed, the gelding nickered from time to time to call to
  Nate’s horse and the packhorse, and the gelding’s steel shoes struck some of the shale rocks with discordant notes and tossed off sparks from time to time. By the time he made it to the
  summit and the ocean of mountaintops sprawled out before him to the west, his horse was worn out from the forced march and Joe had a slick of sweat between his skin and his clothing.


  But no one fired, and nothing more happened.


  He pushed the gelding on, over the top, so they’d no longer be in silhouette against the sky if the brothers were somewhere in the timber below them looking back. Nate was soon with him,
  his own horse breathing hard as well. They tucked away to rest the animals in a stand of aspen.


  In the shadows of the trees, Joe’s boot heels thumped the hard ground as he dismounted to let his horse get his breath back. Nate did the same. They stood in silence, holding the reins of
  their horses, eyeing the dark timber and meadows out in front of them, wondering where the Grim Brothers were.


  IT WAS APPROACHING midnight when Joe’s gelding stopped short. He recognized the horse’s familiar signals of fear or agitation: the low rumbling whoof, the
  whites of his eyes, the ears stiffly cocked forward. Joe’s horse took several steps back, nearly colliding with Nate’s mount.


  Nate whispered, “What’s wrong?”


  Joe shook his head. “Don’t know. Something’s spooked him.” He managed to get control of his horse after spinning him back around.


  When Joe looked up, he could see Nate grimacing, his face illuminated by a splash of starlight.


  “Jesus,” Nate said. “Look.”


  Joe leaned forward and peered ahead on the trail, willing his eyes to see better in the dark. Something hung across the trail, reminding him of gathered curtains hanging from a rod. He slipped
  his Maglite out of its holster and adjusted the beam on a moon-shaped human face—eyes open but without the gleam of life, a dried purple tongue hanging out of its mouth like a fat cigar.


  Joe twisted the lens of this flashlight to increase the scope of the light. While he did, he forgot to breathe.


  Three male bodies, two in black tactical clothing and one in camouflage, hung from ropes tied to a beam that crossed the trail. The bodies were hung by their necks, but it was obvious they
  hadn’t died from hanging because of the wounds on them. One of the men in black had a hole in his chest, one’s skull was crushed in on the side like a dropped egg, and the third had an
  arrow shaft sticking out of his throat.


  Joe recognized the make of the arrow.


  He squelched the light of his flashlight and reached out for the saddle horn to steady himself because he felt suddenly light-headed.


  “Oh, God,” he said, fighting nausea.


  Nate said, “I think we found the boys from Michigan.”
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  ONE BY ONE, the glassy surfaces of the alpine cirques Joe and Nate rode past mirrored the stars and slice of moon. When a
  trout rose and nosed the water at the second cirque, Joe found himself unexpectedly heartened as he watched lazy ringlets alter the reflection.


  They’d cut down the bodies and stacked them on the side of the trail. Joe rooted through their pockets and found no personal items or identification of any kind. He and Nate covered the
  bodies with dead logs and sheets of bark to try to prevent predators from feeding on them, and Joe bookmarked the location in his GPS so he could later direct search teams to the exact place to
  recover and identify the bodies. Dave Farkus had not been among the dead.


  It was two in the morning when they rode by the last cirque and Joe clucked and pulled his horse off the trail to parallel the meandering outlet stream.


  Nate said, “Is this the creek you followed out of the mountains last time?”


  “Yup.”


  “What’s the name of it?”


  “No Name Creek,” Joe said. “Really.”


  “Seems fitting,” Nate said, clucking his horse forward.


  “Stay alert,” Joe said to Nate, although he was really talking to himself. “Those brothers could be anywhere.”


  DEEP IN THE timber and far down the mountain on its western slope, Joe almost rode by the dark opening where the cabin had been. He didn’t so much see it as feel
  it—a creeping shiver that rolled from his stomach to his throat that made him rein to a stop and turn to his right in the saddle.


  “Here,” he said. He nosed the gelding over, and the horse splashed through the shallow stream and to the other side. As he rode through the opening, the familiarity of it in the
  starlight made him relive his escape from the cabin. When he reached the clearing where the cabin had been, he rode around it, puzzled. Ghostly columns of pale starlight lit the opening. But there
  was no sign of the burned cabin, just a tangled pile of deadfall.


  Nate asked, “Are you sure this is the right place?”


  “It’s got to be,” Joe said. He probed the deadfall with the beam of his flashlight.


  Sweeping the pool of light across the dead branches, he noted a small square of orange.


  “Ah,” he said with relief, and dismounted. With the flashlight in his mouth shining down, Joe tugged at branches and threw them away from the pile. He kicked away the last tangle to
  reveal a square foundation of bricks, which was where the woodstove had been.


  “The Grim Brothers hid the scene,” he said to Nate. “They carted away whatever was still here and covered the footprint of the cabin in downed timber. No wonder Sheriff Baird
  and his men never found this.”


  “I was starting to wonder myself,” Nate said with a grin. “I was thinking maybe you made it all up.”


  “Ha ha,” Joe said sourly.


  JOE AND NATE sat on opposite ends of a downed tree trunk at four in the morning, facing the slash pile that covered up the remains of the cabin, each with his own thoughts. Joe
  tried to eat some deer jerky he’d brought along, but every time he started to chew he thought of the faces of the three bodies hanging from the cross pole, and he lost his appetite. He could
  hear Nate slowly crunching gorp from a Ziploc bag on the other end of the log, and their horses munching mountain grass. There was no more reassuring sound, Joe thought, than horses eating grass.
  Their grum-grum chewing sound was restful.


  If only everything else were, he thought.


  That’s when he clearly heard a branch snap deep in the timber. The sound came from the north, from somewhere up a wooded slope.


  THERE WERE DISTINCTIVE sounds in the mountains, Joe knew. He was never a believer of trees’ falling silently in the forest if there was no one there to hear it, because
  he didn’t believe it was all about him, or any other human. Nature did what nature did. To philosophize that acts occurred in the wild in the presence of people and for their benefit was to
  acknowledge that humans were gods. Joe knew that not to be the case, and always thought anyone who bought that line of thought to be arrogant or new to the outdoors. In fact, from his
  experience, the forest could get downright loud. Trees, especially pines, had wide and shallow root systems. Hard winds knocked them over, where they’d fall with a crash and expose the
  upturned root pan. Dead branches blew off and fell down. One tree fell into another. Sometimes a bear or cat tried to climb one of the inferior high-altitude trees and the weight of the animal
  toppled it over. A herd of elk moving through dry and down timber sometimes sounded like a freight train that had jumped the tracks.


  But there was a unique sound to a dry branch snapping under the foot of a man. It was a deep and muffled crack, like a silenced gunshot. It was a different sound from that of a twig breaking
  under the hard cloven hoof of an ungulate—an elk or moose—that produced a sharp snap like a pretzel stick being halved. At the sound, Joe rolled to his right and he sensed Nate roll to
  his left. Joe had no doubt Nate was on his knees with the .454 Casull drawn by now. For his own part, he had the shotgun ready. He slowly jacked a shell into the chamber to keep the metal-on-metal
  action as quiet as possible, and when the live shell was loaded into the chamber he fed another double-ought round into the receiver. He held his shotgun at the ready and felt his senses straining
  to determine if whoever had made the sound was closer, farther, or standing still.


  Joe turned to his left to ask Nate if he could hear any more sounds, but Nate was gone. Joe squinted into the darkness, trying to find his friend.


  When he couldn’t, Joe settled back on his haunches behind the downed log, his shotgun muzzle pointed vaguely uphill.


  There was another muffled snap, this one closer than the first. He estimated the sound coming from fifty feet away.


  He raised the shotgun and lay the doused Maglite along the forward stock. His heart pounded in his chest, and he thought if it beat any harder, everybody would be able to hear it.


  As he stared into the shadowed darkness of the trees, he saw a single small red dot for a moment six feet off the ground. It blinked out. Then he saw it again. Joe was sure that he was close
  enough that if he fired he’d probably hit the source of the light. He remembered Nate’s admonition to shoot first, but he couldn’t simply pull the trigger. Not without knowing who
  it was.


  The roaring of blood in his ears nearly drowned out the voice of the man who said, “Joe, is that you?”


  Then, “For Christ sake, Joe, don’t fucking shoot me!”


  Joe said, “Farkus?” And he heard the hollow sound of the heavy steel barrel of Nate’s .454 smack hard into the side of Farkus’s head, toppling him over.


  “Don’t kill him, Nate,” Joe said, sighing and getting to his feet. “I know this guy. He’s the local who owned one of the burned-up trucks back in the campground.
  The one who didn’t seem to fit into all of this.”


  “NIGHT VISION GOGGLES,” Nate said with contempt, nudging Farkus with the toe of his boot, “and unless I’m wrong, he’s wearing body armor, too.
  I’m thinking this Farkus guy isn’t quite what you and Baird thought he was.”


  Farkus moaned and reached up to put his hand over the new gash and bump on the side of his head.


  Joe stepped over the downed log and fixed his Maglite on Farkus. The bright light through the lenses of the goggles must have burned his retinas as if he were looking into the sun itself, the
  way Farkus winced and pulled the goggles off. He threw the equipment away from him, saying, “It’s like you blinded me.”


  “You didn’t shoot,” Joe said to Nate, ignoring Farkus.


  “No reason to,” Nate said. “I watched him come down through the trees focused totally on you. He was watching you every second. I was behind a trunk and he never even turned my
  way.”


  Farkus croaked, “Why’d you smack me?”


  Nate squatted down next to Farkus. “Because we’ve nearly been killed twice tonight by people who more than likely had night vision gear. And because you were lurking around in the
  dark, you idiot. You’re lucky I didn’t blow your head off. Where did you get those goggles?”


  Joe kept his flashlight on Farkus’s face, trying to read it. Farkus said, “I stole them. The vest, too.”


  “Who’d you steal them from?” Nate asked.


  “I took them off a dead guy,” Farkus said, sitting up. “He didn’t need them anymore. Being he was dead and all.”


  Said Nate, “Who was the dead guy?”


  “His name was Capellen. He was with the other guys from Michigan up here to find the Cline Brothers. Capellen was killed first, and I took his stuff.”


  Joe said, “Start from the beginning, Dave. How did you get from the other side of the mountain to here?”


  “They kidnapped me,” Farkus said. “The men from Michigan, I mean. I drove up on them at my elk camp, and they took me along with them because I know the mountains. They were
  tracking those damned brothers, but everything went bad for them. The brothers ambushed us and I was the only one left alive. Them brothers, they ain’t human, I tell you. They ain’t.
  You guys should turn around and get the hell out of here while you have the chance.”


  Joe said, “What are they if they aren’t human?”


  “Wendigos. Monsters. They can move through the trees like phantoms or something, and they can just appear wherever they want. I told you back at the trailhead, remember?”


  “I remember,” Joe said.


  “So how did you get away from them?” Nate asked with a smirk. “Did you hold a cross up and just walk away?”


  “I waited until they were gone,” Farkus said, “and I managed to get untied. They’ve completely left the mountains for somewhere else. They ain’t around no more.
  They had me tied up in a cave, I mean a cabin.”


  Nate drew his arm back as if he were going to backhand Farkus, and the man flinched and grimaced, raising his arms to cover his face, ready for a blow.


  “Nate,” Joe said.


  When Farkus lowered his arms, Nate slapped him hard across his face.


  “Why’d you do that?” Farkus protested. “I haven’t done nothing.”


  Nate said, “You scared us, that’s what. And now you’re speaking gibberish. I hate gibberish. Nobody confuses a cabin with a cave. So you’d better start telling us
  the truth about what’s really going on up here, or you won’t see morning come.”


  Joe nodded. “Your story doesn’t jibe, Dave. Like maybe you’re making it up as you go along.” He kept his flashlight on Farkus’s face and noted how the man averted
  his eyes and blinked rapidly as he spoke—two signs of a lying witness. “Somebody set a trap that could have killed either one of us and later rolled a boulder down the mountain that
  could have taken us out. The brothers were seen clearly this afternoon by a sheriff at the trailhead where they were in the process of burning your truck. No one else would match that
  description.


  “Plus,” Joe said, lowering the beam of the flashlight to Farkus’s hands in his lap, “I don’t see any marks on your wrists from rope or wire. Which says to me you
  weren’t tied up at all. Now, I’m going to ask you some questions and you’re going to answer them. If I think you’re lying again, I’m going to get up and walk away and
  leave you with Mr. Romanowski.”


  He nodded toward Nate. “And whatever happens, happens. Got that?”


  Farkus said, “Yes.”


  “Good. Let’s start with the men from Michigan. We found three of them back on the trail. Who were they?”


  “I told you. They were here to find the brothers and kill them.”


  “Why?”


  “They wouldn’t explain it all to me outright,” Farkus said. “Every time I asked what they were doing up here, they basically told me to shut up. But from what I could get
  from what they said to each other, it had to do with something that happened back in Michigan, where all of them were from. They were taking orders from this guy named McCue. He was at my elk camp
  with them, but he didn’t come along with us—”


  “McCue?” Joe broke in. “Did I hear you right? Bobby McCue? Skinny guy? Older, kind of weary-looking?”


  “That’s him,” Farkus said.


  Joe took a deep breath.


  Farkus continued, “The guys I was with knew the brothers, or knew enough about them, anyway. I got the feeling they might have clashed at one time or other.”


  “It was personal, then?” Nate said.


  “Not really. I think they knew of the brothers, like I said. But I’m sure it wasn’t personal. They were hired and outfitted by someone with plenty of money.”


  “Did you hear any names besides McCue?”


  “None that meant anything.”


  “Try to remember,” Joe said, his head spinning.


  Farkus scrunched up his eyes and mouth. He said, “McGinty. I think that was it. And Sugar.”


  Joe felt a jolt. He said, “Senator McKinty and Brent Shober?”


  “Could be right,” Farkus said.


  Nate’s upper lip curled into a snarl.


  Joe said to Nate: “What’s going on?”


  Nate said, “It’s worse than we thought.”


  Then Joe said to Farkus, “And all of you rode into a trap of some kind?”


  “At the last cirque,” Farkus said, nodding. “We rode down the trail to the water and the lead guy, Parnell, rode through some rocks. He tripped a wire and a spike mounted on a
  green tree took him out.”


  “We’re familiar with the trap,” Joe said. “Go on.”


  “The brothers were on us like ugly on an ape,” Farkus said. “The horses blew up and started rearing and everybody got bucked off. The brothers finished off the wounded except
  for me.”


  “Why’d they spare you?”


  Farkus shook his head. “I don’t know, Joe. I just don’t know.”


  “So they took you to their cabin. Or was it a cave?”


  “It was a cabin.”


  “Why did you say cave earlier?”


  “You might have noticed there’s a big guy with a big gun right next to me. I was nervous and probably misspoke.”


  “Ah,” Joe said, as if he was happy with the explanation. “And then the brothers just left?”


  “Yes. They packed up and left me to die. They are completely out of this county by now. Maybe even out of the state.”


  “Interesting you’re sticking with that,” Joe said. “So the rock that was rolled at us a while back was just a natural occurrence?”


  “I don’t know anything about a rock,” Farkus said, his eyes blinking as if he he’d got dust blown into them. “All I know is there’s no point in you guys going
  after them anymore. They’re gone.”


  “Were the brothers alone?”


  “What do you mean?” When he asked, Farkus looked away and blinked his eyes.


  “Was there a woman with them?” Joe asked softly.


  “A woman?” Farkus said. “Up here?”


  “Terri Wade or Diane Shober. I’m sure you’ve heard of at least one of them.”


  Farkus shook his head.


  Joe said to Nate, “We’re done here,” and stood up. “Should we dig a hole for the body, or let the wolves scatter his bones?”


  Nate said, “I say we put his head on a pike. That kind of thing spooks Wendigos, I believe. Sends ’em running back to Canada, where they belong.”


  Farkus looked from Nate to Joe, his eyes huge and his mouth hanging open.


  “I’ve got no use for liars,” Nate said.


  Joe turned to say something to Nate, but his friend was gone. He was about to call after him, but didn’t. Nate’s stride as he walked away contained purpose. And when Joe listened, he
  realized how utterly silent it had become in the forest surrounding them. No sounds of night insects or squirrels or wildlife.


  He quickly closed the gap with Farkus and shoved the muzzle of his shotgun into the man’s chest. He whispered, “They’re here, aren’t they?”


  Farkus gave an unwitting tell by shooting a glance into the trees to his left.


  Joe said, “They sent you down here to distract us and pin us to one place while they moved in,” Joe said, his voice as low as he could make it.


  Farkus didn’t deny the accusation, but looked at the shotgun barrel just below his chin.


  “Hold it,” Farkus stammered, his voice cracking. “Hold it. You’re law enforcement. You can’t do this.”


  Joe eased the safety off with a solid click.


  “Really, please, oh, Jesus,” Farkus whispered. Then he raised his voice, “Don’t do this to me, please. You can’t do this. ...”


  “Keep your voice down,” Joe hissed, shoving the muzzle hard into Farkus’s neck.


  From the shadows of the forest, Camish said, “I’m real surprised you came back, game warden.”


  And fifty feet to the right of Camish, Nate said, “Guess what? I’ve got your brother.”
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  THE STANDOFF THAT occurred at 4.35 A.M. on the western slope of the Sierra Madre transpired so quickly and with such epic
  and final weight, and such a simple but lethal potential conclusion, that Joe Pickett found himself surprisingly calm. So calm, he calculated his odds. They weren’t good. He knew the
  likelihood of his sudden death was high and he wished like hell he had called his wife on the satellite phone and said goodbye to her and his precious girls. He also knew he would have apologized
  for dying for such a cause, and at the hands of the dispossessed. As if a man could choose his killer.


  In this moment of clarity, Joe thought, sharp points elbowed their way to the fore:


  
    
      
        
          
            •  His shotgun was on Farkus and it would take one or two seconds to wheel and aim it at Camish;


            •  Camish had Joe’s heart in the sights of his rifle; knew Joe and Nate could cut him in half, so he must have a trump card, likely ...


            •  Caleb had a .454 muzzle pressed against his temple and was unable to speak anyway;


            •  Farkus was clueless—he’d obviously been coerced by the brothers but hadn’t firmed up his storyline and he’d therefore stumbled
            into lies that piqued Joe’s interest;


            •  If one man pulled a trigger, a cacophony of exploding shots would throw lead through the void like a buzz saw and cut down all of them for eternity,
            and;


            •  Nobody wanted that.

          

        

      

    

  


  At least Joe didn’t.


  Joe said, “We all know the situation we’ve got here. It can go one way or the other. Things can get western in a hurry. If they do, I’m betting on my man Nate here to tip the
  scales, Camish. But I think a better idea may be sitting down and starting a fire and hashing this out.”


  After a beat, Camish said, “You’re one of these folks thinks everything can be solved by talking?”


  Said Joe, “No, I don’t believe that. No one has ever accused me of excess talking. But I think something really bad will happen any second if we don’t. I’m willing to sit
  down and discuss the possibility of more than two of us walking away from here.”


  Camish said, “Caleb, you okay?”


  The response was a muffled groan.


  Nate said, “He’s about to lose the rest of his head.”


  Camish’s voice was high and tight: “Don’t you hurt my brother.”


  Joe realized his initial shocked calm had slipped away and he was sweating freely from fear. He struggled to keep his words even, hoping Camish would give in. It was easier to sound serious
  because he was.


  “Tell you what,” he said. “Let’s meet at that downed log a few feet from me. Camish can keep aiming at me. Nate can keep his gun at Caleb’s head. I’ll keep my
  shotgun on Farkus here. But when we get to the log we’ll sit down. How does that sound?”


  From the dark, Joe heard Farkus say, “I’m kind of wondering where I fit into this deal.”


  And Nate growl, “You don’t, idiot.”


  Camish said, “Deal.”


  CAMISH LOOKED EVEN thinner than Joe remembered him. It had been a rough few days. The man’s eyes seemed to have sunk deeper into hollows above his cheekbones and
  resembled marbles on a mantel. He hadn’t shaved in weeks, and all the silver hairs in his beard made him look gaunt and wizened. Like a Wendigo, Joe thought.


  Joe and Nate sat on one log, the Grim Brothers on another. They faced each other.


  Caleb sat in utter, pained silence. If anything, he looked more skeletal than his brother. His dark eyes flicked like insects between his brother and Joe and Nate as if hoping for a place to
  land. A dirt-filthy bandage was taped to his lower jaw. Caleb had an AR-15 with a scope across his lap, with the muzzle loosely pointed a foot to the right of Joe. Joe was sure the weapon was
  locked and ready to fire, and that Caleb was capable of spraying full automatic fire at him and Nate in a heartbeat. The weapon must have come from the Michigan boys, Joe thought.


  In between them, they’d started a small fire. Farkus sat on a stump near the fire, positioned carefully equidistant from both logs. Farkus fed the fire with pencil-sized twigs. The fire
  shot lizard tongues at the darkness and occasionally flared due to a particularly dry piece of wood or because of time-concentrated pitch within the stick. The effect made Camish and Caleb’s
  faces fade in and out of the darkness in various stages of orange.


  Nate sat silently on the log to Joe’s left. His friend didn’t even attempt to hide his proclivities, and he kept his .454 lying across the top of his thighs with his hand on the grip
  and his finger on the trigger. Joe knew Nate was capable of raising the weapon and firing at both of them in less than a second.


  Whether Nate could take out both brothers before Caleb could fire his weapon at Joe and Nate was the question.


  Joe said to Caleb, “I see your tactical vest now. I guess you were wearing it when I shot you with my Glock. Now I know why you didn’t go down.”


  Caleb glared back at him, his eyes dark and piercing but his expression inscrutable.


  “You know he can’t talk,” Camish said. “That shot to his lower jaw splintered his chinbone and somehow drove slivers of it into his talk box. The point-blank shot to his
  chest later probably didn’t help much, either. Anyways, he hasn’t spoken a word since that night.”


  He said it matter-of-factly, and Joe let it sink in. Joe said, “I fired blindly when I hit him in the face. Not that I wasn’t trying to do damage—I was.”


  Caleb almost imperceptibly nodded his head.


  Joe said to Caleb, “I would have been happy to have killed you given the circumstances.”


  Camish nodded, and he and Nate shared a look, which Joe found disconcerting.


  “The circumstances are different depending on where you stand, I guess,” Camish said. “You have one version, we have a different version.”


  Joe nodded. “Maybe so. But what I know is you boys came after me and killed my horses.”


  Camish made his eyes big, and there was a slight smile on his face. “My version, game warden, is me and my brother were minding our own damned business and not bothering a soul when you
  rode up and wanted to collect a tax on behalf of the government, the tax being a license to fish so we could eat. And when we didn’t produce the license, you threatened our liberty. We, as
  freeborn Americans, resisted you.”


  Joe held his tongue, but he shared a look with Nate. This confirmed his friend’s earlier theory.


  Nate tipped his head toward Joe, but never took his eyes off Caleb. He said, “Joe’s kind of like that. It’s his worst fault. He’s damned stubborn.”


  “My horses,” Joe said, glaring at Camish. “They belonged to my wife. She loved them like only a woman can love horses. You two killed them and butchered them.”


  “Better than letting them go to waste, eh, Caleb?” Camish said, as if it made all the sense in the world, Joe thought. “Anyway,” Camish said, “we didn’t
  target your horses. They were collateral damage. We came after you so hard because there was something in your eyes when we met you. We knew you’d follow this goddamned stupid fishing license
  deal to the gates of hell. Otherwise, we’d just have let you ride away. We practically begged you to just ride out of here. But you wouldn’t let it go. You said you’d march us
  into court. All for a stupid twenty-four-dollar license.”


  Joe said, “You boys are out of state. It’s ninety-four dollars for Michigan residents.”


  Camish leaned back on his log and tipped his head back and laughed. Caleb snorted, sounding like the angry pneumatic staccato spitting of a pressure cooker on a stovetop.


  Nate moaned.


  Joe felt his neck get hot. He said, “It’s my job. I do my job.”


  Camish finished his run of laughter, then cut it off. He leaned forward on the log and thrust his face at Joe. “That may be. But the things you set in motion ...”


  Joe stood up. He let the muzzle of the shotgun swing lazily past Camish, past Caleb, past Nate. He said, “Tomorrow by this time, these mountains are going to be overrun. There will be
  hundreds of law enforcement personnel. Some of them will even know what they’re doing. You boys assaulted a sheriff and humiliated him. You assaulted me and humiliated me. The
  people who’ll be coming after you don’t even know about those three men you killed yet, which makes you cold-blooded murderers.”


  From the far end of the downed log, Farkus said, “They killed four, not three.”


  Camish said, “I wish you’d shut up, Dave.”


  Joe broke in. “Four, three, it doesn’t matter at this point. You boys are done. Even if you figure out a way to hole up and not get caught tomorrow, this is only the beginning. You
  can’t really think you can stay here, do you? That you can set traps and hang dead men from cross poles and the world will just stay away? What are you thinking?”


  With the last sentence, Joe stood and leaned into them and his voice rose. And he realized, by looking at Nate’s face, and the Grim Brothers, and Farkus in the light of the fire, how
  utterly alone he was.


  “YOU PEOPLE,” CAMISH said, his eyes sliding off Nate and settling on Joe, “you government people just keep coming. It’s like you won’t stop coming
  until you’ve got us all and you own everything we’ve got. Until we all submit to you. It ain’t right. It ain’t American. All we want to do is be left alone.
  That’s all.


  “Hell, we know we make people nervous, me and Caleb. We know we look funny and we act funny to some people. We know they judge us. They made my mom out into some kind of stupid hillbilly
  when they went after her.”


  Joe studied Camish’s face in the flickering firelight. Unlike Caleb’s terrifying, almost manic glare, Camish’s attitude had softened from its initial ferocity. Into what? Joe
  thought. Victory? Resignation?


  “That’s all,” Camish echoed. “We thought you’d leave us alone back in Michigan if we just paid our taxes and kept our mouths shut. Didn’t we,
  Caleb?”


  Caleb nodded and grunted.


  Said Camish, “When they tried to take our property the first time, we fought ’em off pretty good. We thought it was over, that there was just no damned chance in the United States of
  America that the government could take a man’s land and give it to somebody just because they’d pay more taxes. They backed off at first, and we thought we won. But they was like
  you, like all governments, I guess. They just kept coming. Those three things that are supposed to be our rights—life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness? Hell, the government’s
  supposed to protect those things. Instead, they took the last two of them away from us, just like that. Finally, they took our place from us and we lost our dad, our mom, and our brother in the
  process. They took all three of those rights away from them, didn’t they?”


  He spoke in a flat, unsentimental way. Joe nodded for him to go on.


  “When a thief comes into your home in the night and tries to take your property, it’s okay to shoot him. But when the government comes and wants the same thing, you go to jail if you
  resist. At least the thief puts his own ass on the line.”


  Camish said, “We just wanted to find somewhere we could be left alone. Is that so damned much to ask?”


  Nate said, “No, it isn’t.”


  Joe sighed. “Problem is, no one can just walk away. Everyone has obligations.”


  Camish said, “You mean like paying taxes?”


  “Yeah, I guess,” Joe said, grateful it was dark so no one could see him flush. “Folks can’t expect services and programs without paying for them somehow.”


  Camish said, “Why the hell should we pay for things we don’t want and don’t get? Why should the government take our money and our property and give it to other people? What the
  hell kind of place has this become?”


  Joe said, “It’s not that bad or that simple. This whole mountain range, for example. It’s managed by the U.S. Forest Service, a government agency. Taxes pay for
  that.”


  “We do our part,” Camish said. “We keep the riff-raff out.”


  Caleb snorted a laugh.


  Joe said, “You boys vandalized some vehicles and scared the hell out of some campers. Not to mention that elk you took.”


  Joe saw a flash of anger in Camish’s eyes. He didn’t even look at Caleb, hoping Nate had him covered. Camish said, “We did that to keep people away. To spook ’em.
  We didn’t want to have to hurt somebody or take things too far, so we laid down a marker: Leave us alone. It’s our way of managing the place. We didn’t disturb or hurt
  anything that was perfect. Fish, deer, elk—whatever. If anything, we helped cull the herd. That’s management, too. It just ain’t done by bureaucrats sitting on their asses. Like
  the Forest Service, you know? Or you guys.”


  Joe could feel Nate’s eyes on the side of his face, but he didn’t look over.


  Instead, Joe said, “Diane Shober. Tell me about her.”


  “Yeah,” Camish said. “I was expecting you might have recognized her that night. She thought so, too.”


  Joe waited. He looked up and realized Caleb was trying to tell Camish something with his eyes. Caleb looked distressed.


  Camish said, “I won’t get too far into it, but Diane felt like she needed a refuge, too. So we offered her one.”


  Joe said, “I find that hard to believe.”


  Camish said, “Believe whatever the hell you want. But sometimes it’s hard to see how much pressure is being put on a person. And how it’s pretty damned nice to find a place
  where no one expects you to live up to a certain standard.”


  “Her fiancé?” Joe said.


  “Yeah, him. But especially Daddy,” Camish said. “That man expected one whole hell of a lot. He lived his life through her, but she can’t stand him. He’s one of
  those parasites. He got rich taking other people’s property and money. We’d tangled before. She knew we didn’t like or respect the man. She knew we’d help her
  out.”


  Joe nodded his head. “You had a common enemy,” he said, echoing Marybeth’s words.


  “ ’Course we did,” Camish said. “He’s the developer who got our family property. Friend of a damned crooked Senator McKinty from Michigan and his no-good
  son.”


  Joe sighed. He had no reason to disbelieve Camish, though he looked hard for one.


  Camish turned to Farkus. “He’s the one sent them Michigan boys after us, right Dave?”


  Farkus nodded, his eyes moving from Joe to Camish as if watching a tennis match.


  Joe said, “You mean the senator? Are you saying a U.S. senator sent a private hit squad after you?”


  “Naw,” Camish said. “Diane’s old man did that. They were supposed to take us out and take her back. And the way things work, I’d bet the senator and his son knew
  all about it, but nobody would ever be able to prove that. That’s how those folks are. We don’t want no part of those politicians anymore. That’s why we’re here.”


  Joe thought: And when Shober heard about me, he tried to put me on the hunt for Diane, too, just for insurance.


  “She stayed with you to rub her father’s nose in it?” Joe said.


  Caleb shrugged as if to say, Why not?


  And Camish said, “Why not?”


  “Shober’s mother is worried about her. I don’t think she knows anything about what you’re accusing her father of.”


  “Wouldn’t surprise me,” Camish said, shrugging.


  “So was it you who sent the postcard to Mrs. Shober?”


  Camish sighed. “That was a dumb idea. But Diane insisted. Like she made us agree to call her Terri Wade. Half the time we forgot. But when a woman gets something in her head ...”


  “Is she okay now?” Joe asked. “Diane Shober?”


  Said Camish, as a slow smile built on his face, “If you want to—if you figure out how to get out of here alive, I mean—you can ask her yourself. I don’t mind. She
  won’t mind, I don’t think, as long as you don’t try to take her back with you. See, we got some caves up in the rimrocks. Indians used to live there, then outlaws. They’re
  sweet caves. Dave knows the way.”


  Joe didn’t know what to say. He finally looked over at Nate. His friend mouthed, We have to talk. But because Joe knew what Nate wanted to talk about, he turned away.


  Camish said, “We used to have a pretty good country. At least I think we did. Then something happened. It’s our fault ’cause we let it. We used to be a people who had a
  government,” he said, looking up, his eyes fierce again. “Now it’s the other way around.”


  Joe didn’t respond.


  “And we ain’t going back until things change. We want our property back and we want an apology. We want to see that senator go to prison. We want to see Brent Shober tarred and
  feathered. And most of all, we want to be left alone. Simple as that. And we ain’t going to argue about it, game warden. If you can promise us those things, we’ll put down our guns and
  come down with you. Can you promise them?”


  Joe said, “I promise I’ll try.”


  Camish snorted. “That’s the way it is with you people. Good intentions are supposed to be the same as good works.”


  Joe had no reply.


  Camish said, “Then it is what it is.”
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  OUT OF EARSHOT of the brothers, Nate said, “This isn’t what I signed up for, Joe.”


  Joe said, “I know it isn’t.”


  “We have a couple of options.”


  Joe said, “I’m not sure we do.”


  Nate had stood and backed slowly away from where the brothers and Dave Farkus sat by the fire. As he did, Caleb never took his eyes off him, and conspicuously tightened his fingers around the
  handgrip of the automatic rifle on his lap. Likewise, Nate didn’t turn his back on Caleb and he held the .454, muzzle down, near his side. Joe knew how fast Nate was with the revolver, and he
  guessed Caleb knew it, too. Joe had stood and joined his friend. The eastern sky was rose-colored, and the trees within the dark forest began to define themselves. It was less than an hour before
  sunrise.


  Nate said, “We could get on our horses and ride away. Let the locals and the state boys and the feds finish this. We’re sort of signing the death warrants on these guys, but they
  know that and we won’t have blood on our hands. Of course, there’s the possibility these boys will make a stand. And who knows, they could win. Or maybe they’ll just fade
  into the timber if we leave. They’ve done a pretty good job at surviving up here so far. Maybe they’ll head north along the Continental Divide.”


  Joe’s insides were on fire. He clamped his shotgun to his side with his arm and thrust his hands into his pockets to keep them from shaking.


  Joe said, “I can’t ride away. As long as they’re up here, they’ll keep breaking laws. You know that. We rode by three dead bodies earlier tonight. Maybe you can say they
  deserved it, but that’s not for us to decide. More people will get hurt and die, and some of them will be innocent. Think of the traps these guys set. If we leave, they won’t
  stop.”


  Nate said, “Nope, they won’t. But that doesn’t have to be our problem. This isn’t right, Joe. Let me put this as clearly as I can: We’re on the wrong
  side.”


  Joe winced.


  “Maybe we can make a deal with them,” Nate said. “If they agree to dismantle the traps and promise to lay low, we’ll ride away. I think they’d let us go under those
  conditions.”


  “Maybe,” Joe said, “but I am what I am, Nate. I took an oath. I can’t just ride away.”


  “That’s how you got tangled up with them in the first place,” Nate said. “They all but begged you to just leave them be. But you didn’t.”


  “I couldn’t.”


  Nate didn’t turn his head. He kept his eyes on Caleb and Camish. But to Joe, it felt like his friend was glaring at him with puzzled contempt.


  Joe said, “Maybe you should go, Nate. I know how you feel and I understand. Believe me, I do. You don’t need to be any part of this. There’d be no hard feelings on my part if
  you rode away.”


  Nate said, “They’ll kill you, Joe.”


  “Maybe.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  JOE STEPPED FORWARD toward the fire, narrowing the distance between them but not really feeling his boots walk across the grass. Caleb, Camish, and Farkus watched him.


  Joe said, “Put down your weapons, get Diane Shober, and come with me. We can get to the trailhead before they get organized enough to come up after you. There will be dozens of law
  enforcement personnel—maybe hundreds. If we all get down there before they get assembled and get their blood up, I promise you I’ll do all I can to get you secured away so you’ve
  got a chance.”


  Caleb and Camish looked at him without a change in their expressions. Farkus narrowed his eyes, again glancing between Joe and the brothers, obviously trying to read in advance what was going to
  happen, and which side he would choose to support.


  Joe said, “I’ll tell the locals, the state, and the feds how you cooperated. I’ll ask Governor Rulon to get involved—we’re pretty close. Look, you’ve got a
  story to tell. There are a lot of folks out there who will support you.


  “I know of a lawyer,” Joe continued, trying to keep his voice even. “His name is Marcus Hand. You may have heard of him. Big guy, long white hair, wears buckskins in the
  courtroom. He specializes in getting guilty people off. Believe me, I know. I have a feeling he’d find you guys sympathetic. Who knows—he might be able to get you what you
  want.”


  He waited.


  The brothers didn’t ask for a moment to discuss the option. Camish said, “The only way we’re going off this mountain is feetfirst. And I don’t think that’s likely
  to happen.”


  Even without turning around and seeing for himself, Joe knew Nate was gone.


  Then, deep in the trees to the east, he heard Nate’s horse whinny.


  “TELL YOU WHAT,” Camish said, standing almost casually. “Unlike your government, we believe in freedom and opportunity. We’ll give you the opportunity
  to ride away. Just don’t ever come back on our mountain.”


  Joe stood silent.


  “We’ll give you ten minutes to pack up and ride away,” Camish said. “We won’t interfere and we won’t put you down. And if you ride on out of here, we
  won’t follow you. I just hope we don’t ever see you up here again.”


  He turned toward the fire. “Dave, you can go with him. No offense, but you’re kind of useless. And if the game warden is correct, there will be a battle coming. You might get caught
  in the crossfire.”


  Farkus hopped to his feet, nodding. “Okay,” he said. “Thank you, Camish.”


  Camish smirked and looked back to Joe. “You’re still here,” he said.


  Joe felt himself nod once.


  “You shouldn’t still be here.”


  Farkus started to walk toward Joe but hesitated.


  “Look,” Camish said. “My brother and I are going to walk away and give you some space. Maybe then you’ll think about what you’re doing and take old Dave here and be
  gone. But if for some damned reason you want to force the issue, we’ll meet you in that clearing over there,” he gestured toward a small meadow to the west. The morning sun was building
  behind the trees, ready to launch and flood the meadow with light.


  “We’ll finish it there, I guess,” Camish said, shaking his head. He seemed almost sad, Joe thought.


  As they backed away from the fire, Camish said, “I think on some level you know we’re right, game warden. But you sure are stubborn.”


  “It doesn’t have to be this way,” Joe said. “It’s your government, too. You can work to change it.”


  “Too late for that,” Camish said. “This is Rampart Mountain. This is where we turn you people back or we quit trying.”


  Joe said, “This is the wrong fight at the wrong time.”


  “Got to start somewhere,” Camish said, turning away.


  And they were gone.


  Farkus looked from Joe, toward where the brothers had melded into the trees, and back. He said, “Let’s get out of here, Joe.”


  Joe said, “Go ahead.”


  THE TEMPERATURE DROPPED fifteen degrees as the cold morning air started to move through the timber in anticipation of the sun. Joe felt a long shiver start in his boots and
  roll through his body until his teeth chattered.


  He stood on the side of his gelding, keeping the horse between himself and the meadow. The brothers couldn’t be seen. Neither could Farkus, who’d dumped the panniers from the
  packhorse, mounted the animal bareback, and headed east in a hurry. He hadn’t looked back.


  Joe found the satellite phone, powered it up, and punched in the numbers. He woke her up, and sleep clogged her voice for a moment.


  Joe said, “We found them.”


  “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”


  “Not yet.”


  “What does that mean, Joe?”


  “I’m going to try to bring them in,” he said. “They don’t want to come.”


  “Oh, no. Oh, my. Please be careful.”


  “I will.”


  “Did you find Diane?”


  “No, but I know where she is. She’s okay, they say.”


  “Thank God. Her mother will be so happy.”


  “Yup. I’m not so sure about her dad, though.” Thinking:


  How do we know the Michigan boys were going to bring her down? How do we know they weren’t going to silence her, too?


  “Joe, are you okay? There’s something in your voice. Are you all right?”


  “Sure,” he said.


  “Is there anything I can do? Anyone I can call?”


  “No.”


  Joe looked across the meadow as two yellow spears of sun shot through a break in the trees. Instantly, the clearing lightened up. In the shadows of the pine tree wall on the far side of the
  clearing, he could see Camish and Caleb. They were about fifty yards apart, still in the shadows of the trees but about to enter the meadow. Caleb held his rifle across his chest. Camish worked the
  pump on Joe’s old shotgun.


  “I’ve got to go,” Joe said.


  “Call me when you can,” Marybeth said.


  “I want you to know how much I love you,” he said. “I want you to know I think I’m doing the right thing for you and the girls.”


  She was silent for a moment. Then he heard a sob.


  “I’ll call,” he said, and punched off. It felt like a lie.


  
    *

  


  HE COULDN’T FEEL his feet or his legs, and his heartbeat whumped in his ears as he walked out into the clearing with his shotgun. Camish and Caleb emerged from the trees.
  Joe guessed they were seventy-five yards away. Out of range for his shotgun or .40 Glock. He wondered when Caleb would simply raise the rifle and start firing.


  Joe thought: They look silly, the Grim Brothers, dressed in the same clothes, identical except for the bandage on Caleb’s jaw. They’re such losers. From another place and another
  era, and their ideas of the way things ought to be are old and out of date. They know, he thought, if they come down from this mountain they’ll be eaten alive. The poor bastards.


  He thought: This is their mountain. It’s where they feel safe. It’s the only place they feel free.


  He thought: He might give up his life for an argument he didn’t think he agreed with.


  Camish said something, but Joe didn’t catch it due to the roaring in his head.


  “What’s that?” Joe called out.


  “I said it’s still not too late to leave,” Camish said. “I admire your courage, but I question your judgment.”


  Joe thought, Me too.


  The brothers were within fifty yards.


  JOE THOUGHT, CAMISH first. Shoot Camish first. He was the leader, the spokesman. Taking out Camish might stun Caleb for a split second—in time for Joe to jack in
  another shell and fire.


  Shoot, then run to the side, he thought. Make himself a moving target. Duck and roll. Come up firing. Run right at Caleb, confuse him. Caleb wouldn’t expect Joe to come right at him.


  Forty yards.


  WHEN JOE WAS growing up, he’d read everything he could find about Old West outlaws and gunfights. He’d found himself disappointed. In real life, showdowns like the
  ones portrayed in movies and myths were almost non-existent. Men rarely faced off against each other on a dusty cow town street at high noon, with the fastest gun winning. Much more likely was an
  ambush, with one man firing a rifle or a shotgun at his enemy before the victim could draw his weapon, or a gunman sneaking up on someone and putting a bullet in the back of his head from a foot
  away. Men didn’t face off if they could help it.


  He remembered what Nate had told him: It’s about who can look up without any mist in their eyes or doubts in their heart, aim, and pull the trigger without thinking twice. It’s
  about killing. It’s always worked that way.


  Thirty yards.


  Not optimum for his shotgun, but close enough.


  Without warning, he dropped to one knee, raised his weapon, and shot at Camish.


  Camish was hit with a spray of double-ought pellets, but he didn’t fall. Joe caught a glimpse of Camish’s puzzled face, dotted with fresh new holes. He was hurt but the wounds
  weren’t lethal. He seemed as surprised at what Joe had done as Joe did.


  From the trees to Joe’s left, there was a deep-throated boom and Caleb’s throat exploded. A second shot blew his hat off and it dropped heavily to the grass because it was weighted
  by the top of Caleb’s skull. Caleb spun on his heel and fell, dead before he hit the ground. The AR-15 caught the sun as it flew through the air.


  Camish opened his mouth to call something out but a third .454 round punctured the body armor over his heart like a missile through tissue paper and dropped him like a bag of rocks.


  JOE ROSE UNSTEADILY, his ears ringing from the gunshots. He was stunned by what had just happened and amazed by the fact that he wasn’t hurt, that the brothers
  hadn’t fired back.


  From the trees, Nate walked out into the clearing and the morning sun lit him up. He ejected three smoking spent cartridges from the cylinder and replaced them with fresh rounds. He said,
  “That may have been the worst thing we’ve ever done, Joe.”


  Joe dropped his shotgun, turned away, bent over with his hands on his knees, and threw up in the dew-sparkled grass.


  THE SHARP SMELL of gunpowder held in place a few feet above the meadow, the result of a morning low pressure. Gradually, it dissipated. The odor of spilled blood, however, got
  stronger as it flowed from the bodies of Caleb and Camish until the soil around them was muddy with it.


  Nate found a downed log at the edge of the timber and sat down on it, his .454 held loosely in his fist, his head down as if studying the grass between his boots. Joe walked aimlessly toward the
  timber from where the brothers had emerged. He doubted the woman had been hiding there, but he wanted to check. His shotgun was still in the grass.


  He stopped near to where Caleb had come out, noting a dull, unnatural glint on the edge of a shadow pool in the trees. Stepping closer, he took a deep breath. The glint came from a substantial
  pile of loose rifle cartridges in the pine needles, and something dark and square. He was puzzled.


  Joe dropped and counted thirty .223 cartridges on the ground. A lot, he thought. More than Caleb would have dropped casually. In fact, Joe thought with a growing sense of dark unease, it was the
  entire quantity of a combat AR-15 magazine.


  Short of breath, Joe lurched from tree to tree clutching a rifle bullet and the journal he recognized from the first time he’d encountered Caleb in the lake. It didn’t take long to
  find the place a few yards away where Camish had unloaded his shotgun shells. Four of them, bright with their red plastic sleeves and high brass, lay in a single pile as if dropped from beneath the
  weapon like metal scat.


  He opened the journal and thumbed through it as his eyes swam. The first three-quarters of the book were devoted to daily journal entries. The last quarter appeared to be an anti-government
  screed. Joe thought, Their manifesto. Hundreds of words that could be summed up as Don’t Tread on Me.


  The last of Caleb’s entries was a spidery scrawl that read, “Please take good care of Diane. It ain’t her fault. She done nothing wrong. She just wanted to be free of you
  people.”


  Nate had entered the trees with his gun drawn. Joe watched Nate as his eyes moved from the .223 bullets to the shotgun shells. His friend’s upper lip curled into a frightening grimace.


  Joe said, “No wonder they didn’t shoot. They unloaded before they walked out there.”


  “Oh, man,” Nate whispered. “It was bad before. It just got worse.”


  JOE CALLED MARYBETH. She picked it up on the first ring. He said, “I’m not hurt. Nate’s not hurt. We’re done here.”


  She said, “Joe, what’s wrong?”


  He took in a long breath of cool mountain air that tasted like pine, and he looked out on the meadow as the sun lit up the grass so green it hurt his eyes. “I don’t even know where
  to start.”
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  AT MIDMORNING, JOE could smell food cooking from above in the rimrocks. The aroma wafted down
  through the sparse lodgepole copse. He clucked at his gelding and led the animal up toward the source of the aroma and thought about how long it had been since he’d eaten. Not that it
  mattered, since there was nothing left in his stomach at all.


  THEY’D LIFTED THE bodies of Caleb and Camish facedown over the saddles of their riding horses and lashed them to the saddles as if they were packing out game animals. Joe
  and Nate wordlessly tied lifeless hands and feet together under the bellies of their mounts to keep the bodies from sliding off. Before they guided the horses and the bodies out of the meadow up
  toward the rimrocks, Joe had called dispatch on his satellite phone. The dispatcher offered to route him through to Sheriff Baird or Special Agent Chuck Coon of the FBI, who were both in place and
  in charge at the command center that had been established at the trailhead.


  Joe said, “No need. I don’t want to talk to either of them right now. Just pass on the word that the Grim Brothers—or the Clines, or whatever the hell their real names
  are—are dead. There is no more threat. Tell them they can stand down. We’ll be bringing the bodies out by nightfall.”


  The dispatcher said, “My God. They’re going to want to talk directly with you.”


  Said Joe, “I’m not in the mood,” and powered down the phone so they couldn’t call him back.


  WHEN THEY CLEARED the trees, Joe spotted Diane Shober. She was a hundred yards above them, peering down out of a vertical crack in the rimrock wall. When she saw them—and
  what they had strapped to their horses—her hand went to her mouth and he heard her cry out. Then she was gone back into the cave.


  Joe thought that unless he’d been told specifically by Farkus and Camish where the cave was located, he never would have found it. He thought it unlikely that the search-and-rescue team
  would have found it, either. And certainly not the strike team building at the trailhead who, for the most part, weren’t familiar with the terrain to begin with. There was a shelf of rock on
  the side of the mountain, and it was striated with sharp-edged columns over ten feet high, stretching for several miles in each direction. It was as if the mountain had been shoved down by a giant
  hand with tremendous pressure until the top fifth of it broke and slipped to the side, exposing the wound. The striation was deceptive in its uniform geology, and its columns made stripes of dark
  shadows on the granite. The opening Diane looked out of could have been one of the vertical-striped shadows.


  “See her?” Joe said over his shoulder to Nate.


  “Yes.”


  She slowly shook her head from side to side. The sun gleamed off the tears streaming down her face.


  Joe called, “We’re here to take you home.”


  The woman drew back a few feet into the shadow of the opening.


  After a few moments, she said, “I am home.”


  He said, “Diane, the reason we’re here is because your mom asked me to come. She misses you.”


  Joe wanted to persuade, to cajole, and not to threaten in any way. He couldn’t bear the thought of forcing another result like what had happened with the brothers.


  “We didn’t want to hurt them,” he said. “We did everything we could to talk them into coming down with us. Caleb and Camish forced the issue. In a way, they committed
  suicide.”


  Shober nodded. It wasn’t news to her. Obviously, Joe thought, the brothers had indicated to her how things were likely to end if the first wave—Joe and Nate—wasn’t turned
  back by the traps.


  Behind Joe, the packhorse nickered. Up on top of the wall but out of sight, a horse called back, then another. The brothers had kept the horses ridden by the Michigan men and had picketed them
  up in the trees.


  “If it’s okay with you,” Joe said, “we’ll come on up there and get those horses and saddle them up for you. You can ride down with us.”


  Diane Shober stepped out of the cave opening. Her dark hair was tied into a ponytail. Her clothing was more form-fitting than it had been before, and she looked younger than she had as Terri
  Wade, he thought.


  She said, “What if I don’t come with you?”


  Said Joe, “Let’s not find out. The truth is, this mountain will be crawling with law enforcement within the hour, I’d guess. We know where you are, and they’ll find you.
  They might not be as sympathetic as us.”


  “Sympathetic?” Diane said, laughing bitterly. “Like you were sympathetic with Camish and Caleb there?”


  Joe’s voice held when he said, “They gave us no choice. You’ll have to believe me when I tell you that. They must have decided they’d rather die up here than take their
  chances in court.”


  Diane nodded. “Yes,” she said, “that’s what they told me they might have to do.”


  “Then come with us,” Nate said. “We’ll do our best to protect you.”


  Again, Diane laughed. It was a high, plaintive laugh. “You think you can protect me, do you? From the government? From the press? From my father and the kind of people he works
  with?”


  Joe said nothing.


  Diane said, “Have things changed, then? Can we be free people again? Is that what you’re saying?”


  Nate said, “I know people who could help you. You aren’t the only one who’s gone underground.”


  Diane studied Nate for a long time, as if trying to make up her mind about something. Finally, she withdrew back into the cave. Joe waited without moving for five minutes, then turned to look at
  Nate. Nate looked back at him as if he were thinking the same thing.


  “Damn,” Joe said, and quickly tied his horse to a stump. Nate did the same. They ran up the slope, breathing hard.


  Joe threw himself through the opening. The sudden darkness made him blink. It took a moment for his eyes to begin to adjust. He and Nate stood in the entrance of a surprisingly large cavern.
  There were beds, a stove, handmade tables and chairs, fabric and hides on the interior walls. It smelled damp, but the food odors made it surprisingly comfortable. It reminded Joe of where Nate hid
  out, and he wondered how many others there were in the country in hiding. How many people had gone underground, as Nate said?

  
  On the table was a knife.


  Diane Shober looked up from where she was packing items into a large duffel bag. “What, did you think—I wasn’t coming out?”


  Joe said, “I’m sorry. I couldn’t live with the prospect of more blood on my hands.”


  AS THEY RODE down the mountain, Joe said to Diane, “I’m glad you’re coming down. I’ll be eternally grateful you saved my life, but this isn’t any
  way to live.”


  Her mouth was tight, and she stared straight ahead. When she talked, her lips hardly moved. “It’s crude and lonely, I agree. Growing up, this is the last thing I would have wanted.
  But when I was running, I went a lot to Europe. I got to experience socialism firsthand. At first, it’s seductive. Free health care, free college, all that. But nothing is free. And anything
  that’s free has no value. Zero means zero. I saw it close-up. So yes, you’re right. This is crude and dirty. But it’s my choice. There’s no one here to tell me what to do or
  how to think. The trade-off is worth it.”

  
  Joe had no response.


  “Will my mom be down there?” Diane asked. “I’m not sure.”


  She hesitated, asked, “My dad?”


  “It’s possible,” Joe said. “But we’re in a pretty remote location. It would be hard for them to get here so fast.”


  “If he tries to talk to me, I might have to kill him,” she said, tears welling in her eyes.


  JOE LISTENED AS Diane Shober talked to Nate.


  “I’m an Objectivist,” she said. “You know, Ayn Rand. It’s the only good thing I got from Justin.” She laughed. “I’m a freak, I know. Most of my
  friends drank the Kool-Aid. But you know how you used to see those RVs on the road with bumper stickers that read, WE’RE SPENDING OUR CHILDREN’S
  INHERITANCE?” That always used to piss me off, just because of the attitude. I mean, ha-fucking-ha.”


  Joe watched her lean toward Nate on her horse and reach out and touch his arm. “Now every car in America should have that bumper sticker,” she said. “Thieves like my father are
  stealing from me and my children, if I ever have any. He’s politically connected, and the money flows to him downhill.


  “You know,” she said, “we’re the first American generation to expect less than our parents. I’m talking smaller houses, smaller cars, smaller families. It makes my
  blood boil. I want no part of it.”


  Nate nodded, said, “Did you know the brothers were up here before you went on your run?”


  She took a minute, then said, “Yeah. We’d been in touch. I felt really awful for all the people who donated their time to come looking for me. I really did. But yes, I was in
  communication with the brothers. After all, we had a common enemy.”


  “Your father?” Nate said.


  “Yeah, him too,” she said.


  AS THEY RODE down the switchback trail toward the trail-head, Joe got glimpses of what was below. As he’d predicted, it was a small city. Dozens of vehicles, tents,
  trailers, a makeshift corral, curls of smoke from lunchtime cooking fires. Satellite trucks from cable television news outlets. And the ashes of his father, still in his pickup. He had no more idea
  what to do with the old man in death than he had in life.


  Nate walked up abreast and handed the reins of his gelding to Joe. “Time for me to go,” he said.


  Joe nodded.


  “I’m taking her with me,” Nate said, gesturing toward Diane Shober. “I know of people who are with us. They’ll put her up. They’ll treat her well.”


  Joe opened his mouth to object, but Nate reached down and touched the butt of his .454 with the tip of his fingers. He didn’t grasp, draw, or cock the weapon. But the fact that he did it
  told Joe things had changed between them.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” Nate said. “You’re thinking there’s no way I can take the victim with me before she’s interviewed. That it wouldn’t
  be procedure. And you’re right, it wouldn’t. But Joe, I shoved everything I believed in to the side to help you out up there. Now it’s your turn to help me.”


  Joe studied his saddle horn. He said, “You promise me she’ll be okay? I have these visions of the underground that aren’t so good.”


  Nate smiled. “The underground isn’t underground at all. It’s not about people in caves, really. They’re all around us. Everywhere you look, Joe. Real people, good people,
  are the underground. Believe me, Diane will be fine.”


  “I understand.”


  Nate reached out and touched Joe on the back of his hand. Then he gave Joe the reins to Caleb’s horse, so Joe now had both brothers behind him.


  Nate said, “You know where to find me.”


  Joe nodded but didn’t say anything.


  The last glance he got of Diane as she followed Nate into the timber was when she turned in her saddle and waved. There was something sad in the gesture. Thanking him for letting them go. He
  waved back.


  Joe tied the ropes for Caleb’s horse and Camish’s horse together into a loose knot and wrapped them around his saddle horn with a tight dally and a pointless flourish. He smiled to
  himself in a bitter way and clucked his tongue. All the animals responded, and started stepping down the mountain trail. No doubt, Joe thought, they sensed some kind of conclusion when they reached
  the trailhead. If only he felt the same, he thought ...


  DAVE FARKUS HAD been astonished by the number of cars, pickups, SUVs, and equipment trucks that overflowed the campground below at the trailhead. He’d never seen so many
  vehicles—or so many people—in one place up in the mountains before. And when they’d seen him, as he broke over the timbered ridgeline and rode his horse for ten minutes through a
  treeless meadow, he saw them scramble like fighter pilots getting the nod to mount up to go out there and bomb something.


  The high whine of all-terrain vehicles split open the morning quiet. He watched with interest as two, three, four ATvs shot across the stream below and started up the mountain to meet up with
  him. There were multiple people on each vehicle, as well as electronic equipment.


  Not just electronic equipment: cameras.


  He pulled the reins on his horse and jumped off. He wished he could see his face in a mirror, but he couldn’t. But he did his best. He spat on his hands and scrubbed his face, then dried
  and cleaned himself with his shirttails. Judging by the gray smudges on the fabric he tucked back into his jeans, it was a good idea. He wanted to look rugged, but not dirty.


  The ATvs were getting close. He found an extra horse bit in his saddlebag and shined it under his arm. Farkus leaned into the bend of the metal and the reflection, and he patted down his hair
  and made himself look weary and sympathetic.


  And before the ATVs cleared the timber, he remounted, clicked his tongue, and got the animal moving again. The first ATv stopped just outside the trees, and a disheveled man jumped out and set
  up a tripod and put a camera on top of it under the arm-waving direction of a blonde who—no kidding—was the best-looking woman Farkus had ever seen in real life. She was tall, slim,
  coiffed, with large breasts and wore cool boots that she’d tucked her tight jeans into.


  He thought, Whoa.


  Although she was a long way down the mountain and other Tv crews were making their way up, she took a second to look up and meet his eyes. He felt a jolt of electricity shoot through him.


  He thought, I’m from Baggs, but I’ve watched television. Hundreds of fucking hours of television. I’ve seen hundreds like you. You’re stuck in Wyoming, trying to claw
  your way up. You need something spectacular for your audition tape. I can give that to you, darling. I can give that to you.


  So when she reached him on her ATV, he began to smile. He thought, I know a hell of a lot more about you than you will ever know about me ...


  And the first thing he said was, “I’ve been in the heart of the rightwing crazies. I was there for everything and I saw everything. Remember the Cline Family? Diane
  Shober?”


  Her eyes lit up. He pressed on. “But before we talk, I want to negotiate a deal with you. I want to be on TV. I want to be an expert on right-wing fringe groups and the anger in small-town
  America. I want to get paid and stay in nice hotels. And if we can work it out, you get the exclusive.”


  She smiled at the word “exclusive.” She said, “I need a sign-off from the suits, but I can pretty much promise you a deal. Now, let’s get out of here before anyone else
  can talk to you.”


  Farkus thought, I may have just found my calling.


  BEFORE THE MOUNTED riders from the trailhead could reach them—dozens streamed up the trail—Joe reached back and got his satellite phone and called the
  governor’s direct line.


  Rulon’s chief of staff, Carson, came to the phone.


  “The governor’s in an emergency meeting,” Carson said. “He asked me to talk with you. We understand you killed those brothers and rescued Diane Shober. That’s
  outstanding.”


  Joe grunted.


  “And we’ve got good news of our own,” Carson said. “Senator McKinty of Michigan announced this morning he’s not running for re-election. We don’t have a
  reason. He’s been our biggest impediment for years now. The governor’s ecstatic.”


  “Interesting,” Joe said.


  “Look, you need to be available this evening. The governor’s planning a press conference about the rescue and he wants you here. He’s going to make you a hero, Joe.”


  “Nope,” Joe said.


  Carson coughed. “But you are a hero. We want the state to know. We want the country to know.”


  As Carson talked, Joe glanced over to make sure there was no sign of Nate. They were gone. He didn’t know if he’d ever see Diane again, and wondered where Nate would take her. And
  how would he and Nate go on?


  Finally, he said, “They aren’t with me.”


  After a long pause, Carson said, “Who isn’t with you?”


  “Diane Shober. I let her go.”


  Carson stammered, “I’m not sure what to say. The governor is going to be very disappointed in you, Joe. Very disappointed.”


  He shrugged, even though Carson had no idea what he was doing. Joe said, “He’s not the only one.”


  He rode down the trail to meet the throng of law enforcement personnel, media, and hangers-on who waited for him. At the side of the crowd he saw Brent and Jenna Shober. They looked anxious.


  Something flashed in his peripheral vision as he rode and he cocked his head. The lone wolf again, bidding him goodbye. He wondered how long they’d been tracked.


  He turned in the saddle to make sure the bodies of the brothers were still tightly bound to the packhorses.


  He thought: They were under control, at last. McKinty, Brent Shober, and Bobby McCue would be pleased.


  The sun doused as massive black thunderheads rolled across the sky. Storm coming.
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  AUGUST 21


  When you hear hoofbeats, think horses, not zebras.


  —Age-old medical school admonition



     
  


  1


  HE SET OUT after breakfast on what would be his last day on earth.


  He was an old man, but like many men of his generation with his wealth and station, he refused to think of himself that way. Deep in his heart, he honestly entertained the possibility he would
  never break down and perhaps live forever, while those less driven and less successful around him dropped away.


  In fact, he’d recently taken to riding a horse over vast stretches of his landholdings when the weather was good. He rode a leggy black Tennessee walker; sixteen and a half hands in
  height, tall enough that he called for a mounting block in order to climb into the saddle. The horse seemed to glide over the sagebrush flats and wooded Rocky Mountain juniper-dotted foothills like
  a ghost, as if the gelding strode on a cushion of air. The gait spared his knees and lower back, and it allowed him to appreciate the ranch itself without constantly being interrupted by the stabs
  of pain that came from six and a half decades of not sitting a horse.


  Riding got him closer to the land, which, like the horse, was his. He owned the sandy and chalky soil itself and the thousands of Black Angus that ate the same grass as herds of buffalo
  had once grazed. He owned the water that flowed through it and the minerals beneath it and the air that coursed over it. The very air.


  Although he was a man who’d always owned big things—homes, boats, aircraft, cars, buildings, large and small corporations, race horses, oil wells, and for a while a small island off
  the coast of North Carolina—he loved this land most of all because unlike everything else in his life, it would not submit to him (well, that and his woman, but that was a different story).
  Therefore, he didn’t hold it in contempt.


  So he rode over his ranch and beheld it and talked to it out loud, saying, “How about if we compromise and agree that, for the time being, we own each other?”


  As the old man rode, he wore a 40X beaver silverbelly short-brimmed Stetson, a long-sleeved yoked shirt with snap buttons, relaxed-fit Wranglers, and cowboy boots. He
  wasn’t stupid and he always packed a cell phone and a satellite phone for those locations on his ranch where there was no signal. Just in case.



  He’d asked one of his employees, an Ecuadoran named José Maria, to go to town and buy him an iPod and load it up with a playlist he’d entitled “Ranch Music”. It consisted
  largely of film scores. Cuts from Ennio Morricone like ‘The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly’, the theme from A Fistful of Dollars, ‘L’Estasi Dell’oro (The Ecstasy
  of Gold)’, and ‘La Resa dei Conti (For a Few Dollars More)’, Elmer Bernstein’s theme from The Magnificent Seven, ‘The Journey’, and ‘Calvera’s
  Return’, and Jerome Moross’ theme from The Big Country. Big, wonderful, rousing, swelling, sweeping, triumphalist music from another era. It was music that simply
  wasn’t made anymore. The pieces were about tough (but fair) men under big skies on horseback, their women waiting for them at home, and bad guys—usually Mexicans—to be
  vanquished.


  In fact, they’d vanquished some Mexicans of their own off the ranch in the last two months, the result of a surreptitious phone call to ICE placed by his wife. Although the Mexican ranch
  hands worked hard and were great stockmen, she could document how many times they’d refused to show her respect. She blamed their ingrained macho culture. So the immigration folks rounded
  them up and shipped them away. Their jobs had recently been filled by Ecuadorans like José Maria who were not as accomplished with cattle but were more deferential to his wife.


  He threaded his horse up through gnarled bell-shaped stands of juniper. The trees were heavy with clusters of green buds, and the scent within the stand was sweet and heavy and
  it reminded him of a gin martini. His horse spooked rabbits that shot out from bunches of tall grass like squeezed grapefruit seeds, and he pushed a small herd of mule deer out ahead of him. It had
  warmed to the mid-seventies, and as the temperature raised so did the insect hum from the ankle-high grass. He hummed, too, along with the theme from The Big Country. He tried to remember
  the movie itself—Gregory Peck or William Holden?—but that was beyond his recollection. He made a note to himself to ask José Maria to order it from Netflix.



  He paused the iPod and stuffed the earbuds and cord into his breast pocket as he urged his horse up the gentle slope. The thrumming of insects gave way to the watery sound of wind in the tops of
  the trees. The transition from an earth sound to the sounds of the sky thrilled him every time, but not nearly as much as what he knew he’d see when he crested the hill.


  
    *

  


  Clamping his Stetson tight on his head with his free right hand as he cleared the timber, the old man urged his horse to step lively
  to the top. Now the only sound was the full-throated Class Five wind, but there was something folded inside it, almost on another auditory level, that was high-pitched, rhythmic, and purposeful. He
  had once heard José Maria describe the sound as similar to a mallard drake in flight along the surface of a river: a furious beating of wings punctuated by a high-pitched but breathy
  squeak-squeak-squeak that meant the bird was getting closer.


  From the crown of the hill, he looked down at the sagebrush prairie that stretched out as far as his eyes could see until it bumped up against the Bighorn Mountains of Wyoming. And it was all
  his.


  From the gray and gold of the prairie floor, across five thousand acres, on a high ridge, sprung a hundred wind turbines in various stages of construction where just a year ago there had been
  nothing but wind-sculpted rock poking out of the surface like dry land coral. A fresh network of straight-line dirt roads connected them all. The finished turbines—and there were only ten of
  them operational—climbed two hundred fifty feet into the sky. He loved the fact that each tower was a hundred feet higher than the Statue of Liberty. And they were lined up tall and white
  and perfect in a straight line along the humpbacked spine of a ridge in the basin. All ten working turbines had blades attached. The blades spun, slicing through the Wyoming sky, making that unique
  whistling sound that was... the sound of money.


  And he thought: Ninety more to go.


  Behind the row of turbines was another row of towers only, and another, then seven more rows of ten each in different stages of construction. The rows were miles apart from each other, but he
  was far enough away on the top of the hill to see the whole of it, from the gaping drill-holes at the rear where the hundreds of tons of concrete would be poured into the ground to the bolted
  foundations of the towers and finally to the turbines and blades that would be built on top. They reminded him of perfectly white shoots of grass in various stages of growth, sprouting from the
  dirt straight into the sky.


  The blades on the completed turbines had a diameter of forty-four meters or one hundred forty-four feet each. They would spin at close to one hundred miles per hour. Semi-trucks had delivered
  huge stacks of the blades and they lay on the sagebrush surface like long white whale bones left by ships.


  He was so far away from his wind farm that the construction equipment, the pickups and cranes and earth-moving equipment, looked like miniatures.


  That first line of almost-completed turbines stood like soldiers, his soldiers, facing straight into the teeth of the wind. They spun with defiance and strength, transforming the wind
  that had denuded the basin of humans and homesteads more than a hundred years ago into power and wealth.


  And he waved his hat and whooped at the sheer massive scale of it.


  Meeting the supplier-slash-general-contractor for the project the year before had been a spectacular stroke of luck, one of many in his life. Here was a man, a desperate man, with a dream and
  connections and, most of all, a line on a supply of turbines at a time when the manufacturers couldn’t turn out enough of them. This desperate man appeared at the right place and right time
  and had been literally days away from ruin. And the old man stumbled upon him and seized the opportunity, as he’d seized opportunities before, while those around him dithered and stuttered
  and consulted their attorneys, chief financial officers, and legislators. That chance meeting and the opportunity that came because of it had saved the old man a million dollars a turbine, or $100
  million total. The old man had gone with his gut and made the deal, and here in front of him was the result of his unerring instinct.


  Funny thing was, the old man thought, it wasn’t the wind farm that would really make him the big money. For that, he would look eastward toward Washington, D.C. That was the epicenter of
  the breached dam that was sending cash flooding west across the country like waves from a tsunami.


  When he heard a rumble of a vehicle motor, he instinctively swept his eyes over the wind farm for the source of the noise, but he quickly decided he was too far away to discern
  individual sounds.



  Since there weren’t any cows to move or fences to fix behind him, he doubted it was José Maria or his fellow Ecuadorans coming out his way. He turned in the saddle and squinted back down
  the hill he had come, but could see nothing.


  The old man clicked his tongue and turned his horse back down the hill. As he rode down through the junipers, the harsh winds from on top began to mute, although they didn’t quell into
  silence. They never would.


  Again, he heard a motor coming, and he rode right toward it.


  When he emerged from the heavy-scented timber, he smiled when he recognized the vehicle and the driver. The four-wheel drive was on an ancient two-track coming in his direction. He could hear
  the grinding of the motor as well as the spiny high-pitched scraping of sagebrush from beneath the undercarriage. Twin plumes of dust from the tires were snatched away by the wind.


  He waved when he was a hundred feet from the vehicle, and was still waving when the driver braked and got out holding a rifle.


  “Oh, come on,” the old man said, but suddenly he could see everything in absolute gut-wrenching clarity.


  The first bullet hit him square in the chest with the impact of a hitter swinging for the upper deck. Shattered his iPod.



     
  


  AUGUST 22


  If a man does not know what port he is steering for, no wind is favorable to him.


  —Seneca



     
  


  2


  AN HOUR BEFORE dawn broke on Monday, Wyoming game warden Joe Pickett backed his green Ford pickup down his driveway and
  called dispatch in Cheyenne.


  “This is GF53 heading out,” he said. The pickup was less than a year old but the new-car feel of the suspension had long been pounded out of it on rugged two-track roads, through
  grille-high sagebrush, and another hard winter’s worth of snowdrifts. As always, he was crowded inside the cab by clothing, maps, gear, weapons, and electronics. The department refused to buy
  or provide standard crew-cab trucks for the fifty-four wardens in Wyoming for fear taxpayers would object to the showy extravagance, even though new single-cab pickups were so rare they needed to
  be special ordered. Inside the cab it smelled of fresh coffee from his travel mug and an unusually flatulent Tube, his male corgi-Labrador mix, who was already curling up on the passenger seat. The
  newest addition to his standard arsenal was the Ruger .204 rifle mounted to the top of his cab for dispatching wounded or maimed game animals with a minimum of sound or impact. Since Joe’s
  record with departmental vehicles was by far the worst in the agency, he’d vowed to baby this pickup until it hit maximum mileage, something that had not yet happened in his career.


  “Good morning, Joe,” the dispatcher said, with a lilt. The dispatchers found that phrase amusing and never got tired of saying it.


  “Morning,” he said. “I’ll be in the east break lands in areas twenty-one and twenty-two this morning, checking antelope hunters.”


  “Ten-four.” She paused, no doubt checking her manual. Then: “That would be the Middle Fork and Crazy Woman areas?”


  “Affirmative.”


  As he began to sign off, she asked, “How are you doing? You had to take your daughter to college yesterday, right? How did it go?”


  “Don’t ask. GF53 out.”


  The day before, Sunday, Joe had been out of uniform, out of sorts, and nearly out of gas as he approached Laramie from the north in his wife Marybeth’s aging minivan. It
  was the last week of August, but a front had moved in from the northwest, and thin waves of snow buffeted the van and shoved it toward the shoulder of the two-lane highway.



  “Oh my God, is that snow?” sixteen-year-old foster daughter April said with contemptuous incredulity in a speech pattern she’d mastered that emphasized every
  third or fourth word. “It can’t snow in friggin’ August!” April was slight but tough, and she had a hard edge to her look and style that seemed provocative
  even when it likely wasn’t intended to be. As she matured, she looked frighteningly like her mother Jeannie, who had never made it to forty. Same light blonde hair. Same accusing narrow
  eyes.


  Joe and Marybeth exchanged glances. They’d had a discussion with no conclusion about whether frigging was an acceptable word in their family.


  April said, “When I go to college, I want someplace warm. Someplace way far away from here.”


  “What makes you think you’ll go to college?” Lucy, their fourteen-year-old said just soft enough that perhaps her parents in the front seat wouldn’t hear. Joe thought
  Lucy’s mutter had been below the belt, even if possibly true. Lucy was usually more diplomatic and nonconfrontational, so when she did unleash a zinger, it hit twice as hard as if one of the
  other girls had said it. Lucy was small herself, but not angular like April. Lucy was rounded in perfect proportion, and had blonde hair and striking features and the grace of a cat. Strangers were
  beginning to stare, Joe had noticed. He didn’t like that.


  Marybeth heard everything going on in the backseat, and turned to try to head off what could come next. Joe checked his rearview mirror for April’s reaction and saw she was coiled and
  close to violence. Her face was drawn and red, her nostrils flared, and she was focused completely on Lucy sitting next to her.


  “Girls, please,” Marybeth said.


  “Did you hear what she friggin’ said?” April hissed.


  “Yes, and it was inappropriate,” Marybeth said. “Wasn’t it, Lucy?”


  A beat, then Lucy said, “Yes.”


  “So apologize already,” April said. “I always have to friggin’ apologize when I say something stupid.”


  “Sorry,” Lucy whispered.


  “This is an emotional day,” Marybeth said, turning back around in her seat.


  Joe shifted his gaze in the mirror and caught Lucy silently mouthing, “But it’s true.”


  And April leaned into Lucy and ran a finger across her throat as if it were a knife. Lucy shrugged it away, but Joe felt a chill go up his back from the gesture.


  “I hope we can get through this day without fireworks,” Marybeth said, missing what was going on in the backseat. “Waterworks is another thing.”


  Her phone rang in her purse, and she retrieved it and looked at the display and put it back. “My mother,” she said. “She has a knack for calling me at just the wrong
  time.”


  “We need to get some gas,” Joe said. “We’re running on empty.”


  A gas station, announced by a green sign that read:


  
    
      
        ROCK RIVER


        POPULATION 235


        ELEVATION 6892

      

    

  


  
    
      ... was just ahead.

    

  


  Sheridan, their nineteen-year-old daughter, was going to college. The University of Wyoming in Laramie was forty-five minutes to the south on the hump of the high plains. She
  followed them on the exit ramp in their newly acquired fifteen-year-old Ford Ranger pickup with the bed filled with cardboard boxes of everything she owned. Joe had lashed a tarp over the load
  before they left Saddlestring four hours before, but the wind had ripped long rents into it. Luckily, the rope held the shards down. He’d spent most of the trip worrying about it.


  Marybeth either didn’t notice the ruined tarp or more likely didn’t think about it while staring out the window and dabbing her eyes with dozens of tissues that were now crumpled
  near her shoes on the floorboards like a bird’s nest.


  Joe wished he’d brought his winter coat against the wind and cold. This was a place where the wind always blew. The trees, as sparse as they were on top, were gnarled and twisted like high
  country gargoyles. Both sides of the highway were bordered with a long ten-foot-high snow fence. It howled from the north, rocking both the van and Sheridan’s pickup as he filled the tanks
  with gasoline.


  He tightened the ropes across the bed of her pickup and checked to make sure none of her boxes had opened. Joe imagined her clothes blowing out and rocketing across the terrain until they
  snagged on bits of sagebrush.


  Joe Pickett was in his mid-forties, slim, of medium height and build, with brown eyes and a perpetual squint, as if he was always assessing even the simplest things. He wore old Cinch jeans,
  worn Ariat cowboy boots, a long-sleeved yoked collar shirt with snap buttons, and a tooled belt that read JOE. Under the seat of the van were his holstered .40 Glock 23
  semi-automatic service weapon, bear spray, cuffs, and a citation book. There had been a time when mixing his family and his weapons had struck him as discordant. But over the years, he’d made
  some enemies and he’d come to accept, if not embrace, his innate ability to so often find himself in the wrong place at the wrong time. He’d learned to accept suspicion and not feel
  guilty about checking over his shoulder. Even on freshman move-in day at the University of Wyoming in Laramie.


  Sheridan watched him fill her tank and secure the load and gave him a little wave of thanks from inside the cab. He tried to grin back. Sheridan had blonde hair and green eyes
  like Marybeth and Lucy. She was mature beyond her years, but to Joe she looked vulnerable and frail, like a little girl. She wore a gray SADDLESTRING LADY WRANGLERS hoodie and had her hair tied back. When he looked at her behind the steering wheel, he saw her at seven years old, trying again and again with
  skinned knees and epic determination to ride her bike more than ten feet down the road without crashing. Until that moment, that very moment when they exchanged glances, it hadn’t hit him she
  was leaving them.


  Sheridan, after all, was his buddy. Apprentice falconer, struggling athlete, first child, big sister. She was the one who would come out into the garage and hand him tools while he tried to
  repair his pickup or snow machine. She was the one who really wanted to ride along with him on patrol, and she made valiant, if vain, attempts to try to get him interested in new music and social
  media. She wouldn’t go far away, he hoped. She’d be back for summer and the holidays.


  Joe swung into the van and struggled to close the door against the wind. When it latched, there was a charged silence inside. Marybeth took him in and said, “Are you all right?”


  He wiped his eyes dry with his sleeve. “The wind,” he said.


  Four hours later, having gotten Sheridan settled in at her dorm room in Laramie, met her roommate, had a final meal together at Washakie Center, shed more tears, and dodged two
  more phone calls from Marybeth’s mother, they were on their way back to Saddlestring. No words were spoken in the van. Everyone was consumed with his or her own thoughts, and the situation
  reminded Joe of the ride home from a memorial service. Well, maybe not that bad...


  Marybeth’s phone burred again in her purse, and she grabbed it. Joe could tell from her expression she was both hopeful and fearful that it would be Sheridan calling.


  Marybeth sighed deeply. “Mom again,” she sighed. “Maybe I ought to take it.”


  After a moment, Marybeth said, “What do you mean, he’s gone?”


  Marybeth’s mother, Missy, was back on the ranch near Saddlestring she shared with her new husband, the multi-millionaire developer and media mogul Earl Alden. He was
  known as The Earl of Lexington, because that’s where he’d originally come from when he was a mere millionaire. Between them, Marybeth’s mother—Missy Vankueren Longbrake
  Alden— and The Earl were the largest landholders in northern Wyoming now that they’d married and combined ranches. Missy had acquired her spread by divorcing a
  third-generation landowner named Bud Longbrake, who’d discovered during the divorce proceedings what the prenup she had him sign actually said.


  The Earl was Missy’s fifth husband. She’d traded up with each one after her first (and Marybeth’s realtor father) died young in a car wreck. After a five-month mourning period,
  Missy married a doctor the day his divorce papers were finalized, then an Arizona developer and U.S. Congressman who was later convicted of fraud, then rancher Bud Longbrake. The Earl was her
  greatest triumph. Joe couldn’t imagine a sixth wedding. Missy was in her mid-sixties. Although she was still a stunner—given the right light and enough time to prepare—she’d
  met The Earl as her string was running out. Luckily for Missy, she took—and made—her last desperate shot just as her biological buzzer went off. Joe and Missy had a complicated
  relationship, as she put it. Joe couldn’t stand her, and she still wondered out loud why her favorite daughter—the one with pluck and promise—had stuck with that game warden all
  these years.


  Marybeth said to her mother, “I’ll ask Joe what he thinks and call you back, okay?” Then, after a pause, she said irritably, “Well, I care. Good-bye.”


  Joe snorted, but kept his eyes on the road.


  “Mom says Earl went out riding this morning and hasn’t come back. He was supposed to be home for lunch. She’s worried something happened to him—an accident or
  something.”


  He glanced at his wristwatch. “So he’s three hours late.”


  “Yes.”


  “Has she done anything about it besides call you over and over?”


  Marybeth sighed. “She asked José Maria to take a truck out and look for him.”


  Joe nodded.


  “She says Earl isn’t a very good rider, even though he thinks he is. She’s worried the horse took off on him or bucked him off somewhere.”


  “As you know, that can happen with horses,” Joe said.


  “She’s getting really worked up. He’s supposed to have his phone with him, but he hasn’t called, and when she tries him, he doesn’t pick up. I can tell from her
  voice she’s starting to panic.”


  Joe said, “Maybe he got clear of her and just kept riding to freedom. I could understand that.”


  “I don’t find that very funny.”


  The small house was on two levels, with three bedrooms and a detached garage and a loafing shed barn in the back. Joe sighed with relief when they pulled up in front of it, but
  if he thought he was done with drama for the day, he was mistaken. The House of Feelings, as Joe called it, had been percolating at a rolling boil ever since. First, April moved into
  Sheridan’s old bedroom—she’d been sharing a room with Lucy the same way rival armies “shared” a battlefield. Lucy, giddy with pent-up gratitude, helped move April out,
  and Marybeth showed up just in time to spot the corner of a bag of marijuana in April’s near-empty dresser drawer. Marybeth was stunned and angry at the revelation, April was defensive and
  even more angry she’d been found out, and Lucy managed to slip away and vanish somewhere in the small house to avoid the fight.


  Joe was disappointed by the discovery, but not surprised. April’s return from the dead two years before had rocked them all, and the situation since then had been far from storybook. For
  the years she’d been away, April had bounced from foster family to foster family, and she’d had seen and done things that were just now dribbling out in her two-times-a-week therapy
  sessions. April had been damaged by both neglect and untoward attention, depending on the family she was with, but neither Joe nor Marybeth was convinced she was beyond repair. Marybeth had made it
  a life goal to save the girl. But April’s moods and rages made it tough on Sheridan and Lucy, who had expected a smoother—and more grateful—reconciliation.


  After the discovery of the marijuana, there was yelling, crying, and recriminations late into the night. Whether April would be grounded for two months or three was a major point of contention.
  They settled on two and a half months. Joe did his best to support Marybeth, but as always he felt out of his depth.


  Then, at two-thirty in the morning, shortly after Marybeth and April retired to their separate bedrooms, the telephone rang.


  Joe immediately thought: Sheridan. She wants to come home.


  But it was Missy again, and she was beside herself, and asked Marybeth to implore Joe to put out an all-points alert for her husband. She wanted him to contact the governor’s people
  immediately—apparently Governor Spencer Rulon had taken his phone off the hook after three calls from Missy, and her insistence that he call out the National Guard to look for The Earl.


  Joe was slightly impressed Missy seemed to finally grasp what he did for a living. He took the phone long enough to confirm that she’d already reported her husband’s absence to
  County Sheriff Kyle McLanahan, the police chief in Saddlestring, and had left messages with the FBI office in Cheyenne and Wyoming’s two U.S. senators and lone congresswoman. She had all her
  ranch hands out searching for him, despite the hour.


  Joe assured her he would follow up in the morning, all the time thinking The Earl had probably tied his horse to a fence at the airport and escaped to one of his other homes in Lexington, Aspen,
  New York, or Chamonix.
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  NOW IT WAS Monday, and it felt good to be heading out. The front had passed through, and the morning was warm and sultry,
  which brought out the sweet smell of sage as Joe rolled down the gravel of Bighorn Road. He sipped his coffee and was grateful he was going to work. Bighorn Road was the primary access into the
  mountains, and it passed by the front of his house. The Bighorns loomed like slump-shouldered giants, dominating the skyline. The view from his front porch and picture window was of a vast angled
  landscape that dipped into a willow-choked draw where the Twelve Sleep River formed from six different creek fingers and gained strength and volume before its muscular rush through and past the
  Town of Saddlestring eight miles away. Beyond the nascent river to the south, the terrain rose sharply into several saddle slopes that bowed around a precipitous mountain known as Wolf Mountain. He
  had never tired of seeing the colors of the sun at dawn and at dusk on the naked granite face of the mountain, and doubted he ever would. But it was too early for sun.


  It had been a tough and eventful summer, and it was continuing into the fall.


  Marybeth’s small business consulting firm, MBP, had all but dissolved. A larger firm had been in the long process of purchasing the assets when the recession finally came to Wyoming and
  three of four of MBP’s largest clients ceased operations. Within months, MBP’s assets were nothing like what they’d been when negotiations began, and both parties agreed to call
  off the sale. While Marybeth still worked for several small local firms on her own, the protracted deal had taken the steam out of her. She’d recently resumed her part-time job in the Twelve
  Sleep County Library while she looked for new business opportunities. It had been an unexpected and unusual defeat because Marybeth was the toughest and most pragmatic woman Joe’d ever met.
  Joe had no doubt she—and they—would be back.


  The lack of MBP income had caused them to cancel their plans to purchase a new home outside of town. The development was disappointing to Joe, who desperately wanted to live without neighbors
  several feet away—especially his next-door neighbor, lawn and maintenance nemesis Ed Nedny.


  In July, however, the other game warden in the district, Phil Kiner, had retired unexpectedly due to poor health, and the department in Cheyenne had given Joe the opportunity to move his family
  back to the state-owned house they’d once occupied on Bighorn Road, eight miles outside of Saddlestring. Kiner’s departure meant Joe’s numerical designation climbed a notch from
  54 to 53. At one time, before he’d been fired, he’d reached 24, and he wondered if he’d ever get back there. Their former house in town was on the market, and until it sold,
  things would continue to be tight. Joe reveled in being back in the shadow of Wolf Mountain where his children had grown up. But there was no denying the fact that after all they’d been
  through, they were essentially back where they’d started ten years before: in the original House of Feelings. Without Sheridan.


  “Don’t fret,” Marybeth had said, “backwards is the new normal.”


  He passed through the town of Saddlestring as it woke up and the single traffic light switched over from flashing amber, and he drove five miles to the interstate highway. As
  he merged onto the westbound two-lane, he paused for a convoy of tractor-trailers laden with the long, sleek, twenty-one-and-a-half-meter white blades for wind turbines. They came from
  manufacturing facilities to the south and east, and were no longer a curiosity on the highway. Massive parts for turbines and wind farms coursed down the highway bound for construction sites
  throughout Wyoming and the mountain west. Joe remembered seeing the first ones two years before, and he’d been intrigued and followed the convoy for a while to behold the sheer size and grace
  of the equipment, which reminded him of buffoonishly large parts for a massive toy. But now the frequency of the convoys was routine, as turbines sprouted in perfect white rows throughout the state
  and the region.


  The sudden emergence of wind farms had added another dimension to his day-to-day responsibilities as well. He sighed and eased out onto the highway for areas twenty-one and twenty-two.


  He turned from the highway onto the ranch owned by Bob and Dode Lee, a checkerboard of public and private land that contained a vast herd of pronghorn antelope.


  He ground his truck up the side of a flat-topped bench that overlooked the vast sagebrush flats of the Lee Ranch. The top sliver of sun winked over the eastern horizon as he
  positioned his pickup on the top so he could look out over dozens of square miles. The sunlight was orange and intense and lit up the side of the bench, and it was at the perfect angle and
  intensity to reveal hundreds of tiny American Indian arrowhead and tool chips that still clung to the surface of the rise. Like so many off-road locations he’d found over the years, Joe was
  struck by the fact that he wasn’t the first to use this dramatic geography for the purpose of work. In his mind’s eye, he envisioned a small band of Cheyenne or Pawnee on the same bench
  hundreds of years before, making weapons and tools, looking out at the landscape for friends and enemies.


  But as the sun rose, it also lit up row after row of wind turbines to the south. They looked like spindly white toothpicks. Shafts of sunlight bounced and sparked on the slowly turning blades.
  He knew they signified the border of the Lee Ranch where it butted up against the massive holdings of The Earl and, of course, Missy.


  Joe slid down the driver’s-side window and fitted his Redfield spotting scope to the frame of the door. As the dawn melded into morning, the vista below him came into view. Hundreds of
  brown-and-white pronghorn antelope grazed amidst knee-high sagebrush. Mule deer descended from windswept grassy flats back into shadowed draws. Eagles and hawks soared above it all in morning
  thermals, making long-distance loops at his eye level.


  He focused on a single blue pickup that was crawling along a two-track, a thin plume of dust giving chase. There was a flash of orange through the windows of the vehicle, as he identified the
  occupants—a driver and passenger—as hunters. As far as he could tell, they didn’t know he was up on the bench watching them.


  The blue pickup was too far away to hear, but he slowly swiveled his spotting scope as it passed beneath him traveling left to right. They were headed south, and because of the contours of the
  land, they had no idea that the huge herd was to their east on the other side of a ridge. Joe wondered if they’d catch a glimpse of the antelope as they drove along, but the vehicle continued
  on slowly, apparently looking for all the game out their front windshield.


  “Road hunters,” Joe whispered to himself. If the hunters fired at game from the vehicle, they’d be in violation and Joe would cite them. He hoped they were ethical and
  law-abiding, and would leave the truck on foot to stalk the antelope—if they even saw them.


  He followed the progress of the pickup. He caught a glimpse of a license plate—Wyoming—but was too far away to read the numbers, so he focused in and narrowed his field of vision
  until the vehicle filled his scope. It was a shaky view at that distance, but he could see the passenger lower his window and extend his arm out of it, pointing toward something ahead of them.


  Joe leaned back from the scope and surveyed the basin with his naked eye. He followed the road the hunters were on until it became a thin tan thread in the distance. And where the two-track
  crested a hill and vanished, he saw the dark form of a big animal. It was too large to be an antelope, and too dark to be a deer. Puzzled, he swung the spotting scope far to the right.


  It was a riderless horse. The animal was big and sleek, well groomed, with a saddle hanging upside down under its belly. Joe knew from experience that when the saddle was inverted, it meant the
  horse had run hard and usually at great distance. The exertion loosened the cinch and the top-heavy configuration of the saddle caused it to slide. The horse was grazing on a strip of grass between
  the tracks of the road, but it had obviously noted the oncoming pickup by the way it periodically raised its head and noted the approach.


  Joe looked back at the truck, expecting it to be closer to the horse by now. But the pickup had stopped in the road, and the occupants—two older men bundled in Carhartt jackets and
  fluorescent orange headgear—were out of their vehicle and gesturing to each other. The passenger was again pointing ahead, but it wasn’t at the horse, but higher. Much higher.


  “What?” Joe asked, as he opened up the field of vision on his spotting scope and swung it back to the right.


  He scoped the horizon behind the horse and saw nothing worth noting, nothing unusual enough to prompt two lazy road hunters to jump from their vehicle. Then he looked beyond the crest at the
  long straight line of wind turbines in the distance. They were now bathed in full morning light and framed against the deep clear blue of the cloudless sky.


  The blades all spun in the lazy rotation that Joe had come to learn in reality wasn’t lazy at all at the blade-tip. At least nine of the ten were spinning swiftly. He concentrated on the
  one that wasn’t. He’d observed enough wind turbines before to know there could sometimes be a marked disparity of wind speed from unit to unit. And he knew that sometimes turbines were
  damaged or disabled and the blades turned roughly in comparison with the other machines. But there was no doubt there was something strange about this one, because it turned at less than half the
  speed of the others in the row.


  Joe climbed the tower with his scope until he could see the nacelle, a structure on top where the hub held the turning blades. And he could see what was wrong and he whispered,
  “Jesus.”


  A form was suspended from a chain or cable that was looped around the shaft of one of the three spinning blades. The form was close to the hub. It hadn’t slid down the length of the blade
  because the tether held fast where the blade widened. Even with the weight, the rotor turned fast enough that the object flew through the air between the blades, circling up and around the hub like
  a spider held by a web on a rotating fan.


  Although the distance was great and Joe’s trembling fingers shook the view within the scope as he adjusted it, he caught glimpses of the form as it flashed through his field of vision.
  Portly, solid, arms cocked out to both sides, legs spread in a V—it certainly looked like a body.


  Was it a real body? Joe could imagine workers hanging a dummy or mannequin in some kind of prank. How was it possible for someone even to get up there, much less get caught up in a chain
  attached to the shaft of a blade? How long had it been up there?


  Then he linked the area, the horse without a rider, the location of the wind turbines, and Missy’s frantic phone calls the day and night before.


  “Oh, no,” he said aloud, while he plucked the mike from his dashboard and called dispatch in Cheyenne. He’d hold off calling Marybeth, he decided, until he could confirm the
  flying body belonged to the former Earl of Lexington.



     
  


  4


  EN ROUTE TO the wind turbine with the form spinning on the blade, Joe passed the antelope hunters and exchanged waves with
  them—they were locals he recognized from town, and ethical hunters who took good care of their game meat—and he bounced along past them on the two-track to the Lee Ranch fence line. As
  he drove, the towers rose above him into the sky. Tube awoke and strained forward in the cab and peered out the front windshield as well, determining the direction of Joe’s interest if not
  the object of it, and scanned the sky for birds. That was the Lab in him. So was the penchant for sudden salivation, which strung from his tongue and pooled around the air vents on top of the
  dashboard.


  Joe had called in the situation to Cheyenne dispatch, and they’d relayed the message via SALECS (State Assisted Law Enforcement Communication System) to the Twelve Sleep County
  Sheriff’s Department and all relevant law enforcement agencies. As he drove, he heard the exchanges, and he could only imagine what Sheriff Kyle McLanahan was thinking. And he wondered how
  quickly and how far the word would spread beyond the local law network. Plenty of citizens in Saddlestring monitored the police band, and rumors shot through Twelve Sleep County like rockets. He
  hoped Marybeth—or Missy, for that matter—wouldn’t get hit with speculative phone calls until he knew for sure what the situation was.


  He braked at the gate between the Lee and Alden ranches, perplexed at what he found. The Earl had replaced the old chain and lock system with a ten-foot electronic gate. This was one of the
  issues locals had raised over the last few years, how The Earl had shut off access to and across his holdings to people who had used the roads for generations. Joe knew Alden had every right to
  secure his property, but questioned the need to do so. It was like rubbing his wealth and power in the nose of those who had short supplies of both. And the gate in front of Joe was a monument to
  the controversy.


  Instead of calling Alden Ranch headquarters for the keypad sequence, since that would alert Missy, Joe simply parked his pickup to the right of the gate where it joined with the four-string
  barbed wire fence and got out, leaving the motor idling. He climbed into the bed of his pickup and rooted through his metal gearbox until he found his bolt cutters. As he walked toward the fence,
  he could hear a cacophony of voices from the radio. Dispatchers talked to dispatchers, and sheriff’s department deputies, highway patrolmen, and local police officers all weighed in. He
  ignored them as he clipped through each strand of barbed wire on the fence top to bottom. He wanted to be the first to the scene.


  Like the gate itself, the fence was perfect and new, stretched tight. His bolt cutters bit cleanly through the shiny metal wire. Each strand snapped back into a curl until he had clearance for
  his vehicle. He was surprised what pleasure it gave him to break through the fence.


  Joe was familiar with the layout of the wind farm, although he had never approached it from this direction. The rough two-track gave way to a smooth, graded, and banked gravel
  road that was part of the development, and he was able to switch from four-wheel drive to two and increase his speed. He roared toward the slowest turbine.


  The rapid development of the installations across Wyoming and the West had created new wildlife and environmental concerns. Wind turbines required a significant footprint on the land, at least
  fifty acres per structure, or three rotor distances apart from one to the other. Alden’s huge project of one hundred units stretched across five thousand acres of his land, not counting the
  well-engineered roads connecting them all. As yet, no transmission lines coursed over the horizon to export the electricity to down-stream substation transformers.


  Because wind companies obviously chose open areas with plenty of wind, they were often located in untrammeled terrain where there had been no previous impact and no person in his or her right
  mind would want to build a home. Unfortunately for the wind developers, many of these locations brought out concerns regarding impacts on the winter range of big game animals and their migration
  routes. The impact on the sage grouse population—strutting, flinty native game birds about the size of chickens—was of immediate concern. Since half of all the sage grouse in existence
  in North America were located in Wyoming and the population of the game birds had been declining for years, the introduction of wind turbines on their habitat was an issue with environmentalists,
  hunters, and the Game and Fish Department, as well as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.


  One of Joe’s new directives was to assist in monitoring the sage grouse activity in areas where wind development was occurring and send memos of his findings to Cheyenne. Although he
  couldn’t honestly link one to the other on his forays into the wind farms, he had noted a number of dead birds (not sage grouse) and even more bats crumpled up dead at the base of the towers.
  Bats, apparently, had their natural radar fouled by the air pressure of the spinning blades and they’d become disoriented (so the theory went) and fly headlong to their death into the steel
  of the towers.


  As he approached the first row of turbines, Joe noted another vehicle coming fast in his direction. He thought it might be the first of the sheriff’s deputies to the
  scene until it got closer and he recognized it as one of several of The Earl’s company pickups by the Rope the Wind logo on the door. Rope the Wind was Alden’s newest enterprise.
  He’d shown Joe and Marybeth a mock-up of the logo, expecting their enthusiastic approval at a dinner they’d attended with their girls at the ranch. He said he’d bought the company
  and the name recently, anticipating the wind energy boom. The logo was a drawing of a large cowboy straddling the nacelle of a three-megawatt turbine. The cowboy’s hat was bent back by the
  oncoming wind, and he was tossing a lariat into it.


  “It combines the historical figure of the frontier cowboy with the new frontier of renewable energy in the twenty-first century,” The Earl had said with typical bombast.
  “I love the hell out of it and it cost me big money to some of the hippest graphic designers in Portland. It’s perfect. So, what do you think?”


  Joe had said he liked it just fine, but apparently not with enough enthusiasm. The Earl had huffed and rolled up the design and stomped away. He was a man who valued those who agreed
  wholeheartedly with him, and discounted those who didn’t. Joe had been discounted.


  The company pickup arrived at the base of the tower at the same time Joe did. The driver swung out and faced Joe with his hands on his hips. He was in his mid-twenties and beefy, with a full red
  beard and a crisp new jacket with the Rope the Wind logo on his breast. “You seeing what I’m seeing?” he asked Joe.


  “Tell me it’s a joke,” Joe said, shutting his door gently on slobbering Tube.


  “I wish to hell it was,” the worker said, leaning back and craning his neck up. “I can’t figure what the hell it is or how it got up there.”


  “It looks like a body.”


  “Yeah,” the worker said, rattling the door latch on the tower to confirm it was locked. “But that’s just crazy. You need a key to get inside one of these to access the
  ladder. There’s no way to go up the outside and the only other explanation is it flew through the air and landed on the blade. That ain’t likely.”


  “Nope.”


  “Well,” the worker said, digging into his jacket for his keys. “Let’s go see.”


  While the worker unloaded hard hats and other equipment from his vehicle, Joe grabbed the handheld radio from the cab of his truck. He turned it on and it was instantly alive
  with voices, and one of them was addressing him directly.


  “Joe Pickett, this is Sheriff McLanahan. Do you read me?”


  Joe considered ignoring him, but thought better of it. Although the two had clashed repeatedly over the years, it was the sheriff’s jurisdiction.


  “I read you,” Joe said.


  “Are you on the scene?”


  “Affirmative. I called it in.”


  “Okay, well, hold tight. We’re on the way. Under no circumstances are you to climb that tower and compromise the crime scene.”


  Joe bristled at the command. “How do you know it’s a crime scene?”


  Silence. Then, from miles away, someone—probably a highway trooper monitoring the exchange—said, “Good point.”


  “Did you hear my initial command?” McLanahan asked, with the put-on Western drawl he’d adopted since moving west from Virginia ten years before. “Under no circumstances...”


  Joe clicked the radio off and slipped it into the holder on his belt. McLanahan seemed to know something Joe didn’t, and he didn’t want to share what it was, which was typical of the
  sheriff. Joe looked up and said to the worker, “I’m ready if you are.”


  “Then let’s go. Here, let me show you how this works.”


  “Have you done this a lot?” Joe asked, gesturing toward the tower.


  “I’ve been a turbine monkey half my adult life,” the man said.


  The worker handed Joe a nylon harness. Joe fed his arms through it and pulled twin buckles up from between his legs and snapped them tight to receivers secured on his chest. The worker clipped a
  carabiner through a metal loop on Joe’s harness that supported a metal fall-arrest mechanism that hung by a steel cable. The man showed Joe how to fit the mechanism around the taut cable
  inside the tower that ran parallel to the ladder from the top of the tower all the way to the floor. The mechanism was supposed to seize tight and prevent him from falling if he lost his balance or
  slipped off the rungs.


  “It’s two hundred fifty feet to the top,” the man said. “That’s a lot of climbing. Plus, the handholds are kind of slippery in there. You’ll see.”


  Joe nodded and followed the worker through the open hatch door at the base of the tower. It was instantly dark inside except for a bank of glowing green and amber lights from a control panel
  mounted on the wall. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust. He looked up and could see the narrow ladder and safety cable disappear up into the darkness.


  “I’m guessing you have an idea what we’re gonna find up there,” the man said. He’d softened his voice because the sound carried with resonance inside.


  “I have a theory,” Joe said. “But I’m hoping I’m wrong.”


  “I didn’t see any parked trucks out there anywhere besides ours,” the man said. “I don’t know how this joker even got through the gates. When I checked in this
  morning, all our guys were accounted for, so it isn’t one of us.”


  “I saw a horse a while back,” Joe said.


  Even in the dark, Joe could tell the man was staring. “A horse?”


  “Yup.”


  “I’m Bob Newman,” the worker said.


  “Joe Pickett.”


  “I’ve heard of you,” Newman said, and left it at that. “I didn’t ask—are you okay with heights?”


  Joe said, “Kind of.” Since he’d stepped inside the tower, he could feel basic terror rise inside him, because he wasn’t okay with heights at all. Some of the worst
  moments of his life had taken place as he clenched his eyes shut and gripped the hand rests of his seat in a small plane.


  “Don’t look down and don’t look up,” Newman said. “Keep staring straight ahead and climb one rung at a time. Even if you aren’t scared of heights, you
  won’t like what you see if you look down, believe me.”


  Joe nodded.


  “If you clutch up and freeze halfway up, well, there isn’t any pretty way to get you down.”


  “Right.”


  “I wonder how it got up there,” Newman mumbled as he snapped his fall-arrest mechanism to the safety cable, locked it around the cable, mounted the ladder, and started climbing.


  “Give me a few minutes and some distance before you follow,” he said over his shoulder. “The ladder vibrates worse if two men are close together on it.” He called down
  further instructions as he rose, telling Joe how to slide the mechanism up the cable, pointing out the metal grate step-outs every fifty feet up the ladder if he needed to catch his breath.
  Newman’s voice receded as he climbed until Joe could barely hear him. Joe had his hand around the first rung, and he could feel Newman’s progress due to the vibration. Joe took a deep
  breath and clipped onto the cable and stepped up on the first rung. Then another. The fall arrest mechanism squeaked as it was pulled up the lifeline. Joe reached out and gave it a rough yank to
  make sure it would hold tight if he slipped. It worked. He considered keeping his eyes shut as he climbed, wondering if that would help. It didn’t.


  He got warmer the higher he climbed. He wasn’t sure if the temperature inside actually increased or it was from the exertion of the climb itself. His forearms ached from
  pulling himself up rung by rung and he tried to control the quivering in his thighs that he attributed to a combination of fatigue and terror. There was a thin film of grease on every surface from
  the working machinery far above and it made the rungs slippery. The sharp odor of machine oil hung in the tower. He tried to think of other subjects to take his mind off falling and how far he had
  climbed from solid ground.


  He was puzzled by McLanahan’s reference to the “crime scene,” as well as the sheriff’s admonishment not to investigate. Since there had been no chatter over the radio
  about the situation prior to him calling it in, Joe wondered if McLanahan had inside knowledge—or a tip—of what was going on. Or was what Joe had found linked to an ongoing
  sheriff’s department case?


  Halfway up, he stole a look down between his knees and the sensation of seeing the very distant sunlight from the open portal on the tower floor—it looked like a pinprick—made him
  swoon. He gripped the ladder hard and hugged it. His boot soles rattled on the rungs and he breathed hard, in and out, in and out, until his fear eased. There was a step-out within sight, and he
  climbed the next three feet to get to it, which was the hardest thing he’d done yet. For a moment he couldn’t feel his legs, as he swung them one after the other to the grated metal
  plate. When he was assured the grate was solid and he could stand on it and lean against the inside tower wall for a few moments, he exhaled and tried to calm himself.


  “You okay?” Newman called down. He was a long way up.


  “Fine.”


  “Good. I’m almost to the nacelle. Just remember, when you get up here it’s all about safety first. The winds up there could blow you right off the top. So make sure you clip
  your harness hook to one of the eyebolts. Don’t even take a step without making sure you’re secured, okay?”


  “Okay.” Then: “Bob?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Don’t touch anything up there. Wait until I’m with you. It’s likely going to be a crime scene.”


  Newman laughed harshly. “Yeah,” he said. “I know the drill. I watch them shows.”


  When Joe’s muscles stopped quivering and his breath returned to normal, he stepped back on the ladder and resumed climbing. Fifty feet higher, Joe noticed a round
  two-inch hole punched through the steel wall of the tower. A shaft of light lit up a larger orb on the opposite wall. When he reached it, he paused. In a strange optical trick, the hole projected a
  sharp view of the landscape outside on the opposite shaft wall, as if it were a movie lens. He could see the long row of turbines, the roads that connected them, a bird flying by. Joe didn’t
  know enough about physics to explain the phenomenon, but he found it fascinating and bizarre. He could even clearly see a small four-vehicle convoy in the distance bearing down on the wind farm.
  Three of the units were sheriff’s department SUVs and the fourth a white company pickup that could be a twin of Newman’s. Although he’d kept his hand-held turned off, he could
  imagine a red-faced McLanahan hollering into this microphone, trying to raise him. As Joe climbed through the projected scene, he could see sharp images of the convoy slide down his red and now
  greasy uniform shirt.


  He could hear a steel plate hatch being thrown open far above him and the sound echoed down the length of the tower. He glanced up and saw a distant blue square—the sky—that was then
  filled by Newman as he scrambled from the ladder to the floor of nacelle itself.


  Twenty seconds later, Newman called down. His voice was tight. “It’s worse than I thought,” he called down, words bouncing back and forth down the tube. “I’m not
  feeling so good all of a sudden. I hope it’s been a while since you ate.”
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  JOE WAS BREATHING hard when he reached the open hatch. The wind was ferocious. Despite it, he could hear the epic slicing
  of the blades turning and feel the vibration of the turbine motor through the metal of the ladder. Joe looked up as Newman’s helmeted head filled the open square.


  “You are not going to believe this,” he shouted. “And don’t worry. I haven’t touched anything I didn’t have to. Besides, I’m wearing
  gloves.”


  Joe cleared the hatch and stood shakily on the corrugated metal floor of the nacelle. Newman had unbolted the cover wings and pushed them open to expose the nacelle to the sun and wind. The
  nacelle itself was deep and long, shaped like a coffin, and filled with the long prone steel body of the turbine. The lines on the outside were clean and purposeful, and inside it was like
  straddling an engine that was all business. The ledge between the turbine and the inside wall was barely enough for them both to stand shoulder-to-shoulder. Newman gestured to an eyebolt mounted in
  the side of the nacelle, and Joe unclipped the fall-arrest mechanism and was keenly aware of the few completely untethered seconds it took him to turn and clip the harness hook to the eyebolt so he
  wouldn’t blow away.


  When he looked up again, he followed Newman’s out-stretched arm. Cold wind pummeled his bare face.


  The speed of the blades was remarkable up close, almost a blur. But like frames of film being fed through a movie projector, the image appeared in an eerie stop-motion effect. It was a body, all
  right. One end of a chain had been looped under the arms in a double wrap and around the shaft of the blade on the other. There was about four feet of chain between the blade and the body. The
  victim flew through the air. It was a man. Joe could make out the face, although there was something off about it. But no doubt it was The Earl.


  Earl Alden’s eyes were closed and his face looked strangely thin, gaunt, and jowly, as if he’d lost a lot of weight since Joe had seen him last. But as he spun, Joe realized why. The
  Earl’s legs looked huge and fat, like sausage stuffed into the casing of his jeans, which were splitting over the tall black shafts of his cowboy boots. His boots, too, seemed several sizes
  too large and were misshapen into squared-off blocks. At first glance, Joe thought The Earl was wearing heavy dark gloves until he realized with horror that the swelled blue-black objects
  protruding from his cuffs were Alden’s grossly misshapen hands. The Earl’s shirt and jacket were in tatters but hadn’t yet been completely removed by the force of the wind. The
  cloth was soaked with dark blood and lighter-colored liquids. Joe thought he could catch a glimpse of the bruised hole of a gunshot on Alden’s left breast.


  “Oh, man,” Joe moaned.


  “Look what the centrifugal force is doing to him,” Newman said, and Joe could hear the amazement in his voice. “It’s squeezing all his fluids out toward the bottom. Like
  if you hung a toothpaste tube on a spinning propeller or something. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “Me, neither,” Joe said, feeling his stomach churn. He turned away and covered his mouth. A spout of acid burned in his throat and chest.


  “Is it who I think it is?” Newman asked.


  “Yup,” Joe said, fighting nausea.


  Newman said, “I met him a couple times. At the Christmas party and such. He seemed all right to me. I’ve heard the stories, but he treated me and the guys all right. I guess we know
  how he had a key to the hatch down there.” He paused.


  “He’s no spring chicken,” Newman said. “Why in the hell did he climb up here?”


  Joe shook his head. He didn’t think The Earl had done any climbing, but he wasn’t ready to say.


  “He must have come up here for some reason,” Newman speculated. “Maybe he brought that chain with him. Maybe he was going to try to loop it around the blade and stop it from
  spinning or something, and it took off on him and pulled him over the side. Man, what a way to go. What a horrible fucking way to go.”


  Joe looked around on the nacelle. On the inside of the structure near the front he could see a brown smear on the wall. He tapped Newman’s shoulder and pointed at it.


  “What’s that?” Joe asked.


  Newman shrugged. Then a look of recognition passed over his face. “Looks like blood,” he said.


  Joe said, “Is there any way to get a body up here if he can’t climb the ladder on his own?”


  Newman nodded. “There’s a hoist over there. We use it to bring up tools and parts when we need to work on the turbine. I heard of a guy down in Texas having a heart attack up top and
  they had to lower him down by the hoist. So I guess you could winch somebody up here. It’ll hold two hundred fifty pounds of equipment.”


  Joe guessed The Earl was about that.


  “Who in the hell would do this?” Newman asked. “It’s a lot of damned trouble to bring a body up here.”


  “Unless somebody was making a statement,” Joe said. He looked back over his shoulder at The Earl spinning by. He thought, No one deserves a comical death. He had once been on
  a case where two humans had been blown up by a cow. It had been tragic, and horrendous. And people still laughed about it.


  Newman whapped the side of his hard hat with the heel of his hand. “Oh, now I get it. Why they didn’t want you coming up here. He’s your father-in-law. Man, oh man.”


  Joe thought, Too bad it wasn’t his wife. He said nothing, but checked to make sure his harness hook hadn’t somehow magically come undone before grasping the sidewall of the
  nacelle. He leaned over and looked down. The convoy surrounded the tower. The vehicles were tiny from his vantage point, and the sheriff and his deputies were scurrying around like ticks. He could
  see one of the deputies pulling on a climbing harness with help from the Rope the Wind employee who had accompanied them out.


  “The sheriff will be sending someone up now,” Joe said to Newman. He patted his uniform for his digital camera. “I want to get some evidence shots of my own before they take
  over the crime scene.”


  “Sheriff McLanahan?” Newman said.


  “Yes.”


  Newman shook his head. “He’s a tool. I’ve had a couple run-ins with him. Thinks he’s some kind of Old West cowboy lawman, when he’s just a goddamned ass-hat.”
  Then he realized what he’d said and who’d heard it and quickly added, “I’m sorry. He might be a friend of yours.”


  “He’s no friend,” Joe said.


  Taylor was visibly relieved. “I see his re-election signs all over the damn county. I hope he loses.”


  Joe nodded. He didn’t want to agree in public. McLanahan had spies everywhere, and he kept a meticulous count of who was with him and who wasn’t. The sheriff made it a point to make
  life hard for those opposed to him, and had turned it into a career when it came to Joe Pickett.


  As they waited for the deputy to scale the tower, Joe withdrew his cell and speed-dialed Marybeth. She should just about be at the library to start work, he thought.


  When she picked up, he told her where he was—noting that, whatever his location, it didn’t seem to shock her anymore—and said, “Tough news, honey. We found The
  Earl’s body.”


  “Oh, my God.”


  “I’ll drive out to the ranch to tell your mother,” Joe said, already dreading it. “It should probably come from me.”


  “What happened? Did he get bucked off his horse?”


  “Worse,” Joe said. “Much worse. My first guess is somebody shot him and then they hung his body from one of his own wind turbines.”


  “Oh, my God, Joe,” she said again. “That’s awful.”


  “It is.”


  “Uh-oh,” she said. “I’ve got another call coming in.” Joe could hear the click. “It’s my mother.” There was panic in her tone, which was out of
  character.


  “I better take it,” she said. “What should I tell her, Joe?”


  “Tell her that as soon as I can get down off this tower, I’ll be there.”


  “As if that will hold her off,” she said. “You know how she is.”


  “Do I ever,” Joe said.


  He’d scarcely closed his phone when it lit up again. Marybeth.


  “Joe,” she said. She was frantic. “She said someone she trusted at the county building just called her in secret to tell her Sheriff McLanahan is sending someone to the ranch
  now. Not to break the news, but to arrest her! For murder, Joe! They think she had something to do with this.”


  Joe was grateful he was secured to the nacelle by the cable, because he suddenly felt lighter than air.


  “That’s kind of crazy,” he said, turning away from Newman who was eyeing him closely. He was afraid he might be grinning.


  “You don’t sound very... upset,” Marybeth said icily.


  “I am,” he pleaded. “Really. It’s just... McLanahan is nuts. There’s no way a sixty-year-old woman shot the guy, drove him to the wind farm, climbed a
  two-hundred-fifty-foot tower, hoisted a body to the top, and tied it to a blade. Of course, if any woman was mean enough do such a thing...”


  “Joe.”


  “I’m kidding.”


  “This is not the time,” she said, and he realized she was crying.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I feel horrible. I shouldn’t have said that.”


  “No, you shouldn’t have. Joe, despite what she is and what she’s done, she’s my mother. And she’s your daughters’ grandmother. Do you want them to think their
  grandmother is a murderer, for God’s sake?”


  “No.”


  “I’ve got to go,” she said, and he could imagine her wiping at her tears angrily so no one could see her crying. Open displays of emotion in front of co-workers wasn’t
  her style. “Call me when you know something.”


  “I will,” Joe said, closing the phone.


  “Sounds like you stepped in it,” Newman said.


  Before Joe could respond, Deputy Mike Reed’s helmeted head poked through the hatch. He was red-faced and breathing hard. Joe extended his hand and helped Reed up into the nacelle. When
  Reed could catch his breath, he reached out and put both of his hands on Joe’s shoulders, looked into his eyes, and said, “The sheriff wants your hide, Joe.”


  Joe shrugged. “Won’t be the first time.”


  Joe had known and worked with Deputy Reed for a number of years. He liked him. Reed was low-key and dedicated, and had managed to stay out of McLanahan’s web of intrigue and influence. He
  had surprised practically everyone by filing papers to run against the sheriff in the upcoming election. And McLanahan had surprised everyone by not immediately cutting Reed loose from the
  department.


  “I’m surprised he sent you,” Joe said.


  Reed chuckled. “He didn’t want to, but he ran out of guys, and he’s too fat anymore to even think about climbing that ladder.”


  “Where are his homeboys?” Joe asked. McLanahan had recruited three young deputies who spent most of their time in the weight room or appreciating McLanahan’s original cowboy
  poetry recitations. Joe had met most of them and saw they aspired to follow in the sheriff’s footsteps, and therefore they were to be treated with caution.


  The deputy looked hard at Joe. “I think you know.”


  Reed’s radio crackled to life. Because of the proximity to the trucks below, McLanahan’s voice was strong and clear. “Deputy Reed, have you reached the top?”


  “Almost, sir,” Reed said, and winked at Joe and Newman.


  “Get a move on,” McLanahan ordered.


  Reed took a deep breath.


  “I’m surprised you’re still around,” Joe said. “But I’m glad you are.”


  “He keeps his friends close and his enemies closer,” Reed said. “He wants to be able to keep an eye on me. So,” he said, looking over Joe’s shoulder at the body
  spinning by, “it’s true then. Earl Alden. This is gonna be a big deal.”


  Joe nodded. He filled Reed in on what little he knew, from the missing person’s report to the riderless horse to the climb up the tower with Newman. He pointed out the hoist and the
  possible smear of blood. The whole time, Reed simply shook his head in disbelief. Then he called down on his radio and repeated the whole thing to the sheriff.


  “We’ll need the evidence tech,” Reed said. “There might be some traces, and we might have some blood.”


  McLanahan said, “You want me to send Cindy up there? She weighs what, three hundred? How we going to get her up there?”


  “I don’t know,” Reed said.


  “Can’t you at least stop that damned windmill from turning?”


  Reed looked to Newman, who said, “Yeah. We can disengage the rotor. Joe told me not to touch anything.”


  “He was right,” Reed said, and then nodded toward the radio, “but you heard the man.”


  “And get that son-of-a-bitch Joe Pickett off there,” McLanahan said. “He’s got a built-in conflict. We can’t have him up there.”


  “I’ll tell him,” Reed said.


  “You’ll ask me,” Joe shot back.


  “Please?”


  “Okay,” Joe said. “But first you have to tell me why McLanahan sent his deputies out to my mother-in-law’s ranch. There’s nothing I’d like better than to see
  her in prison just to give her a scare, but come on. She can’t really be your suspect.”


  Reed shrugged. “From what I understand—and nobody really tells me anything directly—the sheriff has been getting calls for a while about the possibility of this”—he
  gestured toward The Earl’s body as it flew by—“happening. He got another one last night, I guess. He didn’t act on it because he couldn’t believe it, either. But
  whoever called—all I know is it was a male—gave us enough detail ahead of the discovery to implicate her. I don’t know all the details, Joe. McLanahan didn’t share them.
  Maybe he’ll tell you.”


  Joe snorted.


  As he unclipped from the nacelle and reattached the fall-arrest mechanism to the cable to prepare his descent, he heard McLanahan tell Reed they were in the process of locating an industrial
  crane that would go high enough to unhook the body from the blade. And that he’d already contacted the state DCI (Division of Criminal Investigation) to send their best forensics team
  north.


  “I want this thing puncture-proof,” McLanahan told Reed. “No mistakes. No cut corners. Now stay up there and secure the crime scene, Reed. I need one of my guys here when the
  crane shows up. I’m headed out to the Thunderhead Ranch to oversee the arrest and the search. And don’t let anyone else up there unless you clear it with me.”


  “You want me to stay up here?” Reed said, frowning. “It could be the rest of the day. Maybe into the night.”


  “That’s why you get paid the big bucks,” the sheriff said. “And why I get paid bigger bucks for making these decisions. We need this to be as clean as our mountain
  streams and as open as our blue skies.”


  Reed looked up at Joe, who said, “I can already hear that last quote on the news and in his campaign ads.”


  Reed shook his head and smiled bitterly. “The sheriff’s got this whole thing orchestrated pretty damned neatly. He’s on his way to make the arrest and I’m sure it
  won’t be a low-profile affair. I’m stuck up here waiting for evidence and forensics folks to somehow get this body down and find any physical evidence they can. If there are any
  procedural errors in the evidence chain, guess who is responsible? The guy left in charge of the stupidest crime scene in Wyoming history.”


  Joe shrugged. “Good luck,” he said, straddling the hatch. “I’ll be checking back with you on what you find here.”


  “I may not be able to share everything,” Reed said. “I hope you understand that.”


  It was easier getting down the ladder than it had been going up.


  But Joe knew as he approached the ground that his life was about to get real complicated.
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  ALTHOUGH BETWEEN THEM The Earl of Lexington and Missy Vankueren Longbrake Alden had accumulated and then consolidated six
  adjacent ranches—including the Longbrake Ranch, where Missy had once lived—they’d chosen the wooded compound of the Thunderhead Ranch as their headquarters. Joe passed under the
  massive elk antler arches that marked the entrance—the gates had already been flung open, so he didn’t need to stop—and drove through a low-hanging cloud of dust obviously kicked
  up by a stream of vehicles that had arrived just before him. As he approached the headquarters, he could see the wink of metal and glass of law enforcement units parked haphazardly in the ranch
  yard.


  There had been so much traffic ahead of him that even the ranch dogs, who always raised a fuss and ran out to challenge visitors, simply glanced up, exhausted, from their pool of shade
  underneath an ancient billowing cottonwood on the side of a horse barn.


  Joe pulled in next to an unmarked SUV he recognized by the state plates and antennae on the roof as DCI. He swung out, letting Tube follow him, and strode toward the old Victorian mansion that
  had once belonged to the Aldens, the original owners of the ranch. The renovated block stone home served as the residence of his mother-in-law and father-in-law until their new place was finished.
  As he skirted the bumper of a highway patrol car on his way to the house, Joe glanced to the west through an opening in the trees and saw a corner portion of The Earl and Missy’s new home. It
  dominated the high bluff on the other side of the Twelve Sleep River, and was a complex design of gables, windows, sharp angles, and peaks. It was to be 15,000 square feet and the construction of
  it alone was keeping half the contractors and one of Saddlestring’s lumberyards open through the recession. Joe wondered if the contractors had paused for the day when they heard the news,
  wondering if their jobs were now over and if they’d ever get paid for the work they’d done so far.


  Deputy Sollis saw Joe coming and stepped out from the lilac bushes next to the front door of the ranch house. Sollis raised his hand to Joe, palm out, and said, “That’ll be far
  enough.”


  Joe stopped, looking Sollis over. Sollis was square-shaped and his head was a block mounted on a stump of a neck. He was solid and buff, and his uniform looked a deliberate size too small in
  order to accentuate his pectorals, biceps, and quads. His eyes were black and small and could be seen like spider holes through the lenses of a pair of black wrap-around shades. A fresh crop of
  acne crawled up his neck from his collar, and Joe thought: Steroids.


  “Sheriff inside?” Joe asked.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “So let me in.”


  “No, sir. No one goes in. Especially you.”


  Joe put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “I want to see my mother-in-law. Is she under arrest?”


  A slight smile tugged on the edges of Sollis’ thick mouth. “I reckon, by now.”


  “What’s the charge?”


  “Charges,” Sollis corrected. “You can take that all up with the county attorney. My job is to keep everybody out.”


  Joe stepped back, his hands still on his hips. The day was surreal. The last time he’d been inside this house was two weeks ago with Marybeth and his daughters. Missy had planned the
  menu—chile relleños smothered in green chile sauce in honor of Sheridan soon going to college—even though the meal had turned out to be Lucy’s favorite and not
  Sheridan’s. Missy favored Lucy over all the children, seeing in her the spark of a kindred spirit, although Lucy no longer welcomed the attention. Despite the mix-up, Missy still supervised
  the cooking, but never touched the food and didn’t eat it. Neither did Sheridan.


  And here he was again, Joe thought. Only this time Missy was somewhere inside being placed under arrest for... murder?


  He snorted.


  “Something you find funny?” Sollis asked.


  “This whole thing,” Joe said, gesturing toward the vehicles in the ranch yard and all the law enforcement personnel standing around. “I knew Sheriff McLanahan needed something
  to happen to boost his chances of re-election, but even I didn’t think he’d go after the wealthiest landowner in the county for this.”


  Sollis’ jaw muscles started working, like he was chewing gum. “You best keep your mouth shut until you find out more about the case against her,” he said. “I think
  you’ll be surprised. And I’d advise you to back off and pipe down. You’re being observed by the media.”


  Joe turned. The Saddlestring media consisted of Sissy Skanlon, the twenty-five-year-old editor of the Saddlestring Roundup, and Jim Parmenter, the northern Wyoming stringer for the
  Billings Gazette. They stood together under a tree behind a yellow plastic band of crime scene tape where they’d obviously been ordered to stay. Joe nodded toward them. Jim nodded back
  and Sissy waved.


  “There’s at least two television trucks on the way,” Sollis said with some satisfaction. “From Billings and Casper. Maybe more.”


  Joe asked Sollis, “So how long has the sheriff been planning this? It takes a while to get both Jim and Sissy in one place. And I see we’ve got DCI vehicles here, meaning Cheyenne
  was called in enough time for these guys to get here. How long has this operation been under way?”


  Sollis began to say something, and then caught himself. A slow grin formed. “Naw, that’s not going to work. You need to talk to the sheriff. Or better yet, maybe you ought to hold on
  until you can visit your dear mother-in-law in jail. Seems to me she knows a hell of a lot more about what’s going down than anyone else, even if she’s not talking to us.”


  Joe nodded, then turned on his heel and walked up to Sissy and Jim.


  “Have you guys been briefed?” Joe asked. He knew them both well and he’d never jerked them around. He always returned their calls and spoke to them plainly. In turn,
  they’d never burned him.


  “We’re waiting,” Jim said, checking his wristwatch. “McLanahan said he’d be out with a full statement within half an hour. It’s been forty-five minutes. I
  think he’s waiting on the cameras,” he said with disdain.


  Sissy said, “If it’s big enough news, like if she’s arrested for murder, we might even do a special edition of the paper. I can’t remember ever doing one
  before.”


  She checked to make sure her recorder was on, then thrust it toward Joe. “Do you think she did it? You probably know her best.”


  Joe was on thin ice. No matter what he said, it could be perceived wrongly. An immediate “No Way” would make it sound like he was her advocate and guarantee he’d be banned from
  any aspect of the investigation. A “No Comment” might imply guilt, since it was coming from the accused’s son-in-law. After several beats, he mumbled, “You need to direct
  that question to the county attorney.”


  “You saw the body?” Jim asked Joe. “Is it true he was hanging off the blade of a wind turbine?”


  Joe nodded, grateful Jim had saved him from a follow-up from Sissy. “I did,” he said. “It wasn’t something I’ll be able to get out of my mind for a while. Deputy
  Mike Reed is on the scene, so you may want to call him.”


  “Yuck,” Sissy said, as she reached into her bag for her cell phone. “Excuse me,” she said, “I’ve gotta make a call.”


  Jim reached out and touched her hand. “If you’re calling a photographer to go out to the wind farm before they bring the body down, I’d like a copy of that shot, if you
  don’t mind.”


  Sissy contemplated the request for a moment—Joe could tell she realized the photo and the story could get picked up nationally and likely win some awards—then relented. “I know
  I owe you a few,” she said to Jim.


  Since Jim had said the sheriff would be out to give a full statement, Joe thought that perhaps he’d given them something. So he asked, “Did he tell you the department was
  tipped? That they’d been told by someone to get ready for this?”


  Jim nodded. “You know who it might have been tipping them?”


  Joe shook his head. “Nope. So he called you two when? This morning?”


  Jim sighed. “Yeah, early. He said get ready for something big, maybe. It was bad timing, because I was going to take my kids fishing today. I had the truck all packed and everything. I was
  hoping he’d call back and say, ‘false alarm,’ but instead he said to meet him out here.”


  “How early?” Joe asked.


  “Seven, maybe,” Jim said. “I was just getting dressed.” Jim read Joe’s face, and said, “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing,” Joe said, shaken. So McLanahan had called Jim Parmenter before Joe himself had called in the incident? Behind him he heard several voices and he turned in time to
  see Missy, head down, being escorted from the front door toward a waiting sheriff’s department GMC. She looked tiny between two deputies who had roughly the same build and bulk as Sollis.
  Except for Mike Reed, McLanahan had staffed his department with hard men.


  Missy was slim and dressed in black slacks, a starched, untucked and oversized white shirt with an open collar and rolled-up cuffs, and simple flats. She looked like she was dressed for a day of
  celebrity gardening, Joe thought. For her small size, she had a large head and a smooth, heart-shaped open face. She always looked great in photographs, and the camera tended to trim twenty
  years off her. Her close-cropped coiffed hair was not as perfect as usual and a few strays stuck out, as if she’d done it in haste. Her over-large and sensual mouth was clamped tight. As she
  stepped down off the porch—the deputies on both sides physically guided her—she glanced up and locked on Joe.


  Missy’s eyes were rimmed with red. Without her customary makeup, she looked pale, drawn, small—and her age. They’d handcuffed her in front, and the heavy stainless steel
  bracelets made her wrists look even thinner. For the first time, Joe noted how the skin on the back of her palms was mottled with age and that her fingers looked skeletal. He’d once heard
  that no matter what a woman did to fight off the years, her hands revealed all. And Missy’s hands were revealing.


  Missy kept her eyes on Joe, silently pleading but not groveling, as the deputies marched her across the lawn toward the car. Behind her, Sheriff Kyle McLanahan filled the doorframe, scowling
  briefly at Joe and then peering over Joe’s head at the ranch yard. He carried a lever-action .30-30 Winchester carbine with plastic-gloved hands. Behind him was Dulcie Schalk, the new county
  attorney who’d replaced Joe’s friend Robey Hersig.


  Joe looked over his shoulder to see what the sheriff had fixed on, and saw the television satellite truck rumbling up the long driveway. McLanahan had no doubt frittered away time inside until
  he could make a dramatic appearance before the cameras.


  Dulcie Schalk was in her early thirties, with dishwater-blonde hair, dark brown eyes, and a trim, athletic figure. She’d been hired by Robey as his assistant a few months before he was
  killed three years before, and she’d stepped into the vacuum and filled it so well that when she’d run for the office she was unopposed. Schalk was unmarried except to her job, and Joe
  had found her to be honest and professional, if very tightly wound. Marybeth and Dulcie Schalk ran in the same circles, and shared a profound interest in horses. They’d gone on trail rides
  together and Marybeth spoke highly of her, which counted with Joe.


  Schalk was driven and passionate and worked long hours. Her record for obtaining convictions was a hundred percent. In Joe’s opinion, if she had a weakness as a prosecutor it was her
  penchant for not going into court unless the case was airtight. Joe had been frustrated by her a few times when he brought her cases—one involving the suspected poaching of an elk and the
  other an out-of-state hunter who may have falsified his criminal background of game violations on his application for a license—because she thought there might be too much “air”
  in the case to pursue it further. So when he saw the determined set to her face as she came out of the door behind McLanahan, he knew there was substance behind the arrest. And for the first time
  that day, he questioned his initial assumption that Missy was innocent.


  Even so, Joe said to both McLanahan and Schalk, “Are the handcuffs really necessary? I mean... look at her. Does she look like she might resist?”


  Missy thanked Joe with a barely perceptible nod. She seemed to need a champion, and Joe felt odd playing the role. He even admired her a little for her dignity and poise, given the situation.
  The deputies towered over her.


  Dulcie Schalk nodded at Joe as if she agreed, and turned to the sheriff for his reaction.


  McLanahan lowered his lids and smiled slyly at Joe. “Keep ’em on,” he told Sollis, who had moved toward Missy with his cuff key. Sollis retreated.


  Missy said nothing, and lowered her eyes to continue her slow walk toward the GMC. But McLanahan chinned a silent command at his deputies to hold her there. Joe realized the sheriff wanted to
  make sure Missy was caught on camera being escorted to the car.


  “Come on, McLanahan,” Joe said, feeling his anger rise, and surprised it did. “There’s no point in humiliating her even more.” He looked to Dulcie Schalk for
  support, but Schalk had turned away.


  Joe saw something remarkable when McLanahan finally gave the go-ahead to his deputies to resume the perp walk with Missy toward the GMC. As the video camera rolled and both Jim Parmenter and
  Sissy Skanlon snapped photos with their digital cameras, Missy’s entire face and demeanor changed. Not just changed, but transformed. Her walk became a shuffle. Her shoulders slumped. The
  poise she’d shown earlier morphed instantly into pathos. Her eyes moistened, and her mouth trembled as if holding back a wail. She looked suddenly pathetic. A victim. She seemed barely
  capable of entering the GMC without help. He assumed the cameras captured it all.


  McLanahan had missed the show, however, and was clearing his throat so the reporters would look back his way. When they did, he displayed the .30-30 and said, “Although we still need to
  run it through ballistics to verify it beyond doubt, we believe this is the rifle that was used to murder Earl Alden.”


  Joe squinted. He’d seen the rifle before, or one that looked a lot like it, in The Earl’s antique-gun cabinet.


  For the cameras, the sheriff worked the lever of the rifle, ejecting a spent cartridge case that was quickly gathered up by Sollis and placed in a paper evidence bag. Then McLanahan gestured
  toward the GMC: “And there, we believe, is the woman who pulled the trigger. Missy Alden killed her husband with this rifle.”


  “Allegedly,” Dulcie Schalk corrected.


  “Allegedly,” McLanahan echoed with slight irritation. “And then she allegedly hoisted her husband’s body to the top of one of his new wind turbines and rigged it
  up to the blade so it would spin around until it was discovered.”


  With that, McLanahan handed the rifle off to Sollis, who took it away. He put his hands on his hips and rocked back on his heels in his well-practiced
  I’m-the-law-in-these-here-parts stance. “I’d like to publicly recognize and salute the efficiency and professionalism of my team here at the Twelve Sleep County
  Sheriff’s Department for their prompt and thorough investigation, which led to the arrest of...”


  Joe tuned out as the briefing turned into a “Re-elect Sheriff Kyle McLanahan” stump speech. The county attorney approached him and stood there until he noticed her.


  “I wish he wasn’t so blatant,” Schalk whispered to Joe under her breath. “He’s grandstanding. Tainting the jury pool...”


  “Do you have a minute?” Joe asked.


  He led her away from the press conference, but noted she didn’t want to go so far that she couldn’t interject again if McLanahan’s statements got out of
  hand.


  “We need to make this short,” she said. “I’m not sure I should be talking to you. Don’t you have an interest in this case?”


  “She’s my mother-in-law,” Joe said.


  “I know. So understand that anything I tell you is purely for public consumption. It’s the same thing I’ll tell the press. Nothing more, Joe. No inside information, so
  don’t put me on the spot. This is a delicate situation.”


  “I realize that,” he said, glancing over her shoulder. He could see the side of Missy’s head through the window of the GMC. Missy stared straight ahead now that the cameras had
  swiveled to McLanahan. She seemed to have shed her pathetic persona as easily as Joe removed a jacket.


  “Where was the rifle found?” Joe asked.


  “Under the seat of her car. She drives the Hummer, right? That’s her personal vehicle.”


  Joe nodded. The Hummer was constantly blocking his driveway so he either couldn’t get in or out. Usually with the motor running.


  She said, “The tracks we found out on the ranch where we think the murder took place appear to match up with the tires on the Hummer. Our team couldn’t explain why we couldn’t
  find a spent cartridge on the ground until we found the gun and realized the casing hadn’t been ejected but was still in the gun. Plus, her fingerprints were all over the rifle
  itself.”


  “So the tipster even knew where the crime took place.”


  “I’m not going there,” she said.


  Joe took that in. “McLanahan didn’t mention an accomplice.”


  “That I can’t tell you,” Schalk said. “Not yet.”


  “So you’ve got the tipster secured,” Joe said, fishing. “And you’ve got his statement.”


  “Joe,” she said, exasperated.


  “Okay, okay. But this whole thing seems so... pat.”


  “It is what it is, Joe. I have nothing against your mother-in-law, and neither does the sheriff.”


  “Except she’s quite a big prize,” Joe said. “And she isn’t exactly the most popular woman in the country, that’s for sure. Believe me, I know about
  that. Hauling her in like this will give McLanahan a big boost in popularity. Some folks love to see the high and mighty taken down just for being high and mighty.”


  Schalk nodded, “I’ve heard some things, and you have my word I’ll do what I can to keep this from turning into a circus. But she does have a tendency to rub people the wrong
  way. So I never had any personal dealings with her.”


  “Lucky you,” Joe said. Then: “So the theory is she shot The Earl and hung his body from that wind turbine?”


  Schalk eyed him closely, paused, then said, “That’s our working theory right now.”


  Joe took off his hat and raked his fingers through his hair. “Have you seen a turbine up close? How high it is? And hang his body up in public? What was that supposed to
  accomplish?”


  “Maybe to throw us off the trail,” she said. “Alden was a very controversial figure as well. He had plenty of enemies, and you know that wind farm of his hasn’t been
  popular with some of his neighbors.”


  Joe was aware of some of the complaints, particularly those from ranchers Bob and Dode Lee. They hated Rope the Wind, and especially the new transmission lines planned to be built across their
  ranch, which Alden had arranged by getting a swath of their land condemned by eminent domain.


  “Are you gonna talk to the Lees?” Joe asked.


  “Joe, please.”


  He said, “So the first part of the theory is a crime of passion was committed, probably without premeditation, since she didn’t get rid of the rifle or even wipe it down. But the
  second part is a conspiracy designed to throw everyone off the track.”


  She nodded her head, but Joe saw a glimmer of doubt in her eyes when he put it like that.


  “Okay,” he said. “I won’t ask anything more about the internal investigation because you can’t tell me. But I’ve got to wonder about motive. I know Missy,
  believe me. I know what she’s like. And it took her a lifetime of trading up to finally hit the jackpot.” He gestured toward the mansion-in-progress on the river bluff. “Why would
  she risk that, and all of this? This is what she always wanted.”


  Dulcie Schalk’s eyebrows arched and she started to answer, then apparently thought better of it.


  “So you’ve got a motive, then?” Joe said, surprised.


  “Not that I can speak about yet,” she said. “But I’m comfortable enough with what we know so far to press charges.”


  “Wow,” Joe said. “Wow. You’ve got enough that you really think she’s guilty.”


  “I think we better go back to the press conference,” Schalk said. She turned away, then stopped, and looked back at Joe.


  “If I were you,” she said gently, “I would stay away from this and keep your head down. I’m not saying that as a threat, Joe. I’m not like McLanahan. But this is
  from me, because I like you and I’m close to Marybeth, as you know. This is a solid case, Joe. I’m approaching it with even more caution than usual. I don’t want you to go out
  there and embarrass yourself, and I don’t want us to be in a situation where we’re butting heads. But so far, and this I can say, it doesn’t look good for your
  mother-in-law. Not at all.”


  Joe said, “I’ve had a fantasy about this over the years, I have to admit.”


  Schalk smiled. “I don’t know what to say to that.”


  “And I shouldn’t have said it.” He felt ashamed. Then: “Did she admit anything?”


  “You’ll have to take that up with her lawyer.”


  “She’s already lawyered up?”


  “Yes. She’s retained Marcus Hand, and he advised her not to say a word until he gets here.”


  Joe was rocked. “Marcus Hand? You’re kidding.”


  “I wish I were,” Schalk said.


  Marcus Hand was a Wyoming legend, and was known nationally through his years of cable television legal punditry. Tall, white-maned, brilliant, and given to Stetsons and fringed buckskin
  clothing, Hand had won millions for clients (and himself) in tort cases against pharmaceutical companies and doctors, as well as securing innocent verdicts for scores of notorious, but wealthy,
  clients in criminal proceedings. Joe had not met Marcus Hand personally, but he’d been in the courtroom for a case in Jackson Hole where Hand had persuaded the jury that the developer Joe was
  certain had killed his wife was not guilty.


  “I’m looking forward to going up against him,” Schalk said.


  “You are?”


  “Like I said, we’ve got a strong case. And he needs to get knocked down a peg.”


  Joe thought, You poor tough, but naïve, girl.


  He could see why Marybeth liked her.


  Dulcie Schalk joined McLanahan, who was fielding questions from the press. Joe sauntered over near the GMC where Missy was being held. Sollis came over to intercept him, but
  not before Missy slid the window down a few inches and turned her head toward him. The air of dignity was back, and coupled with something Joe had seen before—a cold and ruthless
  defiance.


  “I know we’ve had our differences, Joe,” she said, “but for the sake of my daughter and your children—my grand-children—you’ve got to help
  me.”


  Before he could answer, she rolled the window back up.


  “That’s enough,” Sollis said. “Step aside. We’re taking her in.”


  With shaky hands, Joe fished his cell out and opened it. He texted a message to Marybeth.


  
    
      
        PREPARE OUR GIRLS.


        IT LOOKS REAL BAD.

      

    

  


  Joe closed the phone and folded his arms and leaned back against the grille of his pickup. He wondered what Nate Romanowski would have made of all this, if he’d been around to hear about
  it. Nate had never liked Missy, either, but he’d always had a special connection with Marybeth. For the fiftieth time in eleven months, Joe wondered where Nate was now and what he was doing.
  And if they were enemies now or still friends, or something in-between.


  As if there could be an in-between with Nate Romanowski.
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  NATE ROMANOWSKI WOKE up worried, and the feeling persisted through the cool August morning. Even his three birds, the
  peregrine, the red-tailed hawk, and the golden eagle, seemed edgy and bitchy in their mews as he fed them chunks of bloody rabbit for breakfast.


  Dawn came two hours late in Hole in the Wall Canyon, as it always did. The sheer walls prevented sunlight from pouring over the rims until mid-morning, but when it did there was a special
  intensity of light and heat because of the lack of wind to cushion it. As he returned to the cave, he scanned the canyon wall opposite where the trail wound down. The trail was a tan scar against
  the scrub and brush that switchbacked down from the top and he could see nearly all of it from where he stood. That was one primary reason he’d chosen the location four years before, because
  it was a natural phenomenon practically designed for hiding out. He could clearly view the only approach into the canyon, but from the trail it was all but impossible to locate his cave without
  intimate familiarity. On the rare occasions when people appeared—and they were usually fishermen making their way to the Middle Fork of the Powder River down below—he’d never been
  discovered. That was the way he wanted it.


  Because of the fishermen who’d recently come to the area, he’d dismantled the fatal booby traps on the lower half of the trail and replaced them with sensors, motion detectors, and a
  pair of game cameras that could broadcast an image to his laptop. He’d observed the few people who’d come down into the canyon recently and they had no idea their progress down to the
  water had been viewed through the crosshairs of a scope.


  But he saw nothing out of order. It was quiet and calm, and the early-morning chill in the air was an ally because of how it carried sound. There were no unfamiliar sounds.


  He returned to his cave in the rocks and quietly gathered his fly rod, flies, and wide-brimmed hat. Alisha Whiteplume, his lover, was there for the weekend. She was still sleeping in the mass of
  quilts, and he paused for a moment to admire her face in repose: dark silken hair fanned across the pillow, the smooth high cheekbones of the native Shoshone, long lashes, sweet lips turned down on
  the ends, as if she were worried, too.


  She liked trout for breakfast and he wanted to catch her a couple.


  Because of that feeling he had which he couldn’t explain, he slipped his leather shoulder holster over his arms and fitted it snugly over his sweatshirt. The butt of his powerful .454
  Casull five-shot revolver faced out above his left hip, so he could draw it out with his right hand in less than a second and fire. The handgun was scoped and Nate was an accurate shot within
  several hundred yards.


  He paused for a moment and looked at himself in the mirror he’d slung from a root on the cave wall. Nate was a few inches over six feet tall and had broad shoulders. His long blond hair
  was tied into a ponytail with a leather falconry jess, and his eyes, even to him, looked sharp and cruel and haunted. His nose was thin and sharp, his jaw prominent. He always wondered if by simply
  spending so much of his life with falcons—he was a master falconer—that he’d taken on the characteristics of his birds, like a fat man and his pet bulldog or the society fashion
  doyenne and her poodle.


  He slipped back outside. Again, he scanned the canyon wall across from him and slowly studied every foot of the trail. He watched as well as listened, because the natural sounds—birds, the
  high-pitched whistle of fat marmots in the rocks, the off-chord caws of two chicken-sized ravens cruising the rims—told him as much about the situation as anything he could see. There was no
  concern expressed in their talking. Worse would have been complete silence, and complete silence meant an intruder had come.


  Despite the blue-black cloud of doom that lingered in his consciousness, he discerned nothing out of order.


  Still, as he picked his way down to the river between boulders the size of trucks, and the natural music of the creatures was replaced with the burbling and tinkling sound of the river, he knew
  he wouldn’t be long for this place.


  He returned an hour later with three twelve-inch rainbow trout, to find Alisha up and dressed and brewing coffee on his camp kitchen. She’d tied back the heavy covers
  that hung across the opening to facilitate fresh air and morning sunlight, and she’d made the bed. Their clothes, which had been discarded the night before as if they were on fire, had been
  folded into his and hers. The coffee smelled good.


  “I’ll fillet these,” he said, laying out the fish on the cutting board like three shiny shards of glistening steel.


  “Wonderful,” she said, smiling. “When did you learn to fish so well? Was it Joe?”


  “Yeah,” he mumbled. “But anyone could catch these fish. They were easy and hungry and they came right for the fly.”


  She nodded and he could feel her trying to read his face. She had recently started asking about Joe Pickett, and he always deflected the inquiry.


  “You haven’t talked much about him recently,” she said.


  “No, I haven’t.”


  Alisha Whiteplume was a schoolteacher on the Wind River Indian Reservation. Since her return from the outside world, where she’d been a married electrical engineer, she’d plunged
  into reservation life. She was practical and charismatic and, in addition to being named to the tribal council, was also in charge of a club that encouraged teenage Shoshone and Northern Arapahoe
  to start up and manage small businesses. She had nothing but disdain for U.S. government paternalism and handouts that, she felt, had held her people back for generations. She was the mentor for a
  half-dozen young entrepreneurs who had started businesses that included a small local newspaper, the crafts shops, a video rental store, and a sub sandwich franchise. She was also the guardian of a
  five-year-old girl who stayed with Alisha’s mother while she sneaked away to visit Nate. He not only loved Alisha, he admired her strength, stamina, optimism, and loyalty. He felt guilty they
  couldn’t get married because of his problem with the Feds. She was too good a woman to have to sneak around the way she did in order for them to be together, as if they were both
  cheating.


  She said, “So you and Joe—you’re still working things out?”


  “You’re going to keep hammering away, huh?”


  “I don’t hammer. I just keep asking politely until I get an answer.”


  He sighed as he cut the fillets. He’d put a dollop of shortening into a cast-iron skillet and it had dissolved and had begun to smoke. After dipping the trout fillets into buttermilk,
  he’d dredge them in cornmeal and lay them in the skillet.


  “Joe’s the one who needs to work things out,” Nate said. “I’m clear where I’m at.”


  The year before, in the Sierra Madres of southern Wyoming, Nate and Joe had encountered a set of violent twin brothers who wanted to be left alone. Joe had special orders to go after them and
  he’d done so, relentlessly, even when the circumstances for their isolation were revealed. Nate wanted to ride away. In Nate’s mind, it was a disagreement about what the law said and
  what was right. Joe chose the law.


  “I never thought I’d say this,” she said in her musical voice, “but I think maybe you need to make the effort.”


  “You never liked it when we got together for a case,” Nate said. “What changed your mind?”


  “He seems like a good man,” she said. “And a good friend to you.”


  Nate grunted.


  “You can’t just dismiss him as a government man. You know better, and you two have been through a lot. Do you still keep in touch with his daughter? Is she still your falconry
  apprentice?”


  Nate nodded. Sheridan should have gone to college by now, and he knew nothing of her choice of school. He didn’t know where she was, which was troubling to him.


  “You shouldn’t punish her,” Alisha said. “It’s not her fault.”


  “I know.” He was getting annoyed because she was right.


  “Marybeth knows I’m still here,” Nate said. “She called a while back to check on me. I even got a call from her mother.”


  “The pretty dragon?”


  “Yes, her.”


  “But not Joe?” she asked.


  “Not Joe.”


  “Phones work two ways, you know,” she said.


  “Hmmmmph.”


  “Well?”


  “Well, maybe I’ll give him a call one of these days.”


  “No,” she said, “Go see him. You two don’t talk well on the phone. I’ve heard you. You’re like two apes grunting. You don’t say
  anything.”


  Nate turned the fillets. He liked how angrily they sizzled. When he looked up, she was staring at him, waiting.


  “Okay,” he said, with a little edge. “But first I have to get the hell out of this canyon. I told you why last night.”


  She made a face. It had to do with his time working for a branch of Special Forces, a rogue branch. He didn’t tell her the name of the organization or what he’d done while he was
  there. He never would, because she’d be outraged. Even Joe didn’t want to know, even though Nate had offered to tell him.


  There were things he’d done—that his team had done—that were coming back to haunt him. Because Nate had left abruptly, without clearance, an exit interview, or his pension,
  there were men who were concerned about exposure. He’d never threatened to reveal them or talk about their work, but they were paranoid by nature. Several of his old team had come to the
  Rockies at different times to try to take him out. Each had failed, and they no longer walked the earth. But the rotten core of the team—four men and a woman—still survived, and several
  had moved up in the government within the Department of Homeland Security. He called them The Five.


  According to a contact he still trusted in the agency, The Five were alarmed about Nate’s work and growing underground reputation. There was no doubt they’d breathe easier if Nate
  didn’t breathe at all.


  From what he understood from his contact in Virginia, The Five had not yet deployed. He wondered if telling her about them the night before had caused his uneasy feeling when he woke up that
  morning, or if it was something else. If The Five deployed, he didn’t want Alisha anywhere close to him.


  Another source of tension was the increasing numbers in the underground resistance. They looked to him for help and protection. What had originally been a few dozen people who had dropped out of
  contemporary America because they loathed the direction the country seemed to be headed in had swelled to hundreds and perhaps more. They were located in remote pockets throughout the mountain
  west. The woman Joe and he had saved a year ago—for what turned out to be different reasons—had been the catalyst for their disagreement. She was now in the Snake River country of
  Idaho, among her kind. He had no idea what would happen when the movement was either publicized or challenged. But he knew there would be a good chance of violence.


  “I’ve got a lot on my mind,” he said, after the fillets were cooked golden brown. He removed them and put them on a towel to drain and cool. He gestured toward the mews.
  “Plus, that damned eagle still won’t fly even though it’s fully healed and capable of flight.”


  “Maybe it’s a symbol,” she said.


  “Maybe. Let’s eat.”


  “Please remove your weapon,” she said. “Civilized people don’t eat breakfast wearing guns.”


  “First time you called me civilized.”


  “You aren’t there yet. It’s something to aspire to.” She looked up and smiled coyly. “Maybe when you don’t feel the need to live in a cave.”


  As they finished breakfast, he thought of something. He said, “You didn’t mention seeing Large Merle last night.”


  Large Merle was a fellow falconer and member of the underground resistance. He was a huge man who had known Nate in the old days but had moved west and had gone to fat. He wore a full beard and
  stained clothing from his job as a cook in the restaurant in Kaycee. Large Merle rented a ramshackle home up on the south rim of the canyon. The only established road to get to Nate’s stretch
  of the Hole in the Wall passed through Large Merle’s property, and his friend would clear or shoo away visitors. Either way, Large Merle would call Nate on his satellite phone and let him
  know who had been there at his place and who might show up in the canyon. Since Nate had been expecting Alisha, he hadn’t realized until now there had been no call.


  Alisha took her last bite of the trout and closed her eyes as she chewed it. She loved the fresh fish, and he loved watching her eat it. She said, “Merle wasn’t home.”


  “Maybe he was cooking,” Nate said, unsure.


  “The restaurant wasn’t open when I drove by,” she said. “I was thinking of stopping in for a cup of coffee.”


  Nate sat up. “Large Merle has never left without letting me know,” he said.


  She shrugged. “Maybe it was an emergency. Doesn’t he have a sick dad somewhere?”


  He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes.

  “He’d let me know if he drove to Casper. He always does.” Then, pushing quickly away from the table: “Alisha, I
  can’t explain it, but something’s wrong. Let’s pack up.”

  “Where are we going?”

  “I don’t know yet.”

  “Are we coming back?”

  “No.”
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  NOTHING SPELLS TROUBLE like two drunk cowboys with a rocket launcher.


  That’s what Laurie Talich was thinking as she drove them down the rough two-track toward Hole in the Wall Canyon.


  Not that they were real cowboys, sure enough. They wore the requisite Wranglers, big Montana Silversmith buckles, long-sleeved Cinch shirts, and cowboy hats. Johnny Cook was a silent
  strapping blond from upstate New York near Albany, and Drennen O’Melia, chunky and chatty and charmingly insincere, was a Delaware boy. But they were young, strong, dim, handsome, and eager
  to please. Not to mention currently unemployed since that incident on the dude ranch from which they had recently been let go.


  The AT4 shoulder-mounted rocket launcher, still in the packing crate in her rented pickup, was as real as it came, though.


  The night before, Laurie Talich had found Johnny and Drennen playing pool for drinks in the back of the Stockman’s Bar in Saddlestring. The bar was dark, cool, long,
  narrow, and iconic in a comfortably kitschy Western kind of way. She’d been advised this would be the place to find the right kind of men for the job, and her adviser had been exactly right.
  She’d sat alone on her stool at the bar for three straight nights, long enough to learn the name of the bartender—Buck Timberman. She was coy and hadn’t revealed hers. He’d
  called her “little lady,” as in “What can I get you, little lady?”


  “Another one of these, please.” Meaning Crown Royal and Coke, even though her husband used to chide her and say she was ruining two good drinks with that combo.


  She’d paid in cash so there would be no electronic receipts, sipped her second drink of the night, and shot furtive glances at the two dude ranch cowboys. They chalked their sticks, called
  the pockets, mowed down all comers—tourists, mainly—and collected their drinks. They noticed her: slim, jet-black short hair with bangs, and light blue eyes the color of a high-noon
  sky. She dressed the part in form-fitting Cruel Girl jeans, a jeweled cowgirl belt, and a white sleeveless top. Her legs were crossed one over the other, but when she rotated the stool and looked
  at them, the dagger-like toe of her right boot would twirl in a small tight circle, like a tongue licking open lips. Oh, they noticed, all right.


  The more she watched them, hearing snatches of braggadocio and bullshit, knowing they were being observed and playing it up as much as possible, the more she began to believe she’d found
  the right boys. They’d be perfect for the job. They were role players, too: rent-a-cowboys for the summer. The guest and dude ranches throughout the Bighorns as well as most of Wyoming and
  Montana were swarming with them. The ranch owners needed seasonal help who looked and acted the part, because their clients expected it, and boys like Johnny and Drennen were perfect for the kind
  of job she had in mind. Young, handsome (at least Johnny was), Caucasian, non-threatening to the permanent staff, unambitious in terms of running the guest ranch operation, willing to work the
  short three- to four-month seasons between snows, and without two nickels to rub together. For the ranch managers, it helped if they knew something about horses, and it was even better if they
  could play a guitar and sing a cowboy song. Mostly, though, they were required to look and act the part. No backwards base-ball caps, street piercings, baggy pants, or shirts two sizes too big.
  These types would never replace the real wranglers and hands on the ranches, but they’d serve as pleasant enough fantasy eye candy for the wives and daughters, and they’d provide strong
  arms and backs for menial chores around the ranch.


  Unless, of course, they lured the two teenage daughters of a wealthy Massachusetts union boss away from their family cabin while the parents participated in Square Dance Thursday and got the
  girls drunk on Keystone Light beer and were caught in the horse barn in the act of ripping the tops off the foil-wrapped condoms with their teeth—well, then they’d be fired, like Johnny
  and Drennen had been.


  And they’d wind up playing eight-ball for drinks in the historic Stockman’s Bar, overlooked by beer lights hung from chains from the knotty pine ceiling, and generations of local
  black-and-white rodeo cowboy photos looking down at them from the walls, judging them and no doubt finding these two insufficient. As if Johnny or Drennen would give a rip about that.


  Once she’d decided they were probably the right fellows, she slid off her stool and slinked by them on the way to the women’s. They politely tipped their hats to
  her, and she paused to talk. She offered to buy them both a drink when they were through playing pool. She said she liked their style. That she was intrigued by them. They ate it up.


  Laurie Talich settled into one of the dark high-backed booths near the restrooms and waited. Timberman brought her another Crown Royal and Coke, and she ordered two long-necked
  Coors because that’s what Johnny and Drennen were drinking. She’d counted and knew they’d each had six beers already.


  They played the last game fast, and lost when Drennen scratched on the eight ball. She watched the shot and determined he’d done it intentionally to speed things up so they could meet her.
  She suppressed a smile and waited to unleash it when the two faux cowboys joined her in the booth. Drennen asked to sit next to her and she moved over. Johnny slid in straight across the table.
  Neither removed his hat.


  It didn’t seem to matter that she was ten years older and without another female friend. She caught Johnny staring at her wedding ring, despite the fact that she’d sprinkled the
  phrase “my late husband” into the conversation here and there. Since the boys weren’t much for nuance, she finally said, “My husband was killed two years ago,” and it
  finally seemed to register with them.


  “Uh, sorry about that,” Drennen mumbled.


  “What happened?” Johnny asked.


  “He was shot,” Laurie said, keeping her voice low and steady. “And I was kind of hoping you might want to help me locate someone. A man who knows something about what happened
  because he was there. See, I’m new to the area. I could really use the help from a couple of men who know their way around.”


  Johnny and Drennen exchanged glances. Drennen broke into a smile, although Johnny seemed either unsure of his own reaction or simply drunk and placid. She could tell they liked being called men
  as well as the implication they were locals.


  Johnny grinned crookedly and held out his hand. “Johnny,” he said. “This other’s Drennen.”


  ‘Walking After Midnight’ was playing on the jukebox. “Patsy,” she said, knowing they wouldn’t get it. She shook Johnny’s hand first, and then offered her hand
  to Drennen, who flinched at first but then shook it.


  “Nice to meet you, Patsy,” Johnny said, draining his bottle. “I bet Drennen and me could use another one of these while we talk, if you don’t mind.”


  She gestured to Timberman again with two fingers, meaning she was fine but the boys were thirsty.


  “I’m willing to pay you boys quite a lot of money,” she said. “As long as you keep your mouths closed and we actually find him. You see, I’m quite well off, due to
  the insurance money and all.”


  “Shoot,” Drennen said. “Who don’t need some money these days? Money’s like... gold.”


  Which made Johnny grin and say to Drennen, “If you’ve ever said anything stupider than that, I can’t remember it.”


  “I have,” Drennen assured him.


  “See,” Johnny said, “it gets kind of frustrating to be around rich folks all summer long. They don’t seem to even know they’re rich, which is a pisser. You just
  want to say to them, ‘Give me just a little of what you got. You won’t miss it and I could sure use some of it.’”


  The new beers arrived, and she sat back. She’d laid it out and now it was up to them. She wouldn’t tell them any more until they begged for it. And if the whole deal collapsed,
  she’d said nothing so far that would implicate her in any way. Not the name of the man she was looking for. Or the name of her adviser.


  “It ain’t like we’re busy right now,” Johnny said, drawing little circles with his fingertip through the condensation on his full bottle.


  Drennen said, “Hell, we’re camping up by Crazy Woman Creek. And it’s starting to get cold at night, and damned if I’m gonna spoon with that guy.” He pointed the
  mouth of his bottle toward Johnny, who grinned.


  “Me and Johnny—this ain’t no Brokeback Mountain kind of deal,” Drennen offered.


  “Jesus,” Johnny groaned at his friend. “Get back to the money part. Don’t pay Drennen any mind. He... talks.”


  Drennen agreed, not the least bit offended.


  She shook her head and gestured toward the pool table. “You boys are unemployed and living in the mountains, yet you manage to get a ride to town for some leisure activities.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Drennen said earnestly. “Even the unemployed got a right to a night on the town.”


  “I couldn’t agree more,” she said, looking closely at him, wondering how much of his head was solid rock. “That’s why it’s such a great country. We
  won’t let anyone take our rights away.”


  “Damn straight,” Drennen said, nodding. “I could just kiss you for that.” Then he leaned over to her, the weight of him on her, and raised his chin in an effort to peck
  her on the cheek.


  “Ow!” he yelped, and recoiled, snapping his head back so hard his hat bounced off the back of the booth and tumbled to the table. He plunged both of his hands between his thighs.
  “What was that? It was like a snake bit me in the unit.”


  “No snake,” she said, withdrawing the knitting needle from where she’d jabbed him under the table, “and no kissing. No hijinks of any kind. Not until we come to some kind
  of understanding.”


  Johnny watched the whole scene without flinching, without expression. He looked at her and said, “But maybe after that?”


  “Jesus,” Drennen said, reclaiming his hat and fitting it back on. “Did you see what she did?”


  Laurie looked back at Johnny and said, “It’s always a possibility. But first things first.”


  “You mentioned money,” Johnny said in a whisper, leaning forward across the table. “What kind of dollars we talking about here?”


  “Ten thousand,” she said. “You can split it even or decide who gets the greater percentage.”


  Johnny frowned. “Why would one of us get more than the other?”


  “We’d split it right down the middle, right, Johnny?” Drennen said.


  “Suit yourself. I was just thinking one of you may have a harder job than the other. But however you want to handle it is fine by me.”


  Timberman brought more beers and again she paid in cash. “Last call, little lady,” he said.


  “Her name’s Patsy,” Johnny said, as if he were gallantly defending her reputation.


  Timberman winked at her. He got it.


  “So,” Drennen said, leaning in as well, so the three of them were inches apart. “Who we gotta kill?”


  His tone indicated he was half joking.


  She said, “Have you ever killed anyone?”


  The question hung there for a moment, then Drennen quickly said, “Sure.” But the way his eyes darted to Johnny and back to her after he said it indicated to her he was lying. Trying
  to impress her. And he knew she probably knew it, so he said to Johnny, “That Mexican,” as if trying to prompt a false memory. He lowered his voice, “That fuckin’ Mexican
  wrangler they hired. The one with the attitude.”


  She nodded.


  “Well,” Drennen said, leaning back and puffing out his chest. “Let’s just say he don’t have a bad attitude no more.”


  “That Mexican,” Johnny echoed, nodding. “We capped that son-of-a-bitch.”


  She said, “His name is Nate Romanowski, but that shouldn’t matter to you one way or another. So, where are you boys camped? I’ll give you a ride.”


  It had happened two years before. Chase Talich, her late husband, had gone west from Chicago—where they had fine jobs working for important, if
  infamous, local men—with his brothers Cory and Nathaniel. The Feds had cracked down in a high-profile show of force that had caused Chase’s employers to flee the area. The last time
  she’d seen him, he was packing a suitcase in the bedroom. He was calm, as always. He said it might be a couple weeks before he came back. He said he’d call, but he couldn’t tell
  her exactly where he was going. He said he’d bring her back a cactus or a saddle.


  Since Chase handled all the finances and had given her a murderous stony stare the one time she’d asked about them, she was naturally concerned about his future absence, especially because
  she was two months pregnant. They lived well on the North Side, she didn’t have to work, and her days consisted of shopping, Pilates, and lunching with the other wives whose husbands were
  involved in the Chicago infrastructure, as they put it. Of course, she had seen references to the “Talich Brothers” in the Tribune, and she knew Chase had been in prison
  when he was young. But he took good care of her and gave her a generous cash allowance every month and she was treated very well in clubs and restaurants when she gave her name. She was willing to
  not think much about it. That was her trade-off.


  For five weeks, he didn’t call. His only contact was a large padded envelope sent from somewhere called Hulett, Wyoming, with her monthly cash allowance. Not even a note.


  Then the Feds showed up. She knew when she opened the door that something had happened to her husband. They told her he’d been shot and killed in a remote part of north-eastern Wyoming,
  practically in the shadow of Devils Tower. Nathaniel, Chase’s younger brother, had also been killed. Only Cory, the oldest, had survived. He was in custody and facing federal and state
  charges.


  Desperate, she went to see her brother-in-law in Denver. Through the thick Plexiglas of the federal detention facility, he told her what had happened. How Chase had been bushwhacked by a local
  redneck who carried the largest handgun he had ever seen. That’s when she first heard the name.


  She’d desperately quizzed Cory. Where had Chase stashed his money? How could she get access to it? How could she raise another child—Cory’s future nephew or niece—on her
  own with nothing?


  Cory didn’t help. He said Chase had kept his finances to himself. Besides, Cory said, he had problems of his own and she’d need to learn how to take care of herself.


  It was devastating. She was ruined. She wished she could find Chase and kill him all over again for leaving her like that with nothing. So she’d got an abortion, sold the house—which
  he’d put in her name to avoid scrutiny—and learned to knit to help take her mind off her situation. She’d turned bitter and spent a lot of time imagining what her life would have
  been like if Chase had come back. If that redneck hadn’t killed him.


  Laurie Talich’s father had spent his life within the Chicago infrastructure. Alderman, bookie, and mayoral assistant—he’d held so many jobs, yet never
  seemed to have an office where he went to work every morning. He was a loving father in a remote way, and seemed to look to her and her brother for solace and comfort and to remind himself he
  wasn’t all bad. He was a slow, doughy man who arrived home at all hours but never returned from a trip without candy and gifts for his children. In his retirement, he grew peppers and onions
  in his garden and watched a lot of television. But he was still connected, and when she went to him in desperation, he opened his home to her and listened to her troubles.


  One night, after a few glasses of after-dinner wine, he told her she must seek vengeance.


  “No matter what you think about your ex-husband or what you’ve learned about him since, you can’t let this go unpunished,” he said. “When someone hurts a member of
  your family, no matter what the reason, he’s hurt you by proxy. You go after him and get revenge. People need to know there are consequences for their actions, especially when it comes to our
  loved ones. That’s the only way to keep some kind of order in the world because, God knows, these days no one will do it for you. Not the pols, not the cops. I’d do it myself if I could
  get around, but I’m too damned old and busted up. Revenge is a cleanser, honey. You need to be cleansed.”


  She’d arrived in Wyoming the month before. It was remarkable—everyone seemed to know everyone else. She asked questions, got answers and leads, and eventually wound
  up in Saddlestring. It took only three days to find someone who knew Nate Romanowski.


  Her adviser had said, “So you want revenge? I’m one of the few people who actually knows where he hangs his hat.”


  Then her adviser told her he had access to a rocket launcher through some friends in the arms business. Said it could be shipped to her overnight. Her adviser was incredibly helpful, eager even.
  She never asked about agendas, because she didn’t need to know. All she cared about was that they had a common interest and a common purpose.


  So now it was payback time. It was time to be cleansed.


  Although Johnny and Drennen talked excitedly about what they’d do the next day all the way into the mountains to their camp—especially the prospect of holding and
  firing the rocket launcher she claimed she had for the job—they weren’t nearly as enthusiastic that morning when she returned to pick them up.


  She wound through the pine trees through the established sites and took a side road that was clearly marked by the U.S. Forest Service as prohibited to vehicles. It was another full mile through
  dense lodgepole pines that scratched the paint on her rental before she found the two of them. The camp was a shambles. They each had a stained, thin dome tent and there were empty bottles strewn
  about, as well as chunks of foil and old bones in the fire pit. Clothes hung from lengths of parachute cord strung between trees.


  As Laurie wheeled into the opening, she saw Drennen emerge from the trees zipping up his Wranglers. His face was gray and drawn, his eyes red. She killed the engine and got out. Drennen nodded
  hello to her and called out to Johnny, who backed out of his tent and stood up. He looked just as bad. She could tell by the way they exchanged looks they had come to some kind of agreement, and
  she waited to find out who would speak first.


  “Me and Johnny,” Drennen said, shoving both his dirty hands into his front trouser pockets and staring at a place in the pine needles between his boots. “We had a little talk
  this morning. We’re not so sure this is a good idea.”


  She leaned back against the grille of her pickup and felt the warmth through the back of her jacket. The mid-morning sun was just then shooting yellow shafts through the trees to the forest
  floor. The trampled-down grass sparkled with the last of the morning dew. The thin air had a snap to it. “What don’t you like today that you liked last night?” she asked
  calmly.


  Silence. Both now looked at the ground. She wanted to slap them both and tell them to act like men, for God’s sake. But she waited.


  Finally, Johnny mumbled, “Tell her, Drennen.”


  Drennen cleared his throat. His voice was raw and thick from his hangover. “Me and Johnny don’t think ten thousand is enough to risk our lives for.”


  She held in a grin. They were so... simple. She said, “Where do you get the idea you’re risking your life?”


  “Well, Patsy,” Drennen said. “We were pretty drunk last night and it all sounded good. Especially that part about the rocket launcher. That sounds pretty damned cool. But we
  don’t even know this guy. We don’t know what he did.”


  “He killed my husband,” she said. “What more do you need to know?”


  Johnny kicked at some pine needles. “So he’s a bad guy?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then why didn’t the cops arrest him and throw him in jail?”


  “Because they’re incompetent,” she said crisply.


  Drennen said, “I hear that.”


  “Look,” she said, “he’s a wanted man. That’s why he’s hiding out. There is no chance at all he’ll call the cops, because if he did, they’d arrest
  him. This is as safe as anything could be. Law enforcement won’t be weeping any crocodile tears if they find out something happened to Nate Romanowski, from what I understand. Hell, if any of
  us are ever caught, they might want to give us a medal.”


  Drennen snorted a laugh, but stanched it after Johnny glared at him.


  “I’m not going to beg,” she said. “You can either do this or not. You can try to make a living playing pool, or you can run back home and live with your parents for all I
  care. I’ll find someone else to help me.”


  They stared at her dumbly.


  “What about that Mexican?” she said. “You didn’t seem to have a problem with this last night.”


  It took them a moment to recall the lie. Drennen said, “That was personal.”


  She turned and tap-tap-tapped her fingers along the hood of the pickup as she walked around it. As she reached for the door handle, Drennen said, “We were thinking maybe twenty. Ten each.
  This is a big deal you’re asking, Patsy. If it don’t go right...”


  She turned and smiled. “It has to go right. And if you follow my instructions and do everything to the letter, it will. You can be back here by this afternoon. I’ll go fifteen. No
  more.”


  She waited.


  “We got to discuss this,” Drennen said. “Give us a minute.”


  While they turned their backs to her and talked, she looked at the packing crate in the bed of the pickup. It was four feet long and a foot high. Someone had stenciled the name and address of a
  Crate and Barrel store on the outside so no one would be suspicious. She remembered what her associate had told her about how the rocket launcher worked. It was accurate within a thousand feet, but
  it would be best to get much closer than that.


  Next to the crate was a case of Coors she’d bought the night before and left in the back to keep cold. She called out to Johnny and Drennen, “You boys want some hair of the dog? It
  might help you make up your minds.”


  Drennen said, “That sounds mighty good.”


  While they ambled over, she lifted the lid off the crate. The weapon was short, fat, and looked lethal just lying there in the packing peanuts.


  Johnny reached for a beer, but stopped when he saw it. He whistled in admiration. Drennen saw what he was looking at and whispered, “Fuckin’ A. You weren’t kidding, were you,
  Patsy?”


  And she knew she had them.
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  LAURIE TALICH SLOWED and pulled off the two-track into knee-high sagebrush and turned off the GPS unit that had guided her
  there. It was nearly noon and heat waves shimmered across the plains. In the distance, the Bighorn Mountains framed the horizon.


  “It’s an interesting view in that you can’t even tell from here there’s a canyon between here and those mountains,” she said to Johnny and Drennen. “But there
  is. From what I understand, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid used to hide in the caves down there.”


  “I heard of them,” Drennen said.


  “I saw the movie,” Johnny added.


  Before they got to the canyon rim, she stopped the pickup to show them how to fire the rocket launcher. Her adviser had carefully gone through the procedure and made her repeat
  it back. She was not well versed in firearms of this size, but was shocked how simple it all sounded. So simple, she thought, even Johnny and Drennen couldn’t foul it up.


  She climbed into the bed of the pickup and opened the lid of the crate. The boys watched her carefully, looking mainly at her butt, until she unveiled the weapon. Then they switched their
  interest to that. There was no disguising their visceral fascination with the rocket launcher.


  She held it up and brushed clinging packing peanuts from the AT4. She was shocked how light it was. She’d anticipated something much heavier.


  She showed them where to remove the safety pin so the sights would pop up automatically. She handed it over to them so they could hoist it on their shoulders and aim through the sights. They
  were like boys with their first air rifle, and they took to it instantly. Drennen stepped back and aimed it at Johnny and said, “Ka-pow. Die, rag-head, die”


  Johnny wrenched it away while she looked on in horror, but it didn’t go off. Johnny said, “Knock that off, you dimwit,” to Drennen. “And don’t call me no
  rag-head.” Drennen grinned and shrugged.


  She showed them the two remaining safety steps, the repositioning of the cocking lever, then where a thumb could press the red firing button. Her adviser had told her she needed to press on the
  second safety while aiming. Then when she had the shot, hit the button. She repeated the procedure to them, and watched—again in horror—as Johnny armed the weapon and squinted down the
  sights toward a tree in the distance. Then he carefully uncocked it and waited for additional instructions.


  “Make sure you know what’s behind you,” she said. “There’s back-blast.”


  Drennen pouted, “So Johnny gets to shoot it, huh?”


  “Yes, fool,” Johnny said.


  “We’re still splitting the money,” Drennen said to Johnny. Johnny agreed.


  “What if I miss?” Johnny asked her.


  She shook her head. “You’ve got only one chance. This is a one-shot weapon, and after it goes off, that’s it. Just remember to bring the tube thing back to me. Don’t
  throw it aside because it’ll have our prints all over it.”


  There was a faint footpath through the brush from where they parked to the rim of the canyon. She pointed it out and told them they were to take it. While they cracked the tops
  off more bottles of beer and watched and listened intently, she showed them the drawing she’d been given. She smoothed it across the hood.


  “This is where the opening of the cave is,” she said, pointing to an oval marked with an X. “There’s a place with some cover on the trail down where you can see the cave
  entrance, if you know where to look for it. That’s where you hide and aim. But like I told you on the way here, don’t just blast away. Make sure you actually see him. Make sure
  he’s there.”


  “How far is the cave from this hiding place?” Drennen asked.


  She paused and tried to recall what her adviser had told her. “Five hundred feet. So it’s not that far.”


  “What’s he look like?” Johnny said.


  “I’ve never seen him, but he’s tall with long hair. He’s a big guy. But it’s not like there are going to be other people down there in that canyon.”


  “And we have to actually see him, right?”


  “That’s why I gave you the binoculars,” she said. “We have to confirm he’s there. Don’t just shoot at the cave and hope you catch him inside.”


  “And if he ain’t there?” Drennen asked.


  “Come back after a few hours. We’ll have to try again later.”


  “No one said anything about a later,” Drennen said.


  “I’m only paying you if the job is done,” she said. “That was our deal.”


  Drennen sighed theatrically. “He better be there, then.”


  “That’s what I was told.”


  “Who told you?” Johnny asked. “Who else knows about this?”


  She shook her head. “Someone who knows the situation, and who knows Nate Romanowski.”


  Johnny grimaced, but seemed to accept it.


  “There’s something very important you need to know,” she said, looking from Johnny to Drennen and back again, making sure she had their full attention. “You’ve got
  to make the shot count. If you miss or screw up, we’re all in deep shit.”


  Drennen sat back against the passenger door, shaking his head. “What are you talking about?”


  “This guy we’re after,” she said. “He’s got a reputation. Have you ever heard the line, ‘When you strike at a king, you must kill him’? Some guy named
  Emerson said that.”


  “Who the fuck is Emerson?” Drennen asked. “Is he somebody big?”


  “Never mind,” she said, sorry she’d repeated the line from her adviser since she didn’t have a clue, either. “Don’t worry about it. Just don’t miss. It
  shouldn’t be that hard.”


  They each took another beer with them and stuffed another in the back pockets of their Wranglers. She climbed back into the pickup cab. Her knitting bag was behind the seat and she pulled it
  out. She’d taken to storing her knitting needles in the shafts of her tall cowboy boots, and she drew them out. She was a piss-poor knitter, but she was nervous and needed something to do
  with her hands. Since she’d taken up the craft, all she’d managed to complete was a piece that was twelve inches wide and fifteen feet long. It had no purpose. It was the longest scarf
  in the world, she thought, and she didn’t know how to end it.


  She watched them walk down the path with the rocket launcher, trading it back and forth to get the feel of it. She’d made them repeat the firing procedure back to her before they left and
  they seemed to recall it. Men were intuitive when it came to weapons, she thought. Maybe it was the only thing they were intuitive about. She recalled how Chase was with his handguns, like
  they were an extension of him. She got edgy even looking at one, and rarely handled the .38 she kept hidden away in her knitting bag.


  She had given them the drawing so they wouldn’t fire at the wrong place.


  Johnny and Drennen were in view for five minutes before they found the trail that would lead them down into the canyon. She’d been assured that it wouldn’t be booby-trapped on the
  top half of the trail, so she didn’t even mention it to them.


  When they were out of sight, she knitted furiously, waiting for the explosion.


  She was looking forward to feeling cleansed.
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  “FASTER, FASTER,” NATE said to Alisha, who was throwing her clothing into her bag.


  She looked up with fear in her eyes and swept her arm around the interior of the cave. “What about all this? You can’t just leave it.” She meant the furniture, gear, books, and
  electronics he’d amassed in his three years there.


  He shrugged as he took his shoulder holster and the .454 down from a peg in the wall and put them on the table. “All I need is this,” he said. Then: “And my birds. In fact,
  I’m going to go get them hooded up so we can take them with us.”


  She rolled her eyes. “You need more than a gun and your birds.”


  “And you,” he said, misunderstanding.


  “No,” she said. “You need clothes. And your satellite phone. Here,” she said, grabbing an empty duffel bag and placing it on the table. “I’ll pack them while
  you get the birds ready.”


  He nodded, and turned for the opening. As he did, the receiver for one of his motion detectors chirped. Nate froze and stared at it. It was the uppermost sensor.


  “Okay,” he said. “We’ve got to hurry.”


  
    *

  


  Johnny said, “I think I see it.”


  “Where?”


  “Over there. On the other side. Follow my arm.”


  Drennen stood shoulder-to-shoulder to Johnny and bent so he could rest his cheek on Johnny’s bicep. He squinted down the arm, past the pointer, across the canyon.


  “It’s kinda dark,” Johnny said. “It looks like a half-moon behind some bushes. It don’t look like one of those caves in the cartoons. It’s more like a slash
  in the rocks.”


  After a beat, Drennen said, “Okay, I think I see it.”


  “Keep your eye on it,” Johnny said. “Let’s move down the trail a ways. If we can see the cave, that guy can see us. So let’s move until we can get hid.”


  Johnny carried the AT4 by a handle that swung up from the top of the barrel. He crouched and picked up his pace, his cowboy boots clicking against loose rocks. Drennen ducked and followed,
  keeping his hands out in front of him in case he slipped on the loose gravel. He plucked the beer bottle from his back pocket, twisted off the cap, and threw the cap aside.


  Johnny didn’t slow down until there was a thick wall of sharp-smelling brush on the left side of the trail that obscured the view from the cave entrance. When Drennen caught up and joined
  him, Johnny put the AT4 down and gently parted two stiff boughs. “See it?” he asked.


  “I lost it,” Drennen said, then took a long drink that made his eyes water.


  “Put that beer down and use your binoculars. That’s what they’re for.”


  “Fuck you,” Drennen said, but he did as he was told and placed the bottle between his boots. He raised the glasses to his face.


  Johnny waited while Drennen adjusted the focus on the binoculars. He watched his friend, trying to read him.


  “Okay,” Drennen said finally. “I found it again.”


  “What do you see?”


  “Well, it looks like the top of the cave. There’s a bunch of brush hiding the lower half, but the hole looks tall enough for a man to walk in and out of without bending over. I
  can’t see inside—it’s dark—but it looks like there are blankets or some such thing tied back on each side.”


  Johnny nodded and drew out the map from his back pocket. He unfolded it and held it out in front of him, matching the features in the drawing to the canyon itself.


  “Yeah,” Johnny said, “Where we see that opening is where Patsy has the X.”


  “Hot damn,” Drennen said, chuckling. “This is gonna be the easiest fifteen grand we ever made.”


  “We ain’t made it yet,” Johnny said. “Keep your eyes on that cave. See if you can see him. I’ll get ready, and if you see that son-of-a-bitch, you tell me. We may
  not get another chance.”


  The mews for Nate’s falcons was eight feet tall and six feet deep and was located twenty yards west of the cave opening. It was constructed of dried willow branches
  gathered near the river, and although it was in the open, the construction material rendered it almost perfectly camouflaged. Inside, he started with the peregrine while the eagle watched
  imperiously. He slipped a leather-tasseled hood over the hooked beak of the bird and fastened it in back. The hoods inured the raptors from reacting to outside stimuli and blinded them so they
  wouldn’t try to fly while being transported. Each bird had a custom hood sized for a tight fit.


  He paused after the peregrine was hooded to glance through the willow branches toward the opposite cliff face. He could see no movement, and he knew how often a wandering deer or bobcat
  unknowingly strolled through the motion detector. Unfortunately, there were several dense stands of mountain juniper hiding portions of the trail. He watched for a few seconds to see if
  anyone—or anything—emerged from them. Nothing. But his sense of urgency didn’t diminish and the hairs on the back of his neck were pricked.


  Nate turned back to his birds and hooded the red tail. She didn’t object and it took less than a minute. He looked at the eagle, who was sizing him up as well, and sighed. The eagle
  didn’t take to a hood, and it was often a struggle. He said, “Cooperate just this once.”


  The eagle shifted its weight back and forth on the thick dowel it perched on. Its talons were black, long, and diabolical. Even through the thick welding glove Nate wore when he carried the
  eagle, she was capable of clamping down with power that practically took him to his knees. Now, he thought, is not the time for any foolishness.


  He raised the large hood to her head deliberately, so she could see what he was doing. “Come on,” he said gently, “come on...”


  Outside the mews, Alisha called to him. “Nate, another one of these boxes went off.”


  Sensor number two, he thought. Jesus. “Get back inside,” Nate called back. “I’ll be there in a second. Stay out of sight, Alisha, please.”


  “Okay,” she said, chastened.


  “Oh shit,” Drennen squealed. “I see somebody.”


  Johnny took a deep breath. He was both excited and more than a little nauseous.


  “Make sure,” Johnny said, raising the rocket launcher to rest on his right shoulder. He snapped the sights into place and leaned his cheek against the tube. He could see the top of
  the cave in the distance, and when he fit the scope against his eye, it leapt into view. There was movement, but he couldn’t make out what it was. Whoever had been at the opening had gone
  back inside.


  “I saw somebody move,” Johnny said.


  “I can see better,” Drennen said. “He’s in the shadow of the cave, but I can make him out. Long hair, Patsy said. Long black hair. It’s him.”


  “Are you sure?” Johnny asked, suddenly getting cold feet. “Are you fucking sure? Didn’t Patsy say he had blond hair?”


  “That was him, goddamn it,” Drennen hissed. “Shoot, shoot, shoot! Now!”


  “Fuck,” Johnny said. “I forgot the stupid cocking lever.”


  “I knew I shoulda done it,” Drennen said, now hopping from foot to foot, barely able to contain himself. As he hopped, he moved back farther on the trail but kept the binoculars
  up.


  “Okay,” Johnny said, raising the AT4 back up.


  “Dumb shit,” Drennen said, still moving back and inadvertently slipping behind Johnny. “Don’t forget those other two switches.”


  Then Nate realized how quiet it was outside. The birds and rodents seemed to be holding their breath. And almost imperceptibly, he heard a sound, a sharp if distant metallic
  click.


  He knew that sound, it was a sound from his past, and he roared in reaction and wheeled inside the mews and threw open the door as the roar and the whoosh filled the canyon.


  For Johnny, the muscular thrust of the rocket was exhilarating, and the flash and roar of the explosion inside the cave took his breath away. The heavy boom echoed back and
  forth from canyon wall to canyon wall, and the sheer power of it seemed to wash over and engulf him and open his pores. The vapor trail hung in the air as if frozen there, a white snail’s
  track of smoke that extended from the juniper stand mid-air over a tumbling river far below and straight into the mouth of the cave.


  Nate saw it: a lightning bolt of smoke and light streaking his direction from a thick stand of juniper halfway down the trail.


  The rocket vanished into the opening of his cave. The explosion a split second later threw him back into the mews, flattening it, and he crashed to the ground in a sharp tangle of broken
  willows, broken skin and bones, and panicked falcons.


  Johnny jumped to his feet and threw the tube aside and howled, “Jesus! Did you see that? I got him, Drennen! I got that son-of-a-bitch with a perfect shot. Did you see
  that?”


  His ears rung and his hands shook and white-hot adrenaline shot through his veins and he thought it was better than sex, better than money, better than anything. He wished he had a camera with
  him to get a snap of that vapor trail and the huge gout of smoke rolling out of the cave. He’d put it on his Facebook page.


  Then he turned around and saw Drennen writhing on the trail. Drennen’s clothes were on fire, and so was his hair. Acrid black smoke haloed his head. His face was black and swollen and
  looked like charred meat. He’d stepped right in into the back-blast.


  “She told you not to do that,” Johnny said.


  Drennen squealed like a little girl, the sound coming from inside his throat. Johnny watched as Drennen rolled in the dirt until the flames were out.


  Behind him, a golden eagle lifted up from the smoking debris and caught a thermal and rose into the cloudless blue sky. Johnny turned and tracked it as it rose, mesmerized.
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  NATE ROMANOWSKI MOANED and attempted to roll over to his belly in the debris, but he couldn’t
  make his arms or legs respond. He was on his back and he could see the eagle in the sky above him rising up and out of the canyon. His ears rang with a high whine, and his mind seemed to be
  disconnected from his body, as if his thoughts were a gas that had been released under pressure to form a cloud around him.


  He closed his eyes and tried to pull himself together, to reassert control over his limbs and will his thoughts back into his head. Oh, how his ears screamed.


  He wasn’t sure how long it took for his faculties to return, but he realized they had—somewhat—when he was able to reach up and rub his face with his hands.
  His skin was covered with a film of grit. Then, struggling, he managed to flop over to his side. Thin wooden slats from the decimated mews snapped under his weight and his head swooned. He threw up
  his breakfast and could smell it along with the sharp and familiar stench of the explosives and dust, and the combination made him remember where he was, although he was unsure what had
  happened.


  Through the sound in his ears, he thought he heard a whoop from the other side of the canyon. It was the whoop of a fan whose team had just scored. Painfully, he turned his neck to see, but his
  vision was fuzzy and he couldn’t focus well. What he thought he saw were two distant figures practically melded together on the canyon trail. They were so close together he thought for a
  moment they were embracing or dancing. But they were moving up the trail together, attached to each other in some way, for some reason.


  Even through his injury and confusion, he knew instinctively they’d attacked him and weren’t out of range if he had his weapon. A long shot, sure, but not impossible. Unfortunately,
  he didn’t have the hand and eye coordination necessary to make the shot, and he didn’t have his .454. He vaguely recalled taking off his shoulder holster and hanging it on a peg, but he
  couldn’t remember why. What he did have, he knew, was a serious concussion that made it difficult to think straight.


  And then, like a thunderclap, he remembered the reason he’d taken off his holster: Alisha. The sound that came from his throat was unfamiliar, but it sounded
  vaguely like a woofing bear.


  He lurched from smoking tree to smoking tree, burning the flesh on his hands, to the cave entrance. It was eerily quiet; the buzzing in his ears was competing with the pounding
  of his heart, and he took in the horrible scene with the sound off.


  Bits of clothing and hair. Shards of bed covering and chunks of electronic equipment. Her shoe, the foot still in it.


  The bear sound came again, low and rumbling, choked off at the end in a yelping sob.


  He reached out with a trembling hand and grasped a thick strand of her long black hair that was stuck to the cave wall, and he pulled it into his face and smelled it and it smelled like her.


  Nate turned slowly, still holding the hank of hair to his face. The figures he had tracked earlier were nearly to the top of the canyon rim, specks in the distance. The vapor trail of the rocket
  wasn’t entirely dispersed, and arched across the void. It all came back to him with sickening clarity.


  He searched in vain for his weapon inside. It was hard to see in the dust and smoke that hung there, and what he did see and touch enraged and nauseated him. Alisha had always been so much more
  than a sum of her parts, but that’s all she was now: parts. He felt hollow, as if they’d killed him as well.


  And he decided that if he didn’t go after them immediately, they would get away, weapon or not.


  He would tear them apart with his hands.


  He raced down the canyon. His head pounded and he fought through it as he plunged headlong into the river, splashing through the icy thigh-high current, slipping on slick
  submerged river rocks, going under, nearly drowning, getting completely turned around by the time he broke through the surface twenty yards downriver from where he went in.


  But the cold water served to wake him up a bit, sharpening his senses a few clicks, and when he staggered up the other bank he imagined the two killers close to the top of the canyon now. He
  imagined them chuckling, high-fiving, patting themselves on the back for the fine shot, oblivious to the fact that he’d soon be on them.


  Nate charged up the rough foot trail, his knees pumping, his breath coming in labored honks. He strode through the brush from which he was sure the rocket had been fired and paused to turn and
  look. He could see the top of his cave from there. A curl of smoke came out of it, like a child’s drawing of a chimney. He noted a Coors beer bottle that had been tossed aside, as well as a
  couple of bottle caps in the dirt. There would be fingerprints. Even DNA left behind. This confused him, but didn’t slow him. It made no sense that any of the people from his past who were
  after him would be so sloppy. The Five were professionals, as he had once been. They wouldn’t leave evidence.


  Near the top of the canyon, when he could see the rim and the light blue sky with fat-bellied rain clouds scudding across it, he stopped for a moment to catch his breath. It would do no good to
  be exhausted when he found them. He’d need all his speed and strength to rip their throats out.


  They were gone.


  He walked unsteadily on the trail, stepping in their footprints to and from the canyon. He saw a spatter of dark blood from one of them beading on the dust and he ground it into the dirt with
  his heel. Heat shimmered over the sagebrush flat, and he could see the back bumper of their pickup retreating at least a mile away. Dust from the tires still hung in the air.


  Nate stood up tall and straddled the trail. He lifted his right arm and placed his left hand beneath the right fist that still clutched Alisha’s hair. He pointed his right index finger and
  cocked his thumb like a hammer and sighted down his forearm. The thumb fell.


  He said, “You’re dead.”


  
    *

  


  Halfway back down the canyon, Nate sat and put his head in his hands. One of the lone thunderclouds settled over the canyon and plunged it into shadow, and errant raindrops
  smacked onto the dry ground and freckled the rocks in the trail. He lifted his face to the rain, knowing nothing would ever wash this day away. To Alisha’s spirit, he said, “I’m
  so sorry.”
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  JOE PICKETT WAS finishing his statement across the desk from Deputy Sollis in the County Building
  when Marcus Hand arrived. Dusk painted the windows and, despite the furious activity that had gone on throughout the day, the squad room was oddly silent. Most of the sheriff’s department was
  at dinner, except for Deputy Reed, who was still at the crime scene assisting the DCI forensics crew as well as the crane operators who, as far as Joe knew, were still trying to figure out how to
  lower The Earl’s body from the windmill without dropping it.


  Joe’s cell phone was backed up with three messages from Marybeth, no doubt wondering what was going on, and he held the phone in his hand as if to alleviate his guilt at not responding
  sooner. Sollis was a two-fingered typist, and his fingers were as thick as his neck, and they’d spent most of the previous hour going over the circumstances related to the discovery, the
  climb up the tower, and the condition of The Earl’s body that Joe could recall. Every other word Sollis typed, it seemed, was misspelled or wrong, and he was constantly leaping backwards in
  the text and correcting his errors. When Joe offered to key it in for him, Sollis shot him a murderous glare.


  “You say his boots looked big,” Sollis said. “What do you mean by that?”


  “Centrifugal force,” Joe said. “He’d been up there spinning so long and so fast that the fluids in the body were driven toward his extremities...”


  “So you’re a forensic scientist as well,” Sollis sneered, rolling his eyes. “I thought you were just the game warden. Turns out you’re an expert on centrifical
  force, too.”


  “Centrifugal,” Joe corrected. “I’d suggest you look it up, but it would take an hour for you to Google it using your sausage fingers.”


  “Look, buddy,” Sollis said, turning in his chair away from his monitor and thrusting his meaty face halfway across the desk, “that’s about enough of that crap from the
  likes of you...”


  Joe leaned forward as well, fed up, nearly but not quite wanting Sollis to start something, when he noticed the deputy’s attention was elsewhere, his tiny eyes squinting over Joe’s
  shoulder.


  “This is the sheriff’s department,” Sollis said over Joe’s shoulder. “Can I help you with something?”


  The voice that responded was deep and smooth, like thick syrup: “Sir, I’m well aware of my location. I’m also well aware that you currently have a sweet, beautiful, and
  innocent woman—my client—sitting like a common criminal in your jail. I wish to speak with her immediately. My name is Marcus Hand.”


  Joe craned around to the criminal defense attorney filling not only the doorframe but somehow the entire room. Marcus Hand was a big man in every respect. He stood six feet four and a half
  inches, according to the height scale mounted to the left of the door itself, and he had wide shoulders made wider by the shoulder pads of his thigh-length fringed buckskin jacket. Hand had long
  silver hair that curled up neatly at his collar, and piercing blue wide-set eyes. His face was broad and smooth, his lips rubbery and downturned, his nose large and bulbous on the tip. He wore
  coal-black jeans, roach-killer ostrich skin cowboy boots, a large silver buckle, a black mock turtleneck under the leather jacket, and a tall black flat-brimmed cowboy hat adorned with a band of
  small silver and jade conchos. He carried a worn leather coffee-colored pouch that looked more like a saddlebag than a briefcase.


  Joe had heard—but couldn’t confirm—that on the wall behind Hand’s desk in his law office in Jackson there was a rough barn-wood sign burned with:


  
    
      
        RATES (PER HOUR)


        INNOCENT WYOMINGITES: $1,500


        OUT-OF-STATE: $2,000

      

    

  


  “And you are?” Hand said, taking a few steps into the room.


  “Deputy Jake Sollis.” The answer was quick and weak and, to Joe’s ear, surprisingly submissive.


  “Deputy Sollis,” Hand said, “I wish to speak to my client immediately. As in right now.”


  Sollis swallowed, intimidated and flushed, and said, “I need to ask Sheriff McLanahan...”


  “Ask anyone you wish,” Hand said, “as long as you do it in the next ten seconds. Because if you keep me from consulting with my client any longer than that, it’s the
  first of many grounds for immediate dismissal of all charges.


  “My God,” Hand said, raising his arms and modulating his voice even deeper so it sounded more stentorian and God-like to Joe. “You ridiculous people have actually taken into
  custody—into custody!—the grieving widow of a brutally murdered man—the love of her life—and put her on display in the press as if she possibly had something to do
  with the crime. I’m personally and morally outraged. OUTRAGED. This will not stand, Mr. Sollis.” The last words were shouted.


  The deputy snatched his phone from its stand and fumbled with the buttons. Joe looked from Sollis to Hand.


  “And who are you?” Hand asked, still accusatory but slightly less so.


  “Name’s Joe Pickett. I’m a Wyoming game warden. I found the body.”


  Hand quieted for a moment, his eyes taking Joe in the way a wolf assesses a calf elk. “I’ve heard your name before,” Hand said in almost a whisper. Then he snapped his fingers
  with recollection. “You’re the one who arrested Governor Budd for fishing without a license! I don’t think I’ve ever laughed so hard as when I read the story in the
  newspaper. I determined then you were either naïve or a zealot.”


  “Neither,” Joe said. “Just doing my job.”


  “Ah,” Hand said, “one of those. But if I recall, you now work for Governor Spencer Rulon. You’re his secret agent, of sorts. An unofficial range rider dispatched
  to do the governor’s bidding.”


  “Not anymore,” Joe said.


  He had not spoken with Rulon in a year. The governor had taken a liking to Joe several years before and used the machinations of state government to work outside the lines and assign him to
  locations and give him directives that would have normally been far beyond his scope of work. He’d been the enigmatic governor’s point man, a range rider of sorts. Rulon had been in his
  corner although he’d always maintained an arm’s length distance from Joe, so if Joe screwed up, Rulon could claim ignorance.


  But the nasty business that had taken place in the Sierra Madre with the twin brothers the year before had resulted in total and complete silence from the governor’s office. Joe had done
  what he was assigned to do—sort of—but the end result no doubt angered Rulon. Since then, the governor had neither reached out to help nor to manipulate circumstances so Joe would be
  hurt. And Joe had moved somewhat comfortably back into his role as game warden for the Twelve Sleep district. But when the phone rang at home or his cell phone danced, he still felt the tingle of
  anticipation and dread, wondering if would be the governor on the other end.


  “We’ve tangled a time or two,” Hand said. “I can’t claim we’re the best of friends. But this is Wyoming and there aren’t enough people around to avoid
  anyone, so we put up with each other.”


  “You’ve defended some guilty folks I wanted to put in prison,” Joe said more calmly than he thought capable. “Remember the name Stella Ennis?”


  “Remember her?” Hand said, his mouth forming a slight smile. “Those lips! Those legs! I have dreams about her. But her husband was found innocent in a court of
  law.”


  “He was guilty.”


  “That’s not what the jury concluded, Joe Pickett.”


  “Nope,” Joe said. “You got him off, even though he did it.”


  “Water under the bridge,” Hand said, dismissing the topic with a wave of his hand. “I have no control over inept law enforcement personnel and prosecutors who can’t put
  forth a solid case despite the enormous coercive power and resources of the state. Not that I’m suggesting you’re inept, of course. Just not persuasive enough.” Then: “So
  you found the body? Aren’t you related to my client in some way?”


  Joe nodded. “She’s my mother-in-law.”


  Hand thought that over, and his smile grew larger. Sollis lowered the phone to the cradle and looked up at the lawyer with a whipped expression on his face. “Sheriff McLanahan will be here
  as soon as he’s done with an interview with CNN.”


  Marcus Hand made an elaborate show of taking that in. He mouthed, “CNN? National news? Whatever could your sheriff be telling them?”


  “Don’t know,” Sollis said, looking away.


  “Call him back,” Hand said, his voice pure cold steel. “Tell your boss if he spends one more second poisoning the jury pool, I’ll be up his ass so far I’ll be
  winking at shapely ladies from behind his molars. Got that, deputy?”


  Sollis stammered, and his mouth opened and closed like a fish in a tank.


  “Call him back,” Hand said. “Tell him what I said. Meanwhile, I’m walking across this room into the jail to see my client.”


  Hand walked in front of the flustered Sollis as the deputy grabbed the phone. The lawyer put a large hand on Joe’s shoulder and squeezed. “Where is the best place to stay in this
  town? I may be here a few days and nights.”


  Joe shrugged. “Saddlestring doesn’t have the kind of accommodations you might be used to. There’s the Holiday Inn.”


  Hand snorted. “What about the ranch house?”


  “The Thunderhead Ranch?”


  “Of course. I remember going there for some charitable fund-raiser a year ago where I met Earl and Missy Alden. Lovely people. And the view from the front portico was heavenly and reminded
  me of my own ranch in Teton County. You see, I’m used to waking up to a mountain view. Horses in the pasture and the plaintive mewling of bovines. In my next life, I want to be in charge of
  scenic cow placement in any meadow I overlook. I find these corny Western settings quite restful. Much more so than a white-bread hotel room with thin plastic cups wrapped in cellophane.”


  “I guess you’ll have to ask your client about staying at her place,” Joe said. “And about arranging her cows.”


  “I surely will,” Hand said, patting Joe’s shoulder. “So despite our past differences, Mr. Pickett, in this circumstance we’re on the same side.”


  Joe said, “Don’t be so sure of that.”


  After a beat, Marcus Hand threw his head back and laughed.
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  JOE ARRIVED HOME long after the dinner dishes had been put away, and he sat at the table and filled in Marybeth while she
  warmed up the leftover spaghetti she’d saved for him. She listened intently, occasionally shaking her head with worry and disappointment, but waited until he was finished with his
  introduction to Marcus Hand to say, “She couldn’t have done it, Joe. She’s mean and ruthless and awful, but she couldn’t have done it. I want to know who the sheriff got his
  inside information from. Then we’ll know what’s really going on.”


  “Neither Dulcie nor McLanahan would tell me,” Joe said. “But it’s got to come out soon. They can’t withhold the evidence from discovery. Hand will insist on them
  turning everything over sooner rather than later, especially since they seem to be rushing to press charges. Dulcie seemed pretty confident, and that makes me think. The rumor in the county
  building is the charges have been written up to be filed, including murder one, and the arraignment will be tomorrow in front of Judge Hewitt.”


  Marybeth sat down and rested her chin in her hands. “It makes me think, too. And it makes me worry. From what you’ve told me, it appears Missy has been framed by someone who wanted
  Earl dead—or wanted to hurt her in the worst possible way. If she did it, would she keep the rifle in her car? Why would she even use that particular gun, since it was so easy to prove it
  came from Earl’s collection? Somebody stole it, shot Earl, and put it in her car for the sheriff to find.”


  Joe nodded, urging her to continue.


  Marybeth said, “My mother doesn’t know anything about guns, I don’t think. Are they suggesting she actually fired the shot? Are they thinking she carried The Earl’s body
  up a frigging wind tower and hung him by a chain? It’s ridiculous.”


  Joe didn’t comment on his wife’s use of the word “frigging,” but took it to mean it was now an acceptable word in the household.


  “No one’s saying that,” he said. “I think they’re assuming she hired a killer or had an accomplice to do the dirty work.”


  “Who?” Marybeth asked sharply. “And most of all, why? My mother now has everything she’s ever schemed for. Why would she blow it like that? It doesn’t make any
  sense, Joe. It doesn’t make any sense that the sheriff and Dulcie could be so sure what they’re saying will hold up.”


  Joe agreed.


  “My mother is a lot of things,” she said. “But she’s not a murderer, for God’s sake.”


  “Yes,” Joe said. “She’s a lot of things.”


  “Joe.”


  He got very interested in eating his plate of spaghetti and wanted to change the subject.


  “It’s quiet in here,” he said. “What’s going on?” Meaning: How is April?


  “She’s in her room in a huge snit since I took away her cell phone and told her she could use the computer only to do her homework. She acts like if she can’t text her friends
  it’s the same thing as being put into solitary confinement. Like we’ve cut her off from the rest of the world.”


  He nodded.


  “Lucy is trying out for a school play,” Marybeth said. “She said one of her friend’s moms would bring her home.”


  “Do either of them know?”


  “About Missy?”


  “Yes.”


  Marybeth sighed and shook her head. “I haven’t told either one. I was thinking we would have to do it tonight.”


  Joe said, “We?”


  “We. Coming up with the right words, though... that will be tough.”


  “What about Sheridan?”


  Marybeth said she’d sent her a text and asked her to call home as soon as she got a chance, but Sheridan had responded with a text of her own saying, “I know, Mom. Everybody knows.
  Did she do it?”


  “And you told her what?” Joe asked.


  Marybeth glared at him. “I told her it was all a big mistake.”


  Lucy and April sat side by side on the living room couch. April smoldered with her arms crossed in front of her and her chin down, upturned eyes like daggers. Joe was
  distracted by Lucy. She hadn’t removed the makeup from the tryouts, and she looked strikingly mature and beautiful. It was as if she’d turned from a girl into a woman in a single night,
  and he didn’t welcome it because he was sure he wasn’t the only one to notice the transformation. Looking at her, he envisioned long nights ahead of sitting on his front porch with his
  shotgun across his knees, keeping high-school boys at bay. He was happy they’d moved so far out of town.


  He wondered how they’d take the news. April had never been close to Missy, and Missy regarded her as an interloper. Slightly higher on the food chain than Joe himself, in fact. It was an
  alliance they shared.


  Although Lucy had distanced herself from Missy in the past year, there was absolutely no doubt that Missy preferred her over all the girls. At one time, when Lucy was still vulnerable to her
  grandmother’s charms, Missy had gone through a period where she bought matching outfits for the two of them and took her favorite granddaughter for shopping and long lunches.


  “Something terrible happened today,” Marybeth said to the girls on the couch.


  “You took my phone,” April muttered.


  Marybeth closed her eyes, fighting back anger. “Much worse than a phone,” she said. “Your Grandmother Missy was accused of murdering Earl. They found his body this morning. In
  fact, your dad found it.”


  April’s mouth shot open involuntarily, then just as quickly she realized that she was baring her feelings and she shut it again. It was as if the Perpetual Mask of Petulance had slipped
  momentarily. Joe was relieved to see there was still a girl inside vulnerable to such news.


  Lucy’s eyes were huge. She said, “I got some texts in school asking me about Grandma Missy, but I didn’t know what to answer.”


  “I got no texts,” April hissed, “because you people stole my phone.”


  “It’s all been a terrible misunderstanding,” Marybeth said, ignoring April.


  “You mean Earl isn’t dead?” Lucy asked softly.


  “No... he’s gone,” Marybeth said. Then she turned to him. “Joe?”


  “He was murdered,” Joe said. “No doubt about it. Somebody killed him.”


  “But it wasn’t Grandmother Missy?” Lucy asked, looking back and forth from Joe to Marybeth.


  “Of course not,” Marybeth said. “But she’s been accused of it. We don’t have all the facts yet, but we think someone made it look like she had something to do with
  the crime. We don’t know who or why. Once everything’s investigated, she’ll be back home.”


  “I can’t believe it,” Lucy said. “Did she stab him or poison him or what?”


  “Neither,” Marybeth said heatedly.


  Joe thought it interesting Lucy made the leap from Earl’s death to how Missy would have likely chosen to kill him.


  “He was shot,” Joe said. “Then hung from a windmill.”


  “Eeew,” April said, making a face.


  “This is like a joke,” Lucy said. “What will people say about her? What will people think about us?”


  Exactly, Joe thought.


  April snorted and sat back in the couch, her arms still folded across her like an iron breastplate. “Well,” she said, “I guess maybe I’m not the only one in this
  perfect little family who makes mistakes.”


  Marybeth recoiled, tears suddenly in her eyes. Joe reached out and pulled Marybeth to him and said to April, “I know you’re mad, but that wasn’t necessary.”


  “But it’s true,” April said, narrowing her eyes, looking mean. “Maybe it’s time you people learned how to handle the truth.”


  “Actually,” Joe said, “I think we’re pretty good at it.”


  April rolled her eyes, suddenly bored.


  “Meeting’s over,” Joe said. His tone was hard. And effective, since he rarely used it.


  April sprang up and marched to her bedroom, smirking and satisfied with herself, but a quick look back at him indicated she thought she might have gone too far.


  Lucy got up and walked behind her, slowly, and before she entered her room she said, “If anyone cares, I got the part.”


  Joe felt as if he’d been punched. They hadn’t even thought to ask her about it. Marybeth pulled away from him and said to Lucy’s back, “I’m sorry, honey. I’ve
  had so much on my mind...”


  They lay in bed awake, neither speaking. Joe ran through the events of the day in his head, trying to make sense of them. Trying to come up with alternative scenarios to the
  one most compelling and obvious. Trying to figure out why an innocent woman would be on the telephone to Marcus Hand within minutes of hearing about the death of her husband.


  And wondering who had tipped off the sheriff.


  Marybeth no doubt had the same thoughts. But there was more. At one point she sighed and said to Joe, “I hope this doesn’t tear our family apart.”


  “Missy?” Joe asked.


  “Her, too,” Marybeth answered. Then, after a few moments: “I miss Sheridan. It doesn’t feel right to go through this with her gone. I want all my girls around me when
  something like this happens.”


  “She’s not that far,” Joe said.


  “Yes, Joe. She is.”


  The phone rang at two-thirty and Joe snatched it up. He was wide awake. Marybeth rolled to her side and arched her eyebrows in a “Who can that possibly be?”
  look.


  “I can’t find the bourbon,” Marcus Hand boomed. “A bottle of twenty-year-old Blanton’s, to be precise. The best bourbon on the planet is what I’m talking
  about. I gifted one bottle to Earl and asked him to save the other for me when I visited again. I’ve turned this house upside down and I can’t find it. Where do you suppose he hid
  it?”


  Joe said, “I don’t know. He’s dead.”


  “I’ll find it before the night is over,” Hand said, as if he were talking to himself. Then: “The reason I called. I mean, the other reason. Tonight after consulting with
  my client, I met with the comely Miss Schalk to review the charges and get a lay of the land. Turns out the bulk of the case revolves around information passed to the sheriff from an informant
  intimately involved with the planning and execution of the crime.”


  “I knew that,” Joe said, swinging his legs out from beneath the covers and sitting up. He could hear Hand rooting around in what sounded like pots and pans.


  Hand said, “Apparently, he started talking to the sheriff a couple months ago, telling him this crime was going to happen. McLanahan is thickheaded, as we know, and sort of entertained the
  guy without ever believing him. Until this morning, when the guy called the sheriff at home and described the murder and the location of the body. And according to the fetching Miss Schalk, the
  informant is willing to testify against your mother-in-law.”


  Hand spoke so loudly his voice carried throughout the bedroom from the phone.


  Marybeth whispered, “What’s his name?”


  “What’s his name?”


  “Damn. I wrote it down.” More clanking and clanging. “Where did he hide my Blanton’s? Hiding a man’s bourbon. This alone would justify shooting him, if you ask
  me.”


  “I didn’t ask,” Joe said, gripping the phone tight. “Can’t you remember his name?”


  Hand sighed. “Bud something. Kind of a cowpoke name. Missy’s ex-husband.”


  Marybeth heard and gasped.


  “Bud Longbrake?” Joe said. “Bud is McLanahan’s informant?”


  “Yeah, that’s the name.”


  “I can’t believe it,” Joe said.


  “Believe it. That’s the name. Of course, I know nothing of this man’s credibility. And the Longbrake name is well known here in Twelve Sleep County, so I should have recalled
  it right away.”


  “Oh, my God,” Marybeth whispered.


  “Missy divorced Bud and got his ranch in the settlement,” Joe said. “She’s had nothing to do with him for two years. She even got a restraining order on him so he
  wouldn’t try to contact her ever again. He’s spent the last two years inside a bottle.”


  “Kind of where I’d like to be right now,” Hand said.


  Joe said, “Bud has every reason in the world to frame her. She weaseled his third-generation ranch away from him by making him sign a pre-nup he never bothered to read because he was so
  madly in love. This might blow the case out of the water.”


  “Maybe,” Hand said. “Maybe not. Bud the informant says she tried to get him to kill Earl for her. For a while, he claims he went along with it to draw her out.”


  Joe shook his head, even though Hand couldn’t see him disagree. If that was the situation, there would be phone records tying Bud and Missy together. Maybe even taped calls if in fact Bud
  was working with the sheriff for a while beforehand.


  “One more thing the lovely Miss Schalk said,” Hand continued. “She claims The Earl was about to file divorce papers of his own. Do you know anything about that?”


  Joe was speechless.


  Suddenly, Hand said, “Eureka! I have found it. The key to everything.”


  “Which is?” Joe asked hesitantly.


  “The Blanton’s. Earl hid it on the top shelf of his closet. Good night, Joe.”


  They went over what Hand had said even deeper into the night. Joe agreed with Marybeth that what had seemed fairly clear-cut just a few hours before—a boneheaded frame-up
  of Missy—was now even more complicated. On the one hand, there was motive if Hand was correct that Earl Alden had decided to leave. But if Missy believed that and wanted to kill Earl, why the
  elaborate staging? Why would she plot with Bud? Why would Bud trust her? And why would she leave the rifle in her car?


  And if Bud Longbrake was the informant, why would he implicate himself as well as Missy? Did he want them both to go down together? Could he possibly be that vindictive? Or did he have a scheme
  going on the side?


  Marybeth said, “Joe, I don’t feel I can trust Marcus Hand completely to exonerate her.”


  “Have you looked at his track record?”


  “I know all about it. But Missy isn’t well liked and the jury will be local. Bringing him in could backfire for her. He has a reputation for slickness and jury manipulation.
  Didn’t he even write a book about it?”


  Joe said he had. It was called The Eight Percent Rule: A Top Attorney’s Foolproof Method for Defending Your Client. Hand’s strategy was to identify at least one juror of the
  twelve who was most susceptible to partnering up with him and who would to stick it to the system by holding out and refusing to go along with a guilty verdict. Joe had tossed the book aside in
  disgust.


  “And I sure don’t trust McLanahan and his crew,” Marybeth continued. “He’s got everything riding on a guilty verdict. He’s put it all out there for everyone
  to see. If she goes to prison, he wins. If she gets off, he loses. Not only the case but probably the election as well.”


  Joe nodded. “What about Dulcie Schalk?”


  “She’s smart and tough,” Marybeth said, “but she’s never gone up against somebody like Marcus Hand. She’s kind of a control freak, as we know. She wants
  everything in perfect order to proceed. Marcus Hand will make it his mission to throw her off.”


  Joe shook his head, confused. “Isn’t that what you want?”


  “No.”


  “I don’t get it, then.”


  “Joe,” she said, setting her jaw, “I don’t want her found innocent because Marcus Hand ran rings around Dulcie in court. I want her found innocent because she
  didn’t do it. Don’t you understand? I don’t want this hanging over the heads of our girls. I don’t want it hanging over my head.”


  “Mmmm.”


  “Tell me you understand, Joe.”


  He let a long stream of air out. “I understand what you’re saying.”


  “Good. Then you have to do what you can to find out what happened. Who did it, and why. The sheriff and Dulcie have tunnel vision. Everything they’re doing is based on Missy’s
  involvement. They’re not even considering other factors, I’m sure. Joe, you’re the only person I absolutely trust to keep an open mind.”


  He moaned. “I’m a game warden, honey. I’m not the governor’s point man anymore. He wants nothing to do with me. After what happened in the Sierra Madre, I made a promise
  to myself to just do my job as well as I can. No more freelancing.”


  A smile formed on her lips and her eyes sparkled in the moonlight from the window. She knew him better than he did, sometimes.


  “Okay,” he said. “In the midst of my day-to-day activities, I’ll find out what I can and push it. I’ll do what I do best—blunder around until something hits
  me in the head.”


  She chuckled at that, then turned serious again. “Joe, what about getting some help?”


  He looked away.


  “Joe,” she said, putting her hand on his bare shoulder. “It’s been nearly a year. It’s time you called him again. You two have way too much invested to let it be
  destroyed.”


  Joe said, “You know what happened.”


  “I do. And I realize you two together are better than either one of you alone. I swear, you’re acting like a couple of schoolgirls. Neither one wants to make the first move to
  reconcile.”


  “Men don’t reconcile,” he said. “We just pretend it never happened and move on.”


  She kept looking into his eyes. She knew that would work.


  “I don’t even know where he is,” Joe said, grumpy.


  “You know where he was,” she said. “Maybe you can start there.”


  He sighed deeply and rubbed his eyes. “If this was to get you out of jail, or save Sheridan or Lucy or April...”


  “Joe, she’s my mother.”


  “Boy, do I know that.”


  She sat up in bed, excited. “We’ll work on separate tracks. I’ll use library resources to find out what I can about Earl that we obviously don’t know. Maybe I can get a
  lead on someone who wanted him dead in that particular way. It’s strange when I think about it: I met the man fifty times, but I know very little about him before he got here. He’s made
  a lot of money over the years. I bet he’s made enemies, too.”


  “No doubt.”


  “And you’ll do what you do,” she said.


  “Blunder around until something hits me in the head,” Joe said sourly.


  “A little more enthusiasm would be nice,” she said.


  He tried to smile. “How about if we figure out who did it, but we keep quiet and she goes to prison? That way, you’ll know in your heart she’s innocent and you’ll be able
  to sleep at night—but she isn’t around here anymore to cause trouble. That way, everybody wins.”


  “That’s not a good solution. At all.”


  “Had to try,” Joe said, kissing her good night as the eastern sky began to blush with dawn.



     
  


  AUGUST 23


  If the wind will not serve, take to the oars.


  —Latin proverb
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  THE INITIAL APPEARANCE for Missy Alden took place in front of Justice of the Peace Tilden Mouton in his closet-like room in
  an older section of the City/County Building where the air-conditioning didn’t reach.


  Joe arrived just as Deputy Sollis escorted Missy into the room. Marcus Hand was two steps behind and towered over both of them. If anything, Joe thought, Missy looked worse than she had the day
  before. Her skin was white and her hair was stringy. Her eyes looked out from the sockets, and her mouth was thin and wrinkled vertically, which reminded Joe of the stitched mouth of an Amazonian
  shrunken skull. He thought how humiliated she must feel to be in the county jail without her massive bathroom mirrors and makeup.


  There were only a dozen chairs in the chambers, and Joe took one nearest the exit. Sissy Skanlon of the Roundup took another. They were the only spectators, which surprised Joe.
  He’d never been present for an initial appearance before, and was taken aback by the informality of the proceedings.


  Twelve Sleep County, like several other small Wyoming counties, had retained the JP position. Joe surmised the main reason the county hadn’t modernized to a circuit court procedure was
  because no one wanted to tell Tilden Mouton he no longer had a job. Mouton ran the largest feed store in Saddlestring from a massive complex built by his father, which had been carried forward and
  expanded upon to sell hardware, sporting goods, and work wear. The building was on the National Historic Register and the single table and chairs across from the counter was the morning gathering
  place for ranchers and old-timers. Joe loved Mouton Feed and had told Marybeth more than once that everything he ever wanted or needed could be found there. He delighted in the quantity and variety
  of tools, flies for fishing, and impressive duct tape selection.


  Because of Mouton’s good-hearted civic activities—sponsoring practically every team, school trip, celebration, and economic development scheme, buying the prize beef and lambs at
  the county fair, putting full-page ads in the Roundup, which practically kept it afloat—the consensus in town was that removing the man from a part-time job he treasured just
  wasn’t worth it to anyone. Tilden was so good-natured and proud of his side job as JP there was no reason to disappoint him by taking away his title. Everyone assumed the position would go
  away when Tilden Mouton did.


  Mouton was short and bald and pear-shaped and looked like a cartoon character. As his belly grew each year, his beltline rose, so his buckle was just a few inches below his chest. He parked his
  glasses on the top of his head and Joe couldn’t ever remember seeing the man actually use them. His eyes were kind and he had a dry humor suffused with awful puns, like stocking duck decoys
  in the duct tape section. Mouton still personally waited on customers, and would spend as much time as necessary with them that they left satisfied.


  So it was uncharacteristic when the JP scowled at both Missy and Hand with naked antagonism as they took their seats behind a scarred table. Joe wondered whether Mouton’s ire was directed
  at Missy, Hand, or both.


  Dulcie Schalk was efficient. She recapped the charges and framed the evidence in a tone that was strident, as if she was holding back her true contempt in respect for the court. While Schalk
  talked, Missy looked off to the side with her chin down, the way a helpless puppy surrendered wounded domination to a larger and more aggressive dog.


  It took less than ten minutes. Tilden Mouton nodded, thanked Dulcie Schalk, and looked to Missy and Hand for a reply.


  Hand seemed taken aback. He said, “With all due respect, sir, I am still waiting for more. I anticipated hearing from the sheriff who arrested my client, and especially the testimony of
  the secret witness Miss Schalk mentioned who is testifying against us. All Miss Schalk has done here could have been accomplished by reading the front page of the newspaper.”


  Joe was confused as well. He thought there might be something new and revelatory in regard to the charges or the evidence.


  “The witness isn’t available this morning,” Dulcie Schalk said, and Joe caught a bit of trepidation catch in her voice.


  “Isn’t available?” Hand said, faux-astonished. “These charges rest almost completely on the testimony of a mystery man, and he isn’t
  available?”


  “We have plenty of other evidence,” Schalk said quickly. “The murder weapon, for example, which was found in the defendant’s Hummer.”


  “This is ridiculous,” Hand said, playing to a jury that wasn’t there. “The prosecution has sullied the reputation of a pillar of the community and thrown her in jail, but
  they don’t feel it necessary to produce the witness that put her there?”


  Joe thought he had a point. Where was Bud?


  “Mr. Hand,” Mouton said, “I’m aware of you and your reputation. I know you think you can dictate how things will go, because you’re a big man in this state and you
  appear on national television. But that’s not how we do things here. We’re not trying the case here and now. We’re trying to decide if there is a case.”


  Joe thought, Tilden doesn’t like the guy. Maybe Missy had made a mistake bringing Hand in to defend her.


  Mouton wasn’t through. He said, “Mr. Hand, let me give you just a little bit of friendly advice while we’re here at this very early stage. Phrases like ‘pillar of the
  community’ only work if the defendant is in fact a pillar of the community.


  “For example,” Mouton said, “if the defendant has made choices over the years to acquire large family ranches in the area and immediately put locks on gates that have been used
  for years by locals, or all but refuse to participate in any of the civic activities within the county because she looks down her nose at them“—he shot a glance Missy’s way while
  he paused—”or has chosen to obtain all of her groceries, hardware, or agricultural supplies from out-of-town firms because she saves a few pennies, well, it is hard to characterize that
  person as a pillar of the community.”


  Joe sat straight up in his seat.


  “Yes, sir,” Hand said.


  Joe thought, It’s both of them.


  Tilden Mouton banged a gavel and turned to his assistant and said, to Marcus Hand and Missy, “You are hereby bound over for a preliminary hearing before me this Friday. I’ve spoken
  to Judge Hewitt, and he wants this to move along with all due speed. Bail will be set at one million dollars.”


  “I object, Your Honor,” Hand said. “One million dollars is punitive and unnecessary. It suggests my client, this wonderful woman with roots deep in this place, might actually
  run away.”


  “You don’t have to call me ‘Your Honor,’” Mouton said. Then: “Your objection is noted and denied.”


  “Mr. Mouton, I have problems with the amount, but for a different reason,” Dulcie Schalk said. “Given the defendant’s ability to simply buy her way out of jail using
  her dead husband’s money, the county implores you to detain her rather than grant her bail.”


  “We accept the bail amount, sir,” Hand said sheepishly, after a quick conference with Missy where their foreheads were touching, “and I plan to make the proper arrangements so
  my client will be able to sleep in her own bed by this very evening.” He lowered his voice so Joe and Sissy Skanlon had to lean forward to hear. “So she can properly grieve her murdered
  husband and try to figure out how she’ll ever get her life and her reputation back.”


  Dulcie Schalk sighed and rolled her eyes while Sissy scribbled.


  Joe wondered what it would be like to have access to a million dollars within a single afternoon.


  “Until Friday,” Tilden Mouton said, nodding at Schalk.


  As Joe approached his pickup in the parking lot, he heard his name called out. He looked over his shoulder to see Marcus Hand walking toward him in big loping strides. Hand had
  a bemused look on his face. “That was interesting,” he said. “I wish for our case the Aldens had bought more feed and trinkets in town. But that’s water under the bridge at
  this point.” He looked at Joe.


  “I know you’re an honorable fellow,” Hand said. “Even Missy says it.”


  “Good of her,” Joe said.


  “My understanding is you know Bud Longbrake quite well—is that right?”


  “Yup.”


  “I’m getting the impression our prosecutor doesn’t know where he is right now, unless she’s more fiendish than she appears and she’s got him hidden away
  somewhere.”


  Joe shook his head. “She’s not like that. Dulcie is a straight shooter.”


  “Look,” Hand said, “my team will be arriving soon from Jackson and I’ve got PIs on retainer who can tear this little town apart. But it will take a few days to get them
  settled in and up to speed. Those are days we can’t afford if we hope to get an immediate dismissal. If you can determine Bud’s location before that and I can get a chance to interview
  him, well...”


  Joe acted as if he didn’t understand.


  “We might be able to kill this thing before it starts,” Hand said.


  “I don’t know why you’re telling me this,” Joe said.


  Hand put a big paw on Joe’s shoulder and gazed at him with warmth and sincerity that gave Joe a chill up his spine. “Let’s just say if you can help us, it would mean a lot to
  everybody you know and love,” Hand said. “And it would be the right thing. From what Missy tells me, that’s important to you.”


  Joe turned for his pickup, and Hand said, “Not to mention it would be worth a lot to the both of us. Missy and me.”


  Joe climbed in, slid the window down, and said to Hand, “You almost had me until that last bit.”


  “Oh, darn,” Hand said with a mischievous wink.



     
  


  AUGUST 26


  The wind’s in the east... I am always conscious of an uncomfortable sensation now and then when the wind is blowing in the east.


  —Charles Dickens, Bleak House
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  GROGGY FROM LACK of sleep and thinking too hard, Joe drove through light rain and fog the eight miles into Saddlestring.
  The cool dark morning reflected his outlook, so he hoped the sun would break through. The arraignment of Missy was scheduled for 1:00 p.m. in the county building, and he’d agreed to pick up
  Marybeth at the library so they could attend together.


  A major reason for his discomfort was his unease at being on the other side of the legal proceedings. Usually, he was out in the field or going to court to help put a bad guy away—not to
  try to figure out ways to circumvent law enforcement procedure or the county attorney’s charges. In his uniform shirt and state-owned pickup, he felt like a traitor. He didn’t like the
  feeling.


  He’d known Bud Longbrake for years as a solid and influential county citizen and rancher first, father-in-law and employer second, and bitter and pathetic alcoholic most
  recently. The loss of his ranch had devastated Bud, and even more so the loss of Missy, whom he worshipped. Joe was always taken aback how Bud had revered Missy and was blind to her schemes and
  manipulations. Once, as they drove back to the ranch headquarters in the middle of a sudden blizzard, Bud had turned to Joe and said he was the happiest man alive. He cited his productive ranch and
  his beautiful new wife, and confessed that the only thing—the only thing—he still wanted was to get his son or daughter interested enough in the place to take it over and keep it
  running under the Longbrake name.


  That was a problem, though. Bud Longbrake Jr. was a thirty-three-year-old college student at the University of Montana in Missoula whose prime interest was performance art on Higgins Street
  wearing a jester costume inspired by the French court at Versailles. He went by the name “Shamazz” and had had it legally changed. Shamazz’s specialty—and he was quite good
  at it—was satirical pantomime. He also sold drugs and took them. After his second arrest, the judge agreed to remand him to Bud’s custody. Bud had taken Shamazz back on the ranch for a
  while during Junior’s (he’d changed his name back by then) probation and tried to get his son on the right track. Joe was between stints with the state at the time, and served briefly
  as foreman on the Longbrake Ranch. Bud Jr. was assigned as his project. Joe was not successful in getting Bud Jr. interested in cattle, horses, fences, or legacies. Especially not fences. Bud Jr.
  lasted six months before vanishing on a cold day in November. Three weeks later, Bud Sr. received a postcard sent from Santa Fe asking for money. It was signed “Shamazz”.


  Bud just couldn’t give up on Bud Jr. The old man continued to hold out hope that his son would one day show up clean-shaven in starched Wranglers, boots, and a Stetson and ask, “What
  needs to be done today, Dad?” Joe couldn’t understand what Bud was thinking, but that was before the past year with April. Giving up on a child was now a subject he couldn’t
  broach.


  Bud’s daughter, Sally, had been severely injured in a car crash in Portland the year before. Thrice married, she’d been an artist specializing in wrought iron, but her injuries
  prevented her from resuming her career. The news of his daughter’s hospitalization, coming just months after Missy changed the locks on the ranch buildings while Bud was buying cattle in
  Nebraska, sent the man on a downward spiral that was epic.


  Despite her actions, Bud still carried a torch for Missy. The meaner she was to him, the more he missed her. Although the restraining order on him prevented any contact with her, she wanted Bud
  to move away and stop telling his sad story to anyone who would listen from his stool at the Stockman’s Bar. Missy was angered when she found out she couldn’t obtain a court order to
  prevent him from speaking her name in vain to strangers and asked Joe for Nate Romanowski’s contact details so she could hire the outlaw falconer to put the fear of God into her ex-husband.
  Joe hadn’t obliged.


  The last time Joe had seen Bud was the year before, when Bud had wandered into the backyard of their house in town drunk, armed, and confused. Joe and Nate had taken the old man home, and Bud
  had wept like a child the whole way. He’d said he was ashamed of what he’d become. Joe believed him, and thought Bud might pull himself together at some point.


  Now, based on what Marcus Hand had told them, it looked like he had. And not in a good way for Missy.


  As far as Joe knew, Bud Longbrake still resided in a rented a two-bedroom apartment over the Stockman’s Bar. At least that’s where they’d taken him the year
  before.


  Downtown Saddlestring, all three blocks of it, was still sleeping when Joe arrived. The only shop open was Matt Sandvick’s taxidermy studio, which never seemed to close. And there
  were always a few pickups around. Joe heard rumors that Sandvick sponsored a nonstop poker game that helped pay the bills during the summer months when there were no carcasses to stuff, but since
  Sandvick was a craftsman and took pains to have the right taxidermy licenses, Joe didn’t bother him.


  He cruised down Main Street, passing up empty parking spaces in front of the Stockman’s. There were already a few vehicles in front of the bar. Joe drove around the block and turned up the
  alley that ran behind the row of storefronts. He parked between two Dumpsters in an alcove where his truck couldn’t be seen by passersby on the street.


  He swung out of his pickup and clamped his worn gray Stetson on his head and took a narrow passage between the old brick buildings that housed the Saddlestring Roundup on his left and the
  bar on his right. The door Bud had used that night was on the side of the Stockman’s. Joe avoided kicking empty beer bottles on the ground that would cause attention, and looked in vain on
  the wall for a buzzer or doorbell. There was neither. Looking around to see if anyone was watching—there was no one—he reached down and tried the latch. It was unlocked.


  The door swung inward on moaning rusty hinges, and he stepped inside and closed it behind him. The staircase was dark and close and smelled musty. He let his eyes adjust for a moment until he
  could locate and flip a dirty light switch, but the bulb above was gone or burned out.


  The stairway was narrow, and his shoulders almost brushed the sides as he climbed. He kept his eyes on the landing at the top and his right hand on the grip of his weapon on his hip. He
  didn’t know if the stairs were part of the apartment. As far as he knew, there was only one residence above the bar.


  On the landing, to the left, was another door. There was no indication it was the entrance to an apartment. There was no number on it, or name. The door was solid with no window or peephole and
  was slightly warped from age. Peeling strips of varnish on the surface of the door looked like dozens of stuck-out tongues. Joe cleared his throat, as much to alleviate his nerves as to signal to
  anyone inside he was out here. Then he rapped on the door three times, hard and businesslike.


  “Bud, it’s Joe. Are you in there?”


  He heard no response or movement inside.


  “Bud? Are you in there?” He knocked again sharply, hurting his knuckles.


  Nothing.


  Joe put his hands on his hips and stared at the door, as if willing it to open. He’d considered calling ahead to see if Bud was there, but had decided against it. He’d learned in
  investigations over the years that it was almost always more productive to arrive without warning. Catching a suspect off-guard sometimes resulted in surprise admissions of guilt or bouts of
  dissembling that contained the truth inside. One of Joe’s tricks was simply to knock on a door and introduce himself by saying, “I suppose you know why I’m here?” and let
  them talk. At least a dozen times over the years, people alluded to crimes Joe hadn’t even been aware of until he asked that question.


  But he couldn’t ask Bud because there was no response.


  He started to turn to leave, but couldn’t help himself and tried the doorknob. Locked. Meaning it was possible Bud was inside, maybe sleeping off a late night. Maybe sick. Maybe hurt.
  Maybe...


  Joe leaned closer to the door. Because of the darkness in the hallway, he could see a ragged line of light between the door and the doorjamb. Although it was locked, the seal wasn’t tight
  and he could see there was no lock bolt, only the dead latch on the knob itself. And because of the gap in the door, the dead latch barely caught the strike plate. Joe wasn’t surprised.
  Ranchers—or ex-ranchers, in Bud’s case—didn’t think a lot about security and locks. That’s why they surrounded themselves with dogs and guns.


  In one move, Joe grasped the knob with both hands and jerked up on it and pushed against the door with his shoulder. It opened. He stepped back and to the side to peer through the inch-wide
  opening. It was light inside, but not bright. He could see the corner of a rug on a hardwood floor, an empty beer bottle on its side under the edge of a couch, and a spatter of dark liquid flecked
  across the floor.


  Thinking blood, Joe nudged the door open all the way with his hand on his weapon, ready for anything.


  Nothing happened when the door creaked open. Bud wasn’t on the floor or on the couch, although Joe could see the sag of the cushions where he’d no doubt spent a lot of time.


  He stepped inside the apartment, squinting, all senses turned full on. The place smelled of old grease, dust, sour beer, and Copenhagen chewing tobacco.


  The muted light was a result of the morning sun painting the floor through paper-thin yellow blinds that were pulled all the way down. The windows overlooked Main Street. He took a few steps and
  squatted to get closer to the floor, careful not to let his boot tips touch the spots. As he observed the scene, he let out a long breath. The spots were black and old, maybe paint, oil, or shoe
  polish.


  A coffee table in front of the couch was littered with beer bottles, a spit cup for tobacco juice, and several thick bound manuals stacked one on top of the other. Not books, but bound
  documents. The top one had several round stains on it where beer bottles had been places. The cover read WIND POWER PROJECT
  ECONOMICS: SATISFYING THE WORLD’S GROWING DEMAND FOR POWER REQUIRES A BALANCED PORTFOLIO OF ENERGY OPTIONS. Joe nudged
  it aside to look at the others. A LAND RUSH IN WYOMING SPURRED BY WIND
  POWER and COMMERCIAL WIND ENERGY DEVELOPMENT IN WYOMING: A GUIDE FOR LANDOWNERS. Written in a shaky longhand scrawl on the cover of the last document was the name Bob Lee.


  Joe said, “Huh?” Again, he called, “Bud?”


  Nothing. Joe checked the kitchen to his left. There was a stack of dirty plates in the sink, and a half piece of toast on the counter. A half-empty carafe of coffee sat inside a Mr. Coffee
  setup, and Joe reached out and touched the glass. Cold. In the refrigerator there was a half-gallon carton of milk and four bottles of Miller Lite beer. Joe opened the carton and sniffed. Not
  spoiled yet.


  Bud never used to be like this, Joe thought. He recalled Bud’s immaculate tool sheds on the ranch, with every tool wiped down and in its proper drawer in the industrial tool chests.
  Bud didn’t even allow oily rags tossed on the garage floor or workbench. And his horse tack was hung neatly and symmetrically in his barn, small saddles to the left, large ones to the
  right.


  Joe entered the bathroom. Dirty gray towels hung from a rod. Joe touched them. Dry. The garbage can overflowed with crumpled tissues. He opened the medicine cabinet. Although there were a
  half-dozen pill bottles for various ailments and the labels said LONGBRAKE, there was no toothbrush or toothpaste and the other shelves were empty. Meaning it was likely Bud
  had packed up his essential medicines and toiletries to take with him.


  Joe confirmed his theory as he made his way through the apartment. Although there were still clothes in the closet, there were large gaps in the hanging garments, like he’d taken some. The
  covers on the bed had been pulled up over the pillows but not tucked in, as if he’d made the bed in haste.


  Joe thought about the milk and the coffee. The piece of toast was dry, but not hard. Bud hadn’t been gone long. Joe guessed the old rancher had left the day before, after breakfast. At
  about the time Joe was climbing the wind tower...


  Outside on the street, Joe heard two car doors slam almost simultaneously in a percussive double-tap. He covered the living room floor in a few steps and carefully pushed the
  edge of the window shade to the side so he could see out.


  A sheriff’s department SUV had taken a space recently vacated by one of the early-morning cowboys directly below the window. Sheriff Kyle McLanahan stood on the passenger side of the
  vehicle, hands on hips, waiting impatiently for Deputy Sollis to adjust his hat and aviator sunglasses in the side mirror on the driver’s side. Joe smoothed the shade back before either the
  sheriff or the deputy glanced up and saw him.


  He walked as quietly as he could toward the open door and got to it as a series of heavy knocks shook the ground floor entrance door. Sollis shouted, “Bud Longbrake? You in
  there?”


  They planned to come up.


  Joe took another quick look outside in the hallway to make sure there wasn’t another door he could escape through. There wasn’t. He was trapped in Bud’s apartment and the only
  way out was down the stairs the sheriff and deputy were about to come up.


  The uncomfortable feeling he’d had that morning bloomed into full-fledged guilt and dread. Technically, he’d entered a private residence without a warrant, and officially he had no
  reason to be there. He could even be charged with breaking and entering since he’d forced the door open. Although he didn’t know where Bud was or why he was gone, Joe could imagine the
  sheriff adding on charges and framing the incident as an attempt to hide or destroy evidence, or saying the reason Joe was there in the first place was to intimidate or tamper with the key
  prosecution witness.


  Which wasn’t all that far from the truth, he thought. Although from his standpoint, he simply wanted to ask Bud if he’d really been the informant. And why.


  Joe hesitated for a second before shutting the door. He considered greeting the sheriff on the way down with a story about trying to find his ex-father-in-law. But why, if it wasn’t
  related to the case? Joe was the lousiest liar he knew, and he just couldn’t do it.


  At that instant, Sollis opened the door downstairs and Joe started to ease Bud’s door closed. The hinges moaned again, but he hoped the sound was drowned out by Sollis himself, who was
  telling the sheriff, “Damned if it wasn’t open. Now where’s his place? Top of the stairs?”


  Feeling sweat bead beneath his hatband, Joe eased the door shut and prayed the dead latch would spring back and catch again in the switch plate without a sound. He heard a dull click as it
  locked, and he let out a long ragged breath and stepped back.


  He looked around Bud’s apartment. Would he try and hide? Did the sheriff have permission to enter? A key?


  The voices of the sheriff and deputy rose as they climbed the stairs. Once they made the landing, Joe recognized McLanahan’s labored breathing.


  “Well, knock, damn it,” the sheriff said between gulps of air.


  Joe waited, facing the door.


  Sollis pounded on the door so hard Joe’s heart raced. He wondered if the sheer force of the deputy’s blows would open the door again.


  “Bud Longbrake?” Sollis shouted. “You in there? This is Deputy Sollis and Sheriff McLanahan from the Twelve Sleep County Sheriff’s Department. The county attorney wants
  you to move to a safe place until you testify.”


  Joe tried to keep his breath calm and to stay quiet. Did they have a warrant to enter? If so, he was doomed.


  “Too much information,” McLanahan admonished his employee in a low growl. “Just get him to open the damn door.”


  More fierce pounding. It rattled the empty bottles on the coffee table. Joe watched the doorknob assembly, just waiting for it to give way.


  “Bud, open the door,” Sollis boomed. Then, after a beat, his voice not as direct, “I don’t think he’s in there, boss.”


  “Then where the hell is he?”


  “How would I know?”


  “Jesus—if we lost him...”


  “I could force it,” Sollis said. “This lock don’t look like much. We could say we heard something inside and thought he might be injured or something.”


  “That would give us PC,” McLanahan said, but by the tone of his voice he wasn’t encouraging Sollis to do it. Yet.


  “Naw,” McLanahan said after a few seconds. “If we damage the door and he isn’t in there, it’ll look bad. We can be back here with a warrant in an hour and open it
  up. But I think you’re right—he isn’t home.”


  “Then where is he?” Sollis asked.


  “You dope,” McLanahan said. “I just asked you that question. You think I’ve got an answer between a minute ago and now?”


  “No, boss.”


  “Holy hell in a handbasket.”


  Joe took a deep relieved breath and let it out through his nose.


  “Tell you what,” McLanahan said. “You stay here in case he shows up. I’ll call the county attorney and get the warrant going and bring it back.”


  Joe thought it interesting that Bud had left without informing the sheriff.


  The sheriff’s boots descended the stairs. After a beat, the sheriff called up to his deputy, “We’ve got to find that son-of-a-bitch, and fast. Without him, we’re up shit
  creek without a paddle.”


  “Ten-four,” Sollis said.


  Joe waited ten minutes. He thought Sollis might disobey orders or let his curiosity get the best of him and force the door open himself. If he did... Joe didn’t know what
  the hell he’d do if he did. Remarkably, Sollis stayed out. Joe could hear the deputy sigh with boredom, then tunelessly hum the melody for ‘I’ve Got Friends in Low Places’.
  Joe tiptoed back into Bud’s bedroom and shut the door. He went to the farthest corner and dug his cell phone out of his pocket and called 9-1-1.


  When the emergency dispatcher answered, he mumbled, “Hey, I just left a game at Sandvick’s and some old rancher was there raising hell. I think something’s wrong with him and
  you need to send somebody.”


  “Please identify yourself,” the dispatcher said coldly. Joe recognized her voice. He hoped like hell she didn’t recognize his.


  “Ain’t important,” Joe said. “Just tell the cops Bud Longbrake is gonna get himself hurt if he doesn’t learn to watch his mouth.” And with that, he shut the
  phone.


  Joe went back to the door and listened. A minute later, he heard Sollis’ radio sputter to life. The dispatcher relayed what he’d told her. She referred to Joe as
  “an unknown party”.


  Sollis said, “Sandvick’s? That’s right up the street from where I am now.”


  “Should I send backup?”


  Sollis snorted. “I can handle that old coot. Just let the sheriff know we’ve got our man.”


  With that, Sollis’ boots thundered down the stairway.


  Joe again crossed the room and parted the blinds. The deputy was crossing Main Street on foot, stopping a car on the street with his outstretched palm while talking on his radio. Sollis reached
  the sidewalk on the other side of the street and strode purposefully up the block toward Sandvick’s Taxidermy. As he did, he watched his own official reflection in the glass of the retail
  stores.


  Joe let himself out and let the door latch behind him.
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  JOE GATHERED HIMSELF up, fitted his hat on tight, and strolled out of the passageway onto the sidewalk. The morning sun was
  burning off the fog and the clouds were dissipating. Even in town, the air smelled of pine and fragrant sage from the light rain that morning. It would likely be a nice day after all. He wished he
  didn’t feel so proud of himself for his deceptive maneuvers.


  Buck Timberman was behind the bar wearing reading glasses and working on a liquor order when Joe walked into the Stockman’s. Timberman was in his eighties, but was still
  an imposing presence. A lean and ropey six-foot, Timberman was a half-blind former basketball and rodeo team coach who took over the bar on retirement twenty-five years before and hadn’t
  missed a day since. The barman was stoic and soft-spoken and was everybody’s friend because he never made a public judgment or offered an opinion on anything. When customers rattled on about
  one thing or another—water rights, guns, dogs, neighbors, politics, sports—Timberman nodded slightly as if he agreed and went about his business. Joe had always admired the man.


  “Buck,” he said by way of greeting. He sat down on a stool and put his hat crown-down on the bar next to Timberman’s order form.


  “Joe,” Timberman said. “Coffee?”


  “Please.”


  “Black?”


  “Yup.”


  Timberman poured and went back to his order. Joe checked out the early-morning clientele. Ranch hands, mostly, four of them clustered at the far end of the bar sipping red beer. Keith Bailey, an
  imposing ex-highway patrolman who worked part-time manning the entrance gate to the exclusive Eagle Mountain Club resort up on the hill, eyed Joe with a suspicion born of decades of open-road
  encounters. Joe nodded toward him and Bailey nodded back. An older couple were in the back in a high-backed booth, talking softly and holding hands across the table, likely making up after an
  argument. The Stockman’s Bar opened at seven in the morning. The tradition had started eighty years before, when local ranchers and cowboys wanted a beer or two after calving all night, or a
  red beer (tomato juice, Tabasco, and draft) to nurse a hangover.


  “How you been, Buck?” Joe asked, after blowing on the coffee. The coffee was hot but weak, little more than tinted water. Timberman didn’t want to encourage his customers to
  drink coffee, particularly.


  “Getting on.”


  “Business good?”


  “All right, I guess.”


  Joe smiled. The rumor was Buck Timberman was one of the wealthiest men in Twelve Sleep County. He worked long hours, spent little, took care of his customers, and bought and stockpiled gold with
  the profits. Little of his money was spent on new clothing. Timberman wore his usual faded cowboy shirt and frayed red suspenders.


  “I’m wondering about my ex-father-in-law, Bud Longbrake,” Joe said. “Has he been in recently?”


  Timberman gestured toward an empty stool two spaces away from Joe.


  Joe waited for more, but Bud went back to his figures. That was it.


  “Buck?”


  “That’s his stool,” Timberman said, indicating a space next to Keith Bailey. “He enjoys his bourbon.”


  Joe nodded. “I was wondering if he’d been in lately.”


  Timberman shrugged, as if he wasn’t sure. Then said, “Most days.”


  “Was he here yesterday?”


  Timberman placed the tip of his finger on a scrawl so he wouldn’t lose his place, and looked up. “Don’t think so. Day before, maybe.”


  “When does he come in? I mean, what time of day?”


  Timberman’s face told Joe nothing beyond what he said, which was, “He’s usually here by now.”


  “So you haven’t seen him this morning?”


  Timberman shook his head. He nodded toward Bailey, who shrugged as well.


  “That’s unusual, isn’t it?”


  “Could be.”


  Joe sighed and smiled. This is why everyone trusted Buck Timberman.


  Joe leaned in toward the barman, speaking very low. “Did Bud talk a lot about his ex-wife Missy?”


  Timberman looked away, but nodded almost imperceptibly. He didn’t want the cowboys at the end of the bar to see him answering the game warden’s questions. Now Joe understood.


  “You heard what happened, right?”


  Another nod.


  “Do you think Bud hated her so much he’d try to pin something on her?”


  Timberman shrugged noncommittally.


  Joe said, “I’m not asking you to tell me something I’d ask you to repeat in court. I’m just trying to sort things out for myself. I know Bud to be a kind man, but pretty
  mule-headed at times. He’d focus on things until they got done. I remember when I worked for him, he’d bring up the same section of loose fence at breakfast every day to his ranch hands
  until I’d go out and fix it myself just to shut him up. I’m wondering if he was focused on getting back at Missy.”


  “He did have some choice things to say about her from time to time,” Timberman conceded.


  “Me, too,” Joe said.


  Timberman reacted to that with a slight smile—no more than a twin tug up on the corners of his mouth.


  “Word is,” Joe said, “Bud’s the star witness for the prosecution.”


  Timberman said, “Hmmmm.” Then: “Maybe I ought to cut down on my Jim Beam order. I might not be pouring as much in the next few weeks.”


  Joe finished his coffee. “Did Bud ever talk about wind turbines?”


  Timberman looked up, puzzled. “Everybody does these days.”


  Joe sighed. This was hard work getting anything out of Buck Timberman. “Did he seem to have any opinion of them either way?”


  “Not that I can recall. More?” Timberman asked, chinning over his shoulder toward the pot.


  “You’ve got more?” Joe said, not meaning coffee.


  “Not really.”


  “Then I’m fine.”


  Joe slid off the stool and put a five on the bar.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Timberman said, waving at the bill as if trying to get it out of his sight.


  Joe left it, and said, “If you see him, give me a call, will you? My wife is pretty concerned about what’s going on.”


  The slight nod. Then, “He lives upstairs. I’ve rented the rooms to him for a while. He pays in cash and on time, and there haven’t been any complaints.”


  “Does he entertain guests?” Joe asked.


  “Not that I’ve ever noticed.”


  “No one recently, then?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Thanks for the coffee, Buck.”


  “Anytime, Joe.”


  Joe hesitated before opening the door to go outside. He glanced up the street, to see Deputy Sollis striding back angrily from Sandvick’s Taxidermy, barking on his radio.


  “One thing,” Buck Timberman said softly, and Joe realized he was talking to him.


  Joe turned and raised his eyebrows in surprise. Timberman had left his order on the counter and stood in the crook of the bar close to Joe and as far away from the four cowboys as possible.


  “Nice looking lady in here a week ago. She and Bud seemed to get on pretty well. She said her name was Patsy. Don’t remember a last name.”


  Joe shook his head, not following.


  “Before she met Bud, she asked me if I knew where she could find your friend.”


  Joe felt his scalp tighten. “Nate Romanowski?”


  “That’s the one,” Buck said.


  “What did you tell her?”


  “Nothing. There’s nothing to tell as far as I’m concerned.”


  Joe nodded. Then he got it. “You said she got along with Bud, though. Think she asked him about Nate?”


  “Couldn’t say for sure,” Timberman said, but Joe could read between the lines.


  “Interesting,” Joe said. “Will you let me know if Patsy comes back?”


  Timberman nodded his slight nod before turning and going back to his order form. Cutting down on his order of Jim Beam.


  Justice of the Peace Tilden Mouton held the preliminary hearing. After a recap of the charges and the evidentiary testimony by Sheriff McLanahan but without an appearance by
  Bud Longbrake, Mouton bound Missy over for arraignment before Judge Hewitt on Monday.



     
  


  AUGUST 27


  Funeral by funeral, theory advances.


  —Paul A. Samuelson
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  THE FUNERAL FOR Earl Alden took place at the Twelve Sleep County Cemetery on a warm still morning. It was a small
  affair.


  Joe wore his dark suit and stood with Marybeth, April, and Lucy in the sun. As the Rev. Maury Brown read the eulogy about a man he’d never met, Joe felt a drip of sweat snake down his
  spine beneath his shirt. He looked up and took in the scene around them.


  The cemetery took up ten acres on the top of a hill west of Saddlestring. From where they stood, he could see the cottonwood-choked river below them, the town itself, and the Eagle Mountain Club
  perched on a bluff on the other side of the river. Insects burred in the turf, and while he was looking, a big grasshopper landed on the top of the casket with a thump. The air was ripe with pollen
  and the dank smell of dug-up dirt. A massive granite monument had been delivered to the site on a pallet. It was nearly as high as the large tarped mound of fresh dirt it sat next to.


  Missy stood across from the casket and the hole in the ground. Small and black and veiled, she was flanked by Marcus Hand on one side and Sheriff McLanahan on the other. After the funeral,
  she’d be returned home on bail. A small knot of ranch hands and construction workers from the Thunderhead Ranch stood together apart from the other mourners. Joe wondered if they were there
  to pay their respects or to find out when and if they’d get their last paychecks.


  He didn’t hear much of what Rev. Brown said. Instead, he observed Missy. Her veil hid her face and he couldn’t tell if she was crying, she seemed so still.


  When the Rev. Brown turned to her and cued her to toss a handful of dirt on the casket that had been poised over the hole, Joe heard Missy say, “No thank you.”


  On their way down a dirt pathway to the parking lot, Marybeth said how odd it was to attend the funeral for a man she barely knew, and she wondered aloud why members of
  Earl’s extended family hadn’t shown up.


  Joe shrugged, wondering the same thing himself.


  “I’d like to know how much that monument set Missy back,” Joe said. “It’ll be the tallest thing in the cemetery now.”


  April and Lucy argued about where they wanted to go eat since it was Saturday and lunch out had been the incentive offered to attend the funeral.


  “I couldn’t tell,” he said. “Was your mother crying?”


  “Who knows?”


  Joe reached out and found Marybeth’s hand and squeezed it. As he did, he heard a motor start up in the parking lot.


  He looked up to see a boxy old-model yellow van back out of a space unnecessarily fast and race away.


  “Who was that?” Marybeth asked Joe.


  “I’m not sure. I thought I saw two people in the front, but I couldn’t see their faces.”


  “I wonder if they were coming to the funeral and got here late. It would have been nice to have a few more mourners.”


  “Yup,” Joe said, watching the van descend over the hill as if it were being chased by bees.



     
  


  AUGUST 29


  You cannot make a wind-mill goe with a paire of bellowes.


  —George Herbert
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  JOE ESCORTED MARYBETH up the stone steps of the Twelve Sleep County Courthouse for the arraignment
  of her mother in the courtroom of Wyoming District Judge Hewitt. The building had been erected of rough granite blocks and topped with a marble dome in the 1880s, and it reflected the original
  grandiosity of what the town was predestined to become but never did. Joe opened the heavy door for her.


  “Your mom isn’t the first celebrity tried here,” he said. “Big Nose Bart was found guilty here back in the range war days. Lots of Old West outlaws were tried here. Most
  of them found innocent.”


  “Joe,” Marybeth said with exasperation, “my mother is not an outlaw.”


  “Sorry,” he said. “Just trying to provide some historical perspective.”


  “That doesn’t help,” she said. “My colleagues at the library tiptoe around me like there was a death in the family.”


  “There was,” Joe said, before he could catch himself.


  She turned on him. “You are not being helpful. What I mean is, good people don’t know how to act around me. I don’t know how to act around me, either. Do I go about my
  business as if my mother wasn’t accused of murder, or do I walk around with my head down, ashamed?”


  Joe reached out and stroked her cheek. “Keep your chin up,” he said. “You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of.”


  She nodded and thanked him with her eyes. “Which way?” she said. “I’ve never been in this building before.”


  Judge Hewitt was small, dark, and twitchy. He’d been a judge for seventeen years and Joe appreciated Hewitt’s lack of pomposity and almost manic insistence on a
  fast, nononsense pace in his courtroom. He was known for cutting off long-winded questions and statements and ordering lawyers to get to the point. He often asked especially verbose attorneys, in
  front of the jury and their clients, “Are you being paid by the word?”


  Joe and Marybeth entered the courtroom. It was narrow and ancient with a high stamped-tin ceiling and the acoustics were hollow and awful. The pine-paneled walls were covered by old paintings
  depicting 1940s versions of local Western history: politically incorrect renderings of Indian massacres filled with dripping scalps and war paint, cavalry charges, grizzly bear hunts, powwows,
  covered wagons loaded with cherubic children. Joe was intimately familiar with each and every one of them since he’d spent so much time over the years in the room waiting to testify in game
  and fish violation cases. Joe disliked being inside courtrooms nearly as much as hospitals, and always felt uncomfortable, constrained, and false when he was inside either.


  “There she is,” Marybeth whispered, almost to herself.


  Joe looked up. Missy sat in the first row on the left side with her back to them, next to the broad buckskin-covered shoulders of Marcus Hand. Missy had her hair up in a matronly bun and was
  wearing a light print dress. The effect, Joe thought, was that she looked older than her age. He was shocked.


  He wondered if Hand had coached her. After all, she’d been at home on the ranch for a week since she made bail, sharing the rambling mansion with Hand and his team of attorneys,
  paralegals, and investigators. She’d had plenty of time to regroup since the arrest and to work on her appearance, to work her magic. But for those without that knowledge, it looked as though
  she’d thrown on a dress minutes before court in her jail cell and had been denied makeup or a mirror.


  On the other side of the aisle, Dulcie Schalk studied notes on a legal pad. She wore a dark business suit with a skirt and black flats. Sheriff McLanahan lounged next to Schalk, arm flung back
  over the bench, chin up, and looking smarmy and bored, Joe thought.


  Four people stood in front of the bench as Judge Hewitt glared down at them. The two men in the middle were in orange jumpsuits and boat shoes. They had long black hair and dark skin. Joe
  recognized them as Eddie and Brent Many Horses, Eastern Shoshones from the reservation. They’d been long-distance runners in high school and he’d checked their fishing licenses more
  than once. Bookending the Many Horses was public defender Duane Patterson on their left, and Dulcie Schalk’s deputy county attorney Jack Pym on their right.


  “What’s going on?” Marybeth whispered to Joe, as they found a seat several rows back from her mother.


  “Arraignment day,” Joe whispered back. “Judge Hewitt likes to do them one after the other each Monday. The Many Horses brothers are accused of stealing cars and dealing meth.
  Your mother is next in line.”


  “My God,” Marybeth whispered, shaking her head. “This is too unbelievable.”


  Joe sat back and took in the scene. Everyone, with the exception of the Many Horses brothers and their counsel, was waiting for the next event. Jim Parmenter and Sissy Skanlon sat amidst a
  cluster of a half-dozen reporters from various newspapers, radio and television stations. Several of McLanahan’s deputies, including Sollis, took over the seats directly behind Dulcie Schalk
  and the sheriff behind the prosecution table. A dozen or so local busybodies Joe usually saw clustered around coffee cups at the Burg-O-Pardner and the diner were scattered through the court,
  simply out of curiosity, he assumed. This was certainly a different feel from the initial appearance, and the gravity of the situation struck him. No doubt, he thought, Missy noticed it, too.


  “She’s looking back,” Marybeth whispered.


  Missy had turned in her seat to assess the courtroom crowd and her eyes searched slowly through the room until they found Joe and Marybeth. “She sees us,” Marybeth said.


  There were dark circles under her eyes and her skin looked like parchment. She looked so sad, so small, so... wronged.


  Marybeth clenched her fist in a “stay strong” gesture, and Missy smiled sadly and nodded. When she turned back around, Marybeth said to Joe, “I’ve never seen her look
  worse. How can anyone think she was capable of what she’s accused of?”


  Joe thought, Exactly.


  Judge Hewitt whacked his gavel and set a trial date for the Many Horses brothers. The brothers and their attorney shuffled out in their boat shoes, throwing suspicious glances
  at the growing crowd in the courtroom who weren’t there for them.


  “Next,” Hewitt said, glancing down at his schedule. “Twelve Sleep County versus Missy Alden on the charge of conspiracy and first-degree murder.”


  Marybeth grasped his arm with both of her hands at the words.


  “Showtime,” Joe muttered to Marybeth.


  Dulcie Schalk looked young, sharp, athletic, and competent, Joe thought, as she ran through the charges for Hewitt. She outlined the county’s case with devastating brevity.


  “Your Honor,” she said, standing and holding her legal pad in front of her but barely glancing at it, “the county charges the defendant, Mrs. Alden, of deliberately murdering
  her fifth husband, Earl Alden. Mr. Alden was about to file divorce proceedings against her, which would have left her without the majority of the financial empire she’d worked so long and
  hard to obtain. We will prove beyond a reasonable doubt that Mrs. Alden, upon learning of the pending divorce proceedings, actively engaged in the pursuit of hiring a killer to carry out her plan.
  And we know this, Your Honor, because a man who was asked to pull the trigger will tell us so. He’ll also testify that when he was unwilling to commit the murder on the defendant’s
  behalf, the defendant did it herself. Our witness is working closely with the county and he’s been fully cooperative. He’s agreed to become a State’s witness and testify against
  her. We have phone records to prove communications between Mrs. Alden and the murderer-for-hire. We have the murder weapon and forensic evidence to prove it. And we will establish both motive and
  opportunity.”


  Schalk paused to turn and point her finger at Missy at the next table. Joe followed her gesture and found Missy’s reaction discordant with the buildup. Missy looked demurely at the county
  attorney, moisture in her eyes. Her lips trembled. Despite his inclinations, Joe’s heart went out to her.


  Schalk continued, “The people ask that the defendant”—she looked down at her pad—“Missy Wilson Cunningham Vankueren Longbrake Alden—be tried for these
  charges and punished to the full extent of the law.”


  There were several gasps from spectators, as well as a whistle of satisfaction. Joe doubted most of the spectators in the courtroom were fully aware of Missy’s track record, and had
  certainly never heard the names of all of her exhusbands strung together like that. It was a bit of theater that appeared to have worked. Sheriff McLanahan turned in his seat and glowed, basking in
  the reaction and by doing so taking credit for it. Marybeth’s grip on Joe’s arm had become vise-like, and he could no longer feel the fingers on his left hand.


  “First things first, Miss Schalk,” Hewitt said, showing a cool edge of annoyance. “You seem to be getting ahead of yourself.”


  He raised his eyebrows and took in Missy and Marcus Hand. Joe noticed a softening in the judge’s features when he beheld Missy, and it surprised Joe that Missy’s appearance and
  demeanor had created the desired effect even on the judge.


  “Mrs. Alden,” he asked softly, “how do you plead to the charges?”


  It hung out there for a moment while neither Missy nor Hand responded. Then, as if so filled with disgust that the mere effort of standing seemed to demean him, the attorney rose and slowly
  swung his shaggy buffalo head at Dulcie Schalk. Joe could see him in profile, and it appeared the skin of his face had been drawn back in pure white rage.


  “Mrs. Alden?” Hewitt prompted. “What say you?”


  Missy looked up at Hand in expectation. Hand continued to glare at Schalk. Schalk responded by looking away, but Joe could tell she was a little taken aback. He thought, Marcus Hand starts to
  earn his money now.


  Finally, after a full minute of tense silence, and as Hewitt craned forward and his eyes narrowed in annoyance, Hand’s voice rumbled out low and contemptuous. “We reject this
  outrageous frame-up and plead not guilty to each and every charge the county attorney has filed and every charge against my client she and Sheriff McLanahan may dream about filing in the
  future.”


  Hewitt blinked, then regained his footing. “Mr. Hand, that will be the last of your stage performances for the remainder of this trial.”


  Hand said defensively, “Your Honor—”


  “Can it,” Hewitt said. “Save it for the jury. Mrs. Alden, do you concur with your attorney’s statement?”


  “Yes, Your Honor,” Missy said, in a little-girl voice Joe had heard her use addressing his young daughters. “I’m not guilty of anything. I loved Earl.”


  Hewitt waved the last sentence away and struck his gavel. He narrowed and focused on Dulcie Schalk. “Miss Schalk, the county seems to have its ducks in a row and you appear to be chomping
  at the bit to proceed. Is there any good reason not to move along to scheduling at this point?”


  “Your Honor?” Schalk said, with a catch in her voice.


  “You heard me,” the judge said. “And I’ve heard enough from you. You seem to think you’ve got evidence and witnesses lined up. I see no reason to drag this out, do
  you?”


  “No, Your Honor...”


  “Pardon the court,” Hand said, looking around the room as if he couldn’t believe what was happening, “but once again Miss Schalk and the county have made damning
  allegations against my client based upon a mystery man they’ve not produced. While I’ve no doubt Miss Schalk is the most honorable county prosecutor in the land, I find it hard to
  believe that we will attempt an accelerated schedule when the star witness has yet to show his face and take the oath and attempt to condemn my client to a prison cell in Lusk or a lethal injection
  with a needle.”


  Schalk rolled her eyes when he said “needle”.


  “Miss Schalk?” Hewitt said. “Mr. Hand has a point.”


  “He’ll be here, the witness,” she said, faltering for a moment. “He’ll be here to testify. And for the record, we haven’t announced if we’ll seek the
  death penalty.”


  “So where is he now?” Hewitt asked.


  “Attending to personal matters,” she said. “We expect him back within days.”


  “Personal matters?” Hand said, shooting a glance at Joe, then turning to Hewitt. “This is the first we’ve heard of this. If one were suspicious or a cynic, one might come
  to the conclusion that the prosecution is hiding the witness away until they can spring him on the court without notice.”


  Schalk’s face flushed red. “I can assure you that’s not the case,” she said. “We’re ready to proceed.”


  Hewitt nodded and thumped the heel of his hand on his desk for emphasis. “That’s good,” he said. “That’s what I wanted to hear. The defendant is hereby remanded for
  trial to begin on September twelfth, two weeks from today. Jury selection will begin that Monday morning.”


  Marcus Hand quickly folded his arms across his chest as if to prevent his hands from reaching out and throttling Judge Hewitt. He said, “Two weeks, Your Honor? Is this a major murder trial
  or are we scheduling a track meet?”


  Hewitt let that echo through the courtroom—there were a couple of sniggers—then turned his full attention back to Hand.


  “No, Mr. Marcus Hand, famed criminal defense attorney and best-selling author, this is not a track meet and this is not Teton County or Denver or Hollywood or Georgetown. This is Twelve
  Sleep County, and this is my courtroom.”


  Hand took a deep breath and let his arms drop, fully cognizant of the fact he’d angered the judge. He shuffled his feet, recalcitrant, and looked down at the floor.


  “It seems to me, Mr. Hand, if your client is as wrongly accused as you claim and as innocent as you insist, that you’d want to clear her as quickly as possible and let her go home
  for good. Why you’d want to let her twist in the legal wind for weeks and months is something that doesn’t strengthen your position. And if the charges are as shallow and contemptible
  as you indicate, you should want nothing more than an opportunity to quickly disprove them. Am I missing something?”


  “No, Your Honor,” Hand said. “It’s just that I want to present the best possible defense. We’ve yet to see all the evidence gathered by the prosecutor, or had a
  chance to interview their so-called star witness...”


  “You heard her—you’ll have all that,” Hewitt said. “Miss Schalk, turn everything over without any further delay and make the statements of your witness available to
  the defense. Got that?”


  Hewitt turned to Hand. “Any motions?”


  Hand made a motion to dismiss the case. Hewitt laughed, denied it, and asked if there were any others. Joe expected Hand to open his briefcase and produce a dozen motions to delay the trial or
  make Dulcie Schalk’s life a living hell.


  “No motions, Your Honor,” Hand said.


  Joe sat back, perplexed.


  “So we’re set,” Hewitt said.


  Schalk nodded, then followed with a weak “Yes, Your Honor.”


  Marybeth talked briefly with Missy and Marcus Hand after the proceeding was recessed, while Joe went into the hallway to wait. The bailiff, an ex-rodeo cowboy nicknamed
  Stovepipe, sauntered from behind the metal detector he manned into the courtroom and grinned at Joe.


  “He’s something, ain’t he?” Stovepipe said.


  “Moves things right along,” Joe said.


  Stovepipe switched a toothpick from the left side of his mouth to the right in a deft move. “I get the impression that celebrity lawyer from Jackson might not know what hit him.”


  “He knows,” Joe said. “He’s done this before.”


  “You think?”


  As they approached Joe’s pickup, Marybeth said, “What just happened? Mom’s in shock.”


  “He runs a tight ship,” Joe said. “Judge Hewitt doesn’t screw around. Marcus Hand will have to be amazing. Of course, Hand’s specialty is jury manipulation, not
  judge manipulation.”


  “Which won’t be necessary,” Marybeth said, “for an innocent woman.”


  Joe nodded.


  “I’m pretty good at reading people,” she said, climbing up into the cab, “but I couldn’t read the judge. He seemed to be angry at everyone.”


  “He’s in a hurry,” Joe said, starting the engine.


  “But why?” Marybeth asked, shaking her head.


  “Talked to Stovepipe,” Joe said. “Judge Hewitt drew a tag for a Dall sheep in Alaska. If he gets one, he’ll complete his grand slam: Stone, Rocky Mountain bighorn, desert
  big-horn, and Dall. Trophy hunters like Judge Hewitt will do anything to complete their grand slam, and this may be his only chance. The season up there opens and closes next month. I’ll
  check with a couple of buddies I know in the Alaska Fish and Game to get the particulars.”


  Marybeth moaned aloud. “He’s hurrying so he can go hunting? When my mother’s life is at stake?”


  “Man’s got priorities,” Joe said. “Hand has to realize he needs to work within them. A Dall sheep permit is a once-in-a-lifetime deal.”


  “She looked so... lonely up there,” Marybeth said. “For the first time in my life, I realized she has no one to support her. She has no friends, Joe.”


  He turned toward the library. “Can’t blame that on anybody but her,” he said.


  “But it’s so sad. She’s truly alone now.”


  “She’s got you,” Joe said.


  “But not you,” Marybeth countered.


  “Didn’t say that.”


  “Don’t look so glum, pretty lady.” Marcus Hand grinned at Marybeth as he approached them across the courthouse lawn.


  “Why not?” Marybeth asked. Joe looked on.


  Hand said, “’Cause we’ve got ’em right where we want ’em.”


  Marybeth looked at Joe for an explanation, and he shrugged back at her.


  She said, “I thought you objected to the two weeks? I was surprised you did absolutely nothing to gain more time.”


  Hand chuckled. He looked at Joe, and Joe raised his eyebrows, also curious.


  “Okay,” Hand said, “but this is the last time I talk strategy with you. Not because I don’t trust you two, but because... well, just because.


  “The news about Bud was unexpected, but wonderful. It means one of two things: they’re hiding him away or they don’t know where he is. We can work with each of those
  possibilities. But the important thing is their entire case rests almost entirely on the credibility of their star witness. If they’re hiding him, it’s for a reason, like they
  can’t trust what he’ll say in public or my questioning of him will destroy their case. That’s good, too. If they don’t know where he is, it means he may not even show up. Or
  if he does, his credibility is already shot because of his flaky nature. This is all good. So the faster we go to trial, the better for us.”


  Hand leaned back on his boot heels and smiled.


  “One other thing,” Marybeth said. “My mom is innocent.”


  “Of course she is!” Hand said.



     
  


  AUGUST 30


  To be happy at home is the ultimate result of all ambition.


  —Samuel Johnson
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  “I HATE HOW this has taken over our lives,” Marybeth said to Joe, thunking her fork down next to her half-eaten dinner salad on the
  picnic table outside the Burg-O-Pardner. Joe was finishing his burger with Rocky Mountain oysters on the side. He didn’t know why he’d ordered so much and knew he’d feel lethargic
  later in the afternoon.


  “We don’t have to let it,” he said, after swallowing. They had local grass-fed beef at the Burg-O-Pardner, ground lean, and they broke state law by cooking it medium rare on
  request. He wished he didn’t like the hamburgers so much.


  “Our girls are weirded out and neglected,” she said. “April is no doubt plotting something while our attention is diverted, and Lucy is miffed how little attention she’s
  gotten from us about that part in the play. Joe, she’s the lead. She sings and everything. The girl is talented, but you know what she said to me this morning before she went to
  school?”


  “What?”


  “She said, ‘Female stars like to say they’re actors, not actresses. So if an older woman kills someone, is she a murderer or murderess?’”


  Joe put down the rest of his sandwich. “She asked that?”


  “Yes. This plays heavily on her mind. No doubt she’s heard things at school.”


  “How is April handling it? At school, I mean. High school kids are the worst.”


  Marybeth sighed. “They are. And it’s even worse in that she said some of popular kids now think she’s kind of cool having a grandmother who’s accused of murder. Can you
  imagine that?”


  “I can,” Joe said sullenly.


  “And there’s a lot going on we’re missing. I almost forgot to tell you, in fact. Eleanor Sees Everything at the library said Alisha Whiteplume didn’t show up for work
  last Monday and no one’s heard from her. The folks at the high school are getting worried. Apparently, she’s not at her house and her stepdaughter is still with her grandmother. And her
  grandmother hasn’t heard a word from her.”


  Joe’s mouth got suddenly dry. He took a long drink from his iced tea. He said, “Alisha is missing?”


  “It’s not like her,” Marybeth said. “You know how responsible she is.”


  Joe rubbed his jaw.


  “Do you think Nate knows she’s missing?” Marybeth asked, trying to act nonchalant. “I think he’d want to know, don’t you?”


  He grunted.


  “I know what you’re thinking, that she’s with him. But she wouldn’t leave that little girl without letting her grandmother know.”


  “Has anyone called the sheriff?”


  Marybeth rolled her eyes. “Eleanor said they called yesterday. She said one of McLanahan’s flunkies said Alisha hadn’t been missing long enough to do anything yet. He implied
  keeping track of local Indians wasn’t their first priority since they almost always show up eventually.”


  “He said that?” Joe asked.


  “I don’t know whether he said it outright. Either way, Eleanor was angry about it. But that doesn’t matter. If Alisha is missing, that’s a big deal.”


  She let it hang there.


  Joe finally broke the silence. “Honey, I’m not sure whether you’re asking me to try to find Bud, clear your mother, try to find Alisha, call Nate, go to the school play,
  lecture April, or do everything at once. I’m only one guy, and I have a job to do on the side.”


  Her eyes narrowed and shut him down. He was immediately sorry he’d let his frustration boil to the surface. He reached out and squeezed her hand. The one without the fork in it.


  “Sometimes,” he said, “I think if we traded minds for an hour there’d be so much going on in yours I’d drive off a cliff because I couldn’t take all the
  voices. You, however, would probably be able to relax because it’s so quiet and not much is going on except maybe you’d want to take a little nap.”


  She simply stared at him for a moment before she burst out laughing.


  “That’s what I wanted to see,” he said, and chanced a smile back.


  But on the haphazard list he’d created in his mind, he added another task: Find Alisha.


  Joe pulled into the library parking lot and they sat there a minute before Marybeth went in. He could tell she was processing what she’d heard and sorting it out. He told
  her about Bud’s absence the week before, hesitating when he confessed forcing the lock, but she seemed unfazed.


  “So they don’t know where Bud is, either?” she asked.


  “I don’t think so. I can only imagine the scene when McLanahan tells Dulcie Schalk he’s misplaced the star witness.”


  “What do they have if they don’t have Bud?”


  Joe shrugged. “They may not have the airtight case they thought they had. I could see Hand blowing it wide open.”


  “They still have his statements, though?”


  “I assume so. We don’t know what he said, but we can assume it’s pretty bad for Missy. But without Bud...”


  “Dulcie wouldn’t hide him, would she?” Marybeth asked. “From what you described, it sounds like he packed up for a few days. It’s not like someone kidnapped him and
  took him away?”


  “There were no signs of a struggle,” Joe said. “I doubt kidnappers would tell him to grab his toothbrush before they took him somewhere.”


  “I’ll bet Dulcie will be in full panic mode,” she said. “Same with the sheriff.”


  Joe agreed.


  “What if we find him first?” she asked.


  Joe said nothing. He wasn’t sure he liked where she seemed to be headed. “What if we did?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “I’m not sure. But maybe he ran because he’s been making this up all along and his conscience got the best of him? Maybe he’d like a chance to recant
  his part in the frame-up?”


  “Marybeth,” Joe said, reaching out and touching her hand. “There’s still the rifle. And if Earl really was in the process of divorcing her... well, it still doesn’t
  look very good.”


  “How do they know he was going to leave her?” she asked. “Was that from Bud, too?”


  Joe shrugged. He hadn’t thought of that.

  “Where would Bud go to hide out?” she asked. “We know him pretty well. You know him. Where would he go?”



     
  


  AUGUST 31


  The truth is incontrovertible, malice may attack it, ignorance may deride it, but in the end, there it is.


  —Winston Churchill



     
  


  20


  THE NEXT DAY, after checking the licenses and stamps for a group of antelope hunters from Texas, Joe drove across the break
  lands to the home of Bob and Dode Lee of the Lee Ranch, which bordered Missy and Earl’s property. Cumulus clouds scudded across the expanse of sky as a cold front approached, as if fleeing
  the state for warmer climates. As he approached the ranch headquarters, Joe was cognizant of the tops of the wind turbines peeking over the southern horizon, their tri-blades turning. There was the
  snap of fall in the air, and he’d had to scrape frost from his windshield that morning before leaving his sleeping house.


  After the arraignment and posting of bail, Marcus Hand had driven Missy home. According to Marybeth, Hand had sent for a large team of paralegals and additional lawyers from his Jackson Hole
  office. Team Missy, as Hand had taken to calling it, would occupy most of the bedrooms of the ranch house to prepare for the next stage of the trial. Cable news satellite trucks rumbled into
  Saddlestring, and a half-dozen legal reporters from newspapers as far away as New York and Los Angeles booked rooms at the Holiday Inn.


  There had been no news in regard to either Bud Longbrake or Alisha Whiteplume. Joe had placed a call to the sheriff’s office to check on Alisha and gotten Sollis, who said they were giving
  it another day or two before opening an inquiry. When Joe asked why, Sollis said he didn’t appreciate the implication and hung up on him.


  Unlike the spectacular stone headquarters on the adjoining Thunderhead Ranch once occupied by Missy and Earl Alden and now serving as command central for Team Missy, the
  Lees’ place was clapboard, tired, and utilitarian. The once white house needed a coat of paint and the old gray shingles on the roof were warped and cracked from sun and weather. It sat in a
  wind-whipped grove of Austrian pines—the only standing trees for miles—on the high prairie at the end of a rough two-track. The trees all leaned to the south. The windward sides were
  flattened and the southern sides were bushy and gnarly as if they’d all been shot in the back and were reaching out with branch-hands to break their fall. Joe thought the word
  “hardscrabble” would have had to be invented to describe the Lee Ranch if it didn’t already exist.


  The ranch compound consisted of the house, three battered metal Quonsets that served as garages, an oversized peeling wooden barn, and an intricate set of corrals and chutes built with crooked
  poles sunk into the hard ground and linked with haphazard railings. Hereford cattle and bony horses fed on piles of hay scattered across the ground within the corrals and looked up at the
  approaching green pickup.


  He didn’t know the Lees well. They weren’t the kind of ranchers who participated in the community or in public meetings, politics, or even the state livestock organizations. They
  kept to themselves, making no demands when it came to problem game animals or hunters, for that matter. Joe had heard the rumor that Bob Lee once took care of elk feeding on his hay by mowing them
  down with a .30-06 rifle and burying the carcasses with his front-end loader, but there’d never been a call or report on him.


  Hollow-eyed mixed-breed ranch dogs came boiling out from beneath the front porch as Joe got out. He quickly jumped back in his pickup next to Tube, who was alarmed but not exactly motivated to
  protect him from the snarling pack. The dogs circled his pickup as if they’d treed it, snapping their teeth in the air and yapping. It was obvious there were people around; the lights were on
  inside and five vehicles—two battered ranch pickups, a later model Jeep Cherokee, and two low-slung restored muscle cars from the 1970s—were parked around him. Joe waited for someone
  inside the house to come out and call the dogs back.


  Finally, a woman pushed through the front screen door and held it open, as if unsure if she wanted to come all the way out or go back in. She was old and heavy, wore a faded tent-like dress and
  bright yellow Crocs on her feet and her iron-colored hair was in curlers. She squinted at Joe’s pickup with her mouth clamped tight, and Joe slid his window down and said, “Mrs. Lee,
  can you call off your dogs so I can talk with you and Bob?”


  He saw Dode Lee turn to someone inside and mouth “game warden” as if answering a question. To Joe, she said, “They won’t hurt you, those dogs. They haven’t bit
  anyone in years.”


  “I believe you,” Joe said cheerfully, not sure if he believed her but reminding himself that one-third of his job description fell under the heading Landowner Relations,
  “but I’d appreciate it if you’d call them back.”


  Again, Dode Lee turned to address someone inside. “He’s scared of the dogs,” she said, rolling her eyes. Then back to Joe, “What is it you need?”


  “Just to talk to you for a minute,” he said. “It won’t take long.”


  “He says he wants to talk to us,” Dode reported. Then back to Joe: “What about?”


  A large man with shoulder-length black hair and a basketball-sized beer belly shouldered past Dode and yelled angrily at the dogs. He was wearing greasy denim jeans and a black Aerosmith
  T-shirt. He also wore Crocs, which Joe thought odd. The dogs cringed at his voice, one yelped as if struck, and they crawled back to the house. Joe knew how dogs behaved around someone who had
  severely beaten them, and this pack was a case study. He swung out and shut his door on Tube, who, now that he was safe and the dogs were gone, started barking at them. That was the corgi part in
  him, Joe thought with regret.


  “Thanks,” he said to the man. “They’re obviously scared of you.”


  “Good reason for that,” the man said.


  The big man was much younger than Dode, although Joe could see some resemblance in his rough wide face and unfriendly manner. He thought he must be her son.


  “Are you Wes Lee?”


  “Yeah,” he said.


  “Joe Pickett.”


  “I know. I heard of you.” He said it in a way that suggested Wes wasn’t impressed at all.


  “Mind if I talk to your folks for a couple minutes?”


  Wes glanced at his mother, who looked back without expression. “Make it quick,” he said. “We’re kind of busy today.”


  Joe nodded. He didn’t question what it was they were busy doing. “Mind if I come in?”


  “If it’s about Earl Alden,” Dode said, “we don’t have much good to say.”


  “It’s about him,” Joe replied, trying to see past Wes, who hadn’t moved his bulk from the top of the porch steps to let Joe by. “Your neighbor.”


  “Couldn’t have happened to a better guy,” Dode Lee said.


  “Mom,” Wes said to Dode, while eyeing Joe suspiciously, “the less you talk to law enforcement, the better. They can twist your words around and use it against you.”


  “So you’ve had some experience in that regard,” Joe said breezily, stepping around Wes, trying not to show he was wary of the son’s bulk, size, and attitude.


  “That was years ago,” Wes said, fully aware of his effect on Joe and only reluctantly letting him by.


  Joe nodded and made a mental note to himself to look up Wes Lee’s rap sheet after the interview. Joe had spent years trying to read people the first time he encountered them in the field,
  and he had the strong impression Wes owned a mean streak a mile wide.


  The home was dark and cluttered and smelled of cigarette smoke, motor oil, and dogs. The reason for the oil smell was obvious. An engine block sat on a stained tarp in the
  middle of the living room. Tools were scattered around it. Joe wondered why the work wasn’t being done in one of the three outbuildings, but he didn’t ask about it. People’s homes
  were people’s homes.


  Bob Lee sat in a worn lounge chair at the back of the room next to a tall green oxygen bottle. Despite the yellowed tube that ran from the tank to a respirator that clipped under his nose, Bob
  held a lit cigarette between two stained fingers. Joe glanced at the decal on the side of the tank that read:


  
    
      
        WARNING: NO SMOKING


        OXYGEN IN USE


        NO OPEN FLAMES

      

    

  


  The television was on: The Price Is Right. Lee had a large frame but looked sunken in on himself, as if his flesh had collapsed over his skeleton. He had large rheumy eyes, thin lips, and
  folds of loose skin that lapped over his shirt collar.


  “What’s the game warden want with us?” Bob asked, his voice both scratchy and challenging.


  Joe removed his hat and held it in his hands. Wes came back in and sat on his engine block with his big hands on his knees and looked up at Joe expectantly. Dode hung back, not far from the
  door, as if she needed to be close to it in case she had to escape.


  Joe said, “I was just wondering if all of you were around last week. Sunday and Monday, to be specific. I was wondering if you saw anything unusual on the day Earl Alden was killed, since
  his place is next to yours.”


  Bob commenced coughing. It took a moment for Joe to realize the old man had started to laugh, but the phlegm in his throat made him cough instead. Wes looked over at his father, not alarmed by
  the reaction. Dode tut-tutted from her place near the door. Joe found it interesting that both wife and son deferred completely to the old man and waited for him to speak. Especially Wes.

  “Unusual like what?” Bob asked.


  “You know,” Joe said, “vehicles you didn’t recognize on the county roads. Strangers about, or even people you know who were out and about on a Sunday.”


  “Maybe like equipment trucks and construction vehicles?” Bob asked, sarcasm tainting his tone. “Like hundreds of goddamned wind farm people driving through our ranch raising
  dust and scattering our cattle? Like engineers and politicians driving through our place like they owned it? Like that?”


  Joe said nothing.


  “That’s just a normal day around here,” Bob said. “It’s been like that for a year. And now we have the noise.”


  Joe said, “The noise?”


  “Open that kitchen window, Dode,” Bob commanded.


  Mrs. Lee left her place near the door and entered the kitchen. The big window over the sink faced south, and she unlatched it and slid it open.


  Joe heard it: the distant but distinct high-frequency whine of the turbine blades slicing through the sky, punctuated by squeaks and moans of metal-on-metal.


  “The goddamned noise,” Bob said. “It drives the dogs crazy. It drives us crazy. Gives me headaches, I swear, and makes Dode crankier than hell. That odd sound you hear means
  the bearings are going out on one of the turbines. Eventually, I guess, they’ll have to climb up there and replace it. But until they do, we get to listen to it twenty-four hours a goddamned
  day.”


  Joe nodded. He was surprised he hadn’t noticed the high but constant whine before he entered the house, but concluded it had been drowned out by barking dogs and the gusts of wind.


  “That’s what we get to listen to all our damned lives, thanks to Earl Alden,” Bob said. “And that’s not counting all the heavy equipment on our roads. I suppose you
  saw the start of them transmission lines on the way in?”


  “Yup.” Tower after tower of gleaming steel coursing across the sagebrush, power cables sagging between them like super-sized clotheslines.


  “Earl was behind that. Because he owns the wind energy company, he’s somehow considered to be a utility, which means he has the right to condemn that corridor across our ranch so
  they could put those up. That way, he can ship his power to the grid somewhere.”


  “You got paid, though, right?” Joe asked. “They have to pay you fair market value.”


  Bob sneered. “Which is next to nothing. Dry land pasture doesn’t have much value, they said. Breaking up the ranch that has been in my family for four generations don’t mean
  nothing when it comes to the state and the Feds on a goddamned crusade for wind power.”


  “Fucking windmills,” Wes said, practically spitting the words out. Joe glanced at Wes and was surprised by his vehemence. Definitely a mean streak, Joe thought. A big guy like that
  could easily hoist a body up the inside of a wind tower.


  Bob said, “This county sits right on top of natural gas, oil, coal, and uranium. I have the mineral rights, but no one’s interested because they all think that’s dirty and bad
  these days. But for some damned reason, they think wind power is good. So they got all this federal money and tax credits and bullshit. Anything that has to do with wind power just gets
  steamrolled through. Let me ask you something, Mr. Game Warden.”


  “Ask away,” Joe said, hoping to end the diatribe and get back to his questions.


  “When you look at a wind turbine, do you see a thing of beauty? Is it more beautiful than an oil well or a gas rig?”


  Joe said, “I see a wind turbine. Nothing more or less.”


  “Ha!” Bob said, tilting his head. “Then you need to get with the damned program, son. You’re supposed to behold the prettiest goddamned thing you ever saw. It’s
  supposed to make you feel all warm and fuzzy inside. The sight of it is supposed to give you a boner.”


  Wes barked a laugh and slapped his knees. Dode said, “Bob Lee!”


  Joe shrugged.


  “Earl Alden claimed he loved those windmills. He’d always talk up his wind farm while he was getting his government checks and getting the locals to condemn my land for the
  transmission towers. But you notice where he put ’em, don’t you? Right outside my window on that big ol’ ridge. He put ’em where he wouldn’t have to look at them or
  hear them all goddamned day, on a ridge where the wind never stops blowing. Right up against my property. They mess up my sky, son, and they mess up the quiet. I can’t take it. A man
  shouldn’t have to take it just so a gaggle of politicians back east can feel good about themselves.”


  “I understand,” Joe said. “But that’s not what I wanted to ask you about.”


  Bob leaned forward and removed the oxygen tube from his nose with one hand while raising the cigarette with the other in a well-practiced way. He inhaled deeply, sat back, and plugged the oxygen
  apparatus back in. Joe watched the exchange while holding his own breath, anticipating an explosion and fireball that did not come. Bob said, “So if you want to ask us if we feel bad Earl
  Alden got killed and hung up from one of his towers like a piece of meat, the answer is hell no.”


  “Hell no!” Dode chirped from the kitchen while closing and latching the window.


  “But you didn’t see anything unusual Sunday?” Joe asked again, trying to bring it back. “Anything you told the sheriff, or didn’t think of until now?”


  “The sheriff?” Bob said. “He ain’t been out here. You’re the first. And not that it matters, ’cause I don’t even look out anymore. I hear them equipment
  trucks and Rope the Wind vehicles, but I don’t even look out at them anymore because it makes me so damned mad.”


  “What about you, Dode?” Joe asked. “Or Wes? Did you see or hear anything?”


  Dode shook her head. “We keep the curtains shut most of the time anymore,” she said. “We never used to do that, but we do now. And we keep the windows shut on account of the
  dust those trucks kick up.”


  “Wes?”


  The son had an odd smile on his face, Joe thought. Almost a smirk. “I guess I was just working on my engine all day,” he said, unconvincingly. “I’m trying to get that
  ’69 Pontiac GTO Judge out there to run again. You probably saw it when you drove up. That’s from when they made real cars and Americans weren’t scared to drive them.”


  Joe was silent. He stood and let the silence become oppressive, hoping one of them would rush to fill it with something that might prove useful. But Dode stood kneading her hands, Wes stared at
  a spot on the wall, and Bob did his quick oxygen-for-cigarette move again.


  He stood up and said, “Do you have any idea who might have had it in for Earl Alden? Enough to kill him?”


  Bob snorted, as if to say, Who doesn’t?


  “Well,” Joe said, digging a card out of his uniform shirt, “I thank you for your time. If anyone thinks of anything, feel free to give me a call.” He crossed the room and
  offered the card to Bob, who wouldn’t reach out and take it. Humiliated, Joe placed it on a cluttered end table next to the lounge chair.


  “I heard Missy Alden did it,” Dode said, her eyes lighting up. “I wouldn’t put it past that stuck-up... well, I can’t say the word but it rhymes with
  ‘ditch’.”


  Joe stifled a smile, despite himself. He clamped his hat on and headed for the door. As he opened it, he turned back. The three of them hadn’t moved. There was something they weren’t
  telling him, he was sure of it.


  “I was wondering,” Joe said, “why you couldn’t take advantage of the wind opportunities you describe. You’ve got the land and you sure do have the wind, and it
  sounds like there’s big money in it.”


  Bob said, “You really want to know what’s going on?”


  “I’m curious.”


  “Then come back in here and sit yourself down, son. Wes, clear a place on that damned engine block for the game warden.”
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  NATE ROMANOWSKI STOOD deep in a grove of aspen on a mountainside in the Salt River Range. It was a
  cool fall day with a slight breeze that rattled the dry heart-shaped aspen leaves with a sound like a musical shaker. To the north was the town of Alpine and, beyond that, Jackson Hole. To his
  south was Afton. From where he stood in the shadows, he could see a distant silvery bend of the Grays River, and when he faced west he could see Freedom, Wyoming, just inside the Idaho border.
  He’d hidden his Jeep in an alcove in the dark timber above and hiked down the weathered two-track to the rendezvous spot.


  He was waiting for a man to deliver a gun.


  Nate checked his pocket watch. Large Merle was an hour late. Plenty of things could have happened to delay him, Nate knew, but he took a few steps farther back into the aspens
  and hunkered down just in case Merle had been intercepted by someone who was out there looking for him. Lord knew, he thought, there were enough people after him these days.


  The sound of the motor came with a gust of wind. A flock of gold leaves dislodged and fluttered to the ground like wing-shot birds. Within a few minutes, the sound became pronounced. It was
  punctuated by the grinding of the transmission as the driver missed a gear on the climb. Merle drove like that—badly—and Nate rose.


  The toothsome grille of Large Merle’s 1978 Dodge Power Wagon thrust through the brush below, and Nate didn’t move or blink until he could see there was only one occupant in the cab.
  One very big occupant.


  Nate raised a hand and stepped out from the trees. The dry leaves crunched underfoot like cornflakes. Through the windshield, Merle nodded in recognition and goosed the Dodge up the road. When
  he reached Nate, Merle killed the engine, jammed on the parking brake, and swung out. Nate watched Merle carefully, looking for the sign of a tell.


  Large Merle was seven feet tall and weighed about four hundred and fifty pounds, Nate guessed. Although he could afford a newer vehicle, the Dodge had been adapted to a man of Merle’s size
  by retrofitting the seat flush against the back cab wall and cutting lengths out of the brake and clutch arms. Large Merle left the keys in his Dodge all the time because, he’d once told
  Nate, no car thief was big enough to steal it.


  What Nate was looking for on Merle’s face was a nervous twitch or a refusal to make eye contact. Or if Merle started spouting small talk unrelated to the matter at hand. Any of those
  traits would be a sign of guilt and thus the end of Large Merle.


  Nate had always believed in justice even if he didn’t believe in many laws. And if Merle revealed anything besides remorse or blind stupidity, Nate would see that justice was done.


  “You’re a sight,” Large Merle said, stepping out of his truck. “Sorry I’m late.”


  “I was starting to wonder,” Nate said, watching Merle closely. So far, so good.


  “It took longer than they thought it would to mount the scope. We went with a Leupold 4X in the end.”


  Nate nodded. “Good scope.”


  “That’s what they said.”


  Merle was studying his boot tops. Not looking up. Nate felt something begin to swell inside him.


  Then Merle said, “I feel so goddamned bad about what happened. I blame myself for those yahoos getting through my place, Nate, and I’m just so sorry.”


  Nate let the words hang in the air until the breeze floated them away. He sounded sincere.


  “It was a girl that made me screw up, Nate,” Merle said, glancing up, his eyes begging for understanding. “A woman, I should say. She came into the cafe two nights before. She
  said she was from East Texas and she was going to visit her sister somewhere in Montana. Ekalaka, I think she said. Damn, she had pretty eyes and a nice figure and she asked me to come
  along.”


  Nate watched Merle carefully.


  “There ain’t that many girls who like a guy like me,” Merle said. “It wasn’t always like this, you know. Back when I went two hundred twenty, two hundred fifty, I
  didn’t have that many problems. Lots of girls thought I played basketball,” he said, chuckling.


  “I remember,” Nate said. “I was there.”


  Merle had been in Nate’s unit in black ops. They’d served together in Africa, South America, and the Middle East. He’d been there when the whole thing blew up.


  Merle still stared at his boots. “Yeah. But it’s been a long time since a girl looked at me that way. When she said to come along with her and meet her sister... hell, I just took my
  apron off right there at the grill and followed her out the door. I don’t think I even locked up the place and I sure as hell forgot to let you know I was leaving. I hope you can forgive me
  just a little.”


  “Hmmm,” Nate said.


  Large Merle took a deep breath and chanced a smile. He acted as if a huge weight had been lifted from his neck and shoulders. “All I want is a little understanding,” he said.
  “And I swear to you right now I’ll help you find them. I’ll stick with you until we find those bastards.”


  Nate shook his head. “Thanks for the offer, Merle, but this is all mine.”


  “Really, I want to help. Do you think it was The Five? Did they finally get a bead on you?”


  Nate reached up and scratched his chin. “It wasn’t professional. It wasn’t The Five, Merle. They were just sloppy amateurs and they left evidence behind. That only makes it
  worse. It’s just a matter of time before I find them.”


  “You got names?” Merle asked. “Locations?”


  “Not yet, but I’ve got fingerprints and DNA. I need to get them analyzed and I’ll have my boys do that. What I don’t know yet is who put them up to it and why. And who
  gave them my location. That bothers me.”


  “It wasn’t me, Nate,” Merle said. “If it was, I sure as hell wouldn’t be here now.”


  Nate nodded.


  “Hell, that girl took advantage of me. What a disappointment, you know?” Merle moaned. “Turned out she wanted me around as muscle so she could intimidate her sister into moving
  off the family ranch so she could move in. It was complicated as hell, but my gal left the place a long time ago and wanted to come back and claim it. Once I found out what the deal was about, I
  slunk back to Kaycee with my tail between my legs. That’s when I saw what happened to your place while I was gone. When I saw the wreckage... I thought they’d killed you. I was so damned
  happy when you called me. Women,” Merle said sadly. “Can’t live with ’em, can’t shoot ’em.”


  “Not all of them anyway,” Nate said.


  Merle looked up sharply. “One of them was a woman?”


  “That’s what my sources tell me,” Nate said. “She wasn’t the shooter, but she may have put them up to it.”


  “No name on her, either?”


  “I’ve got a good idea who it is,” Nate said.


  They drove up the mountainside in Merle’s Power Wagon with the box on the bench seat between them. The road leveled on a long plateau of short grass and knuckles of rock
  that stretched out flat several miles as if the terrain were gathering its strength before thrusting upward into the Salt River Range. An old barbed-wire fence stretched out parallel to the
  road.


  Nate picked up the box and hefted it in his hands. Heavy, and not quite right.


  “This isn’t a .454 Casull,” Nate said, looking over at Merle. “I thought we talked about the right weapon.”


  “Jesus,” Merle said. “You can tell by the weight?”


  “Couple of ounces different,” Nate said. “Lighter.”


  Merle whistled. Then: “You amaze me. You’re right; it’s not a .454. Seems Freedom Arms has a new model, and I thought you might want to give it a try.”


  Nate frowned back, perturbed.


  “Tell you what,” Merle said. “If you don’t like it, I’ll take it back for a .454 this afternoon and get the scope swapped. But at least make an informed
  decision.”


  “What new model?” Nate asked.


  “It’s called a .500 Wyoming Express,” Merle said. “Stainless steel five-shot revolver, just like what you’re used to, only bigger: fifty cal. A little over three
  pounds without the scope. It’s got a Model 83 chassis just like the .454 so it should feel the same in your hand. Seven-and-a-half-inch barrel. Shoots 1.765-inch belted cartridges at 35,000
  psi. Twice the power of a .44 magnum. The belted cartridge allows them to cut down a little on the cylinder weight.”


  Nate raised his eyebrows in appreciation.


  “It’s not as fast as your .454,” Merle said, “but the knockdown power is greater. The .454 has a TKO of 30, while the .500 goes 39. And according to the man who sold it
  to me, it’s like getting hit by a freight train as opposed to a car. It’ll knock down a moose or a cape buffalo or a grizzly like nothing else. The penetration is incredible. The
  bullets just blow through flesh and bone and are rarely ever recovered afterward, which is an attribute I thought you might appreciate.”


  Nate nodded. He liked that. “Range?”


  “Five-hundred-yard capability,” Merle said, “but it’s most effective within a hundred.


  “In the right hands,” he winked at Nate, “and with an adjustable scope, accurate one-thousand-yard shots are not impossible. Plus at close range, one could, you know, knock out
  a bulldozer.


  “Hell,” Merle said, “you’re Nate Romanowski. You’ve got the rep. You’ve got to have the baddest gun known to man or beast.”


  Nate said, “I’m getting interested.”


  He liked the way it felt in his hand, loved its balance and weight. Large Merle stood behind him, silent, letting him get acquainted with the weapon. Nate kneaded it with his
  hands, spun it on his finger through the trigger guard, checked out the scope, then opened the cylinder.


  He was well practiced with the model. He loaded one large shell, rotated the cylinder past an empty hole, then loaded the next three rounds. The idea was to leave the firing pin resting on the
  skipped cylinder for safety. Then he raised it like an extension of his right arm and cupped his left hand under his right. He kept both eyes open and cocked it with his left thumb. The snick-snick
  sound of rotating steel cylinder was tight and sweet, he thought.


  The fence they stood next to had warped wooden posts spaced every ten feet. He counted out fifteen posts from where he stood—fifty yards—and fired. The concussion was tremendous and
  it seemed like the air around them had been sucked away for a second. Large Merle cried out, “Jesus Christ! My ears... give a guy some warning.”


  The post was split cleanly down the middle. A wisp of smoke and dust rose from the top of the post. The barbed wire strands sang up and down the fence from the impact.


  Nate smiled grimly. “A different attitude than the .454,” he said more to himself than Merle. “The .454 is snappy compared to this. The .500 pushes straight back like a mule
  kick.”


  Then he counted out fifteen more posts and blew the top off one at a hundred yards. He let the gun kick back over his left shoulder near his ear, and as he leveled it, he thumbed the hammer on
  the down stroke. Another heavy boom, and a post a hundred fifty yards away shattered into splinters. He calculated, aimed down the fence line, and fired his last round.


  “My God,” Large Merle said, taking his fingers out of his ears. “But you missed the last one.”


  “No,” Nate said, “look farther down. At two-fifty.”


  The post at two hundred fifty yards was blown cleanly in two, and the top half sagged near the bottom half, held aloft by the strands of wire stapled to it.


  “It doesn’t need to be said, but that’s some shooting.”


  “Then why say it?” Nate asked. “You did well, Merle. This will do the job. How much?”


  “The .500 WE retails for twenty-three hundred dollars without the scope,” Large Merle said. “The shells alone cost three dollars each, so keep that in mind. But given the
  circumstances, you owe me exactly nothing.”


  Nate said, “I don’t like being obligated.”


  “Given the circumstances,” Merle said again, “it’s the least I can do. I really liked Alisha, you know. I know how you felt about her.”


  Nate said, “Let’s not talk about her, please.” And he raised the weapon and aimed it between Merle’s eyes.


  “Tell me again you didn’t know a thing about the people who killed her,” Nate said without inflection.


  Merle’s eyes got huge. He was close enough he could no doubt see the half-inch round of bronzed lead seated in the long, dark end of the barrel and no doubt envisioned what it would do to
  his head.


  “I didn’t know a thing,” Merle whispered.


  “Okay,” Nate said, letting the hammer down easy and slipping the weapon into his new shoulder holster. “Just needed to make sure.”


  Large Merle collapsed back on the grille of his pickup as if his legs had lost their strength. He put a big paw over his heart. He said, “I wish you wouldn’t do things like
  that.”


  Before they left the grassy plateau, Nate withdrew two one-hundred-dollar bills from his wallet, rolled them into a tight tube, and shoved it into one of the empty .500 brass
  cartridges. He jammed the brass into a crack in the first shattered target.


  “So the rancher can buy some new posts,” he explained to Merle.


  As they drove slowly down the mountain, Nate said, “Have you heard how Diane Shober is doing in Idaho?”


  Shober had been relocated via the growing underground network after what had happened the year before in the Sierra Madre with Joe Pickett. Nate hadn’t kept in contact with her, or with
  his friends who took her in.


  Merle said, “Changed her name and her hair color. She’s gained a little weight since she’s not running anymore. But from what I can tell, she’s settled in.”


  Nate grunted approvingly.


  “Learned to shoot,” Merle said. “She’s just waiting for the revolution, from what they tell me. Nate, what do you think? Will there be one? Will they come and try to take
  away our guns and our freedom?”


  “Don’t know,” Nate said. “I’ve only got one thing on my mind right now and it’s not that.”


  “I’m worried,” Large Merle said. “Everybody’s worried. But we ain’t gonna let it happen without a fight. What the bastards don’t really understand is
  what it means to have an armed citizenry.”


  Nate grunted again.


  “How you gonna get the fingerprint and DNA identification you mentioned?” Merle asked as they neared Nate’s Jeep.


  “I know a guy in law enforcement,” Nate said, looking away. “I’m pretty sure he’ll help.”


  “Is it the guy I’m thinking about? The one you had the falling out with over Diane Shober? The game warden?”


  Nate looked over and silenced Merle with a look.


  After a few beats, Merle said, “You want me to go down in the canyon and clean it up a little? Make it habitable again?”


  “No.”


  “So you aren’t coming back?”


  Nate shook his head. “If an angry woman and two yahoos can figure out where I am, The Five wouldn’t have any problem. No, I’m gone from there.”


  “Where are you gonna be?”


  “For now,” Nate said, patting the holster and the weapon, “I’m going hunting.”


  “Let me know if you need anything,” Merle said, pulling up next to the Jeep. “Money, ammunition, a home-cooked meal. Anything. Just let me know. And keep in touch.”


  Nate looked over. “Why?”


  Merle said, “In case we need you. If things turn real ugly, you know? Or if The Five decide to start taking out everybody from our old unit who’re still around. I know there
  aren’t many of us left, but as long as we breathe, we’re a threat to them.”


  Nate nodded, said good-bye with his eyes, and climbed out of Merle’s Power Wagon.


  As Large Merle rolled away, Nate got out of his shoulder holster and placed it on the hood of his Jeep. He withdrew the .500 WE and reached into his jeans pocket.


  He’d braided the three-inch length of Alisha’s hair into a stiff bolt and tied one end of it to a supple leather jess he’d last used on his murdered peregrine. Nate took the
  loose ends of the jess and knotted them to the end of the muzzle of his weapon, just behind the front blade site.


  He lifted the revolver and aimed it. The length of hair tilted slightly in the breeze. It would help when it came to gauging wind velocity for long-range shots. And it would remind him—as
  if he needed it—of the only thing he cared about right now.



     
  


  SEPTEMBER 2


  Speak not evil one of another, brethren... There is one lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy: who art thou that judgest another?


  —James 4:11–12



     
  


  22


  FRIDAY EVENING, JOE and Marybeth took Joe’s pickup to dinner at the Thunderhead Ranch. Missy had invited them, and
  Joe had been dreading the event all week. Lucy couldn’t join them because of play practice, and when they raised it with April, she said, “If I’m grounded, I’m
  friggin’ grounded.”


  “Family events can be an exception,” Marybeth said.


  “One of the problems with you people is you keep changing the rules,” April said, stalking back to her room and slamming the door.


  Her favorite new phrase, besides “frigging” was now the accusatory you people.


  Joe held the front door open for his wife. As she passed him, she said, “Marcus Hand better be as good as they say, because if he isn’t, April gains in power.”


  “Ouch,” Joe said, flinching.


  “I don’t want to do this,” Joe said, as they turned onto the highway.


  “I know,” Marybeth said. “I can’t say I’m very excited myself. But my mother needs to know she’s got some support, Joe. Can you imagine how she
  feels?”


  He bit his tongue and drove. If the woman had made any effort at all to befriend the locals or even show some respect for them, he thought, she might have a few allies.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” Marybeth said.


  “Can’t help it.”


  He’d taken a shower and changed into jeans and a Cinch shirt, but his face still burned from being outside in the wind and sun all day. Mourning dove season had opened on the first, and
  he’d spent the last two days in the field checking hunters and limits. There was no other season where all a successful hunter had to show for himself was a small bag of the soft gray birds
  that would barely make a single meal—even though it was a tasty one. But because mourning doves migrated out of the area as quickly as they arrived, it was a furious few days of hunting and
  work and he’d not been able to pursue his investigation further.


  Joe and Marybeth had not caught up because they’d been missing each other at home with his long days and her evening shift at the library.


  As they turned off the highway and passed under the magnificent elk antler arches that marked the entrance to the Thunderhead Ranch, he said, “I guess this will give me the chance to ask
  Missy a couple of questions that have been nagging me since my talk with Bob Lee.”


  “Like what?” she asked.


  Joe chinned toward the north in the direction of the Rope the Wind turbine project. “The wind,” he said. “It blows.”


  Dinner was served at the regal long table in the rarely used dining room. José Maria had been pulled from duty with the cows and dressed in a black jacket to serve ranch-raised
  beef tenderloin, asparagus with hollandaise, garlic-roasted sharp-tail grouse, and red-skinned new potatoes. Missy sat at one end picking, as usual, at tiny bits of food. She wore pearls and a
  black cocktail dress that showed off her trim figure and youthful legs, and Joe wondered if she could possibly be the same wan person he had seen in the courtroom.


  Marcus Hand occupied the other end of the table. He wore a loose guayabera shirt over jeans and cowboy boots. His reading glasses hung from a chain around his neck. He ate huge portions and
  loudly enjoyed them and washed down each bite with alternate gulps of either red or white wine. Hand was well known as a gourmand, and he’d penned dozens of unapologetic essays about eating
  large quantities of rich food. In one piece Joe had read in a national magazine, Hand lamented that fried chicken was rarely offered in local restaurants and that elites should stop looking down on
  big eaters who enjoyed their food in quantity. Hand dismembered a grouse by pulling it apart and gnawed the meat off the carcass. Then he snapped the thighbones in two and sucked out the
  marrow.


  Joe and Marybeth faced each other in the middle, shooting glances toward either end and exchanging puzzlement to each other when their eyes met. Joe had expected angst and gravity to accompany
  the meal, but not this. He couldn’t help but stare at the lawyer, who enjoyed his food with a kind of moaning passion that nearly made Joe feel like a voyeur.


  “This grouse,” Hand swooned, sitting back and letting his eyes roll back into his head while a half-eaten thigh jutted out of his mouth like a fat cigar, “may be one of the
  most succulent dishes I’ve ever had. And I’ve eaten well all over the world, as you know.”


  “It is good,” Missy said from the other end of the table. Her face beamed, and she seemed oddly relaxed. Marybeth obviously thought the same thing, and she had trouble hiding
  her agitation.


  “Fresh grouse,” Hand said, “is like fine wine. You can taste the pine nuts and the sage they eat in the meat itself, as if master chefs infused it. Few culinary artists in the
  world can come close to replicating the savory flavor of freshly roasted grouse no matter how many fancy sauces they cover the fowl with, or what they stuff it with.”


  “All these years,” Missy said, talking softly and directly to Hand as if Joe and Marybeth weren’t in the room, “I didn’t know how wonderful these birds could be.
  There they were, just flying around the place. I didn’t even know they were grouse. I thought they were just fat little birds.”


  Hand laughed and shook his woolly head. He was charmed by her, or doing a very good impression of it.


  “It’s like this dining room,” Missy said. “Earl never wanted to eat in here. He said it was too dark and he never liked to linger over fine food and wine. To Earl, food
  was just fuel. But it’s lovely, isn’t it? A lovely room to eat wonderful fresh grouse in.”


  “Mom,” Marybeth said sharply, “are you okay?”


  “I’m wonderful, honey,” Missy said, inflecting a slight Southern accent Joe had never heard before. He noted how the lilt made Hand smile in appreciation, as if
  she’d triggered something from his youth just the two of them understood.


  Joe felt his scalp crawl. She was flirting with him.


  “Marcus shot them,” Missy said. “He brought them to me this afternoon and said they would be as magnificent as they turned out to be.”


  “I find upland shooting relaxing,” Hand said, still looking at Missy. “I take my Purdey side-by-side shotgun with me everywhere I go, just in case. Hunting and shooting helps
  me clear my mind and focus only on the things that matter.”


  Missy turned her head slightly to hide her blush and her smile.


  Joe said, “Grouse season doesn’t open for two weeks.”


  “Excuse me?” Hand said.


  “You’re poaching.”


  It was suddenly very silent in the room. In his peripheral vision, Joe could see José Maria step backwards from Missy’s side into a dark corner.


  “Those are my birds,” Missy said. “They’re on my ranch.”


  “Nope,” Joe said. “They’re wild and managed by the state.”


  “I didn’t realize we lived in Communist China,” Missy said.


  Joe shrugged.


  “Marybeth,” Missy said, an edge in her voice, “your husband is a kill-buzz.”


  “That would be ‘buzzkill,’” Joe corrected. To Hand, he said, “I’ll drop off the citation later. Don’t worry. You can afford the fine.”


  Marcus Hand grinned at Joe, but his eyes couldn’t completely hide his anger and resentment.


  The rest of dinner proceeded awkwardly. Joe pretended not to notice. The grouse was delicious. Marybeth and Missy filled the vacuum with small talk about the girls, the
  library, the weather. Anything but the case.


  Marcus Hand studied his wineglasses and filled them often. Joe could hear the rest of Hand’s Jackson Hole legal team in the small dining area beyond the door. He thought
  there must be six or seven people eating dinner in the other room, like the kids’ table at Thanksgiving. He doubted they were being treated to grouse.


  As José Maria brought out small dishes of vanilla ice cream with bourbon sauce, Joe turned to Missy.


  “How involved were you with The Earl’s wind project?”


  Missy’s smile turned hard. “Why do you ask?”


  “It’s one of the biggest in the state and it cost tens of millions to build,” Joe said. “It’s not like a new corral. I’m sure it was discussed.”


  “What about it?” she asked, looking down the length of the table for her lawyer to step in. Since he was wrapped up with opening another bottle of rare red wine he’d found in
  the cellar, he didn’t respond. Neither did Marybeth.


  “You asked me to help investigate the murder,” Joe said to Missy. “I’m on thin ice as it is, since I’m technically on the other team. So if I’m going to help
  at all, I need to have some things cleared up. I can’t be flying blind.”


  “I thought that was your specialty,” she said. Then she noted Marybeth glaring at her and quickly added, “Not that I don’t appreciate what you’re doing, Joe. I know
  you’ve been spending quite a bit of extra time establishing that I had nothing to do with this.”


  Missy filled the end of her spoon with a tiny bit of ice cream and stabbed the tip of her tongue at it. Her eyes closed slightly as she did, like her more delicate version of Hand’s food
  swooning. She seemed to know it would get his attention. It worked and he looked up, saw her, and appeared enchanted.


  “He wants to know how involved I was in Earl’s business dealings,” she said.


  “Why is it important?” Hand asked Joe.


  “Because I talked to Bob Lee on the next place,” Joe said, thumbing over his shoulder in the general direction of the Lee Ranch. “He said The Earl approached him two years ago
  to buy his holdings outright, but Bob wouldn’t sell it all. So Earl negotiated a price for just the adjoining ridge. Bob didn’t mind selling that, since it was worthless for livestock
  or hay, and he thought he’d get the best of Earl since the price was twice what it had been appraised for. Then less than a week after the closing, Earl met some guy from Cheyenne and bought
  his company—Rope the Wind.”


  Joe let that sink in. He checked Missy for a reaction, but she wore her best porcelain mask.


  “Now Bob realizes the windy ridge was all Earl ever really wanted,” Joe said.


  Missy said, “You are asking me about things that happened before we were married.”


  “Right about the time you started sneaking around with him behind Bud Longbrake’s back,” Joe said. “I thought maybe he’d talked to you about his entry into the wind
  business.”


  Her eyes became cold and hard, and she barely moved her mouth when she said, “We had other things to talk about.”


  Joe nodded and said, “Rope the Wind was an established company at the time, from what Bob Lee told me. They’d gotten going before the current administration came into power and
  created the big boom in renewable energy. But apparently Earl could look ahead and see it coming, so he put everything into place before it did. He bought the company since they were up and running
  and he could move fast.”


  Hand said, “Earl Alden was a kind of genius that way. He bought up depressed Iowa farms before the Feds started handing out ethanol subsidies, and it sounds like he had the same instinct
  when it came to wind.


  “That’s something I’ve learned about the genius of Earl Alden,” Hand said, nodding his head, “and one of the three common categories of wealthy clients I’ve
  served over the years. The people who exist in a stratosphere outside of ours, although one could say thanks to them I’m now in it,” he chuckled. “But I digress. I’ve
  learned over the years there are three kinds of rich men, and only three. The first are those who had their wealth given to them. Those types generally get in trouble because they haven’t
  earned their wealth, although they certainly enjoy it. It gives them a skewed kind of entitlement, and they often step over the line because they think the rules don’t apply to them, alas.
  I’ve been hired by many of them. Even if they avoid prison—which they do thanks to me—they eventually spiral out. Many of them have such self-loathing that it’s
  contagious.”


  Joe sat back, listening. While Hand talked, the thighbone bounced up and down in his mouth.


  Hand said, “The second type is what I call the ‘makers-of-things’. These are your entrepreneurs, the risk-takers. Most of them started out humble and figured out a way to make
  a product or a service that customers want to buy. These are the truly creative, mad geniuses. They’re quintessentially American. They produce real things—widgets, ideas,
  devices, inventions, you name it. Many of them started out at the lowest level of their fields and rose up. Although they aren’t self-destructive like the trust-fund babies, they’re
  fighters for what they’ve earned. They’d rather go to court to prove their innocence than take a plea and pay a fine or go home. I usually end up in arguments about my fee with them,
  for example,” he said, smiling.


  Hand paused. “Earl Alden is a charter member of the third type. Earl is—was—a skimmer. He’s like many of the Wall Street and Big Business types we’ve heard so much
  of in recent years. Earl started with some money, but he learned early on to work the system and take a cut. He produced nothing of record and made nothing of note. But he worked the politics and
  figured out ways to be there when the money flowed. He didn’t care if the gusher of cash made sense or if it was moral or ethical. He just concentrated on the gusher itself. And apparently
  Earl saw the value of ethanol before the farmers did. Ethanol uses more energy to produce than it generates, and it deprives the Third World of corn to eat, but the politicians and the agribusiness
  firms benefit. And he foresaw wind power before the ignorant ranchers could. Earl was the best skimmer I ever studied.”


  “I find that repugnant,” Marybeth said softly.


  “If it wasn’t Earl,” Hand said, “it would have been someone else. At least Earl was here to take care of your mother, and your family to some degree. And for once he was
  actually building something himself instead of skimming only.”


  Missy didn’t weigh in. The method of wealth had never interested her, Joe thought, only that her man had it. She was similar to her ex-husband in that she couldn’t see past the
  gusher.


  Joe said, “I learned a lot from Bob Lee and I’ve got some leads to track down. Bob is a bitter man. He doesn’t exactly mourn the untimely death of Earl Alden. He thinks Earl
  cheated him out of that windy ridge—which he didn’t. Earl had a better use for the ridge than grazing cows.”


  “When you say he’s bitter,” Hand said, learning forward and plucking the thigh out of his mouth and tossing it aside, “the question is how bitter? Bitter enough that
  maybe I should send my investigators over to have a talk with him as well?”


  Joe shrugged. “He’s a tough old bird. That might not work out in your favor. Plus, he’s not in good shape. He’s on oxygen and can barely move around. There’s no way
  he hoisted Earl’s body to the top of that turbine.”


  “Is there anyone around who could have done it?” Hand asked, arching his eyebrows.


  “Well,” Joe said, “he has a son.”


  “Wes,” Missy said, as she narrowed her eyes. “He’s a big guy. He’s some kind of biker or hot-rod type. I think we’ve run that redneck off our land more than
  once.”


  Joe held up his hands. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m making no accusations here. The Lees are solid folks and don’t you dare smear them without solid proof, which we
  don’t have. My point is Earl had enemies other than his lovely wife.”


  “Shame on you,” Missy hissed toward Joe. “Of course he did.”


  “Have the sheriff and the comely Miss Schalk interviewed the Lee family?” Hand asked, gently sweeping his plates aside with his arm so he could steeple his fingers on the table and
  think aloud.


  “No,” Joe said, nodding toward Missy. “They’ve had blinders on. They’ve got one suspect and they’re bound to convict her come hell or high water.”


  “Thanks to Bud,” Marybeth said.


  Missy said, “Yes, thanks to Bud.”


  Joe turned to his mother-in-law. “How did the rifle end up in your car?”


  Her eyes flared, and she took a breath to speak. Joe expected Marybeth to intervene, but she didn’t. She was just as interested in the answer.


  “Never mind that,” Hand interjected. “Missy, don’t answer. It’s water under the bridge. Obviously,” he said to Joe, “whoever framed her put it
  there.”


  “Don’t you want to hear from your client?” Joe asked.


  Hand sat back, incredulous. “No,” he said finally, as if Joe had asked the most ridiculous question in the world. Then with a wipe of his hand through the air, he changed
  subjects.


  “This is all getting very interesting,” Marcus Hand said. His eyes were lit up. “Do you realize what you’ve just done, Mr. Pickett?”


  Joe and Marybeth looked over. “What?”


  “You’ve established another theory,” Hand said, resting his chin on the top of his steepled fingers. “You’ve introduced a reasonable doubt in the prosecution
  narrative.


  “Joe!” Marybeth said, surprised. Then to Hand: “But that doesn’t prove anything. It doesn’t prove Mom is innocent.”


  “Doesn’t have to,” Hand said to Marybeth, suddenly professorial. “Our job here isn’t to out the killer. That’s the job of law enforcement and the prosecution.
  This isn’t Perry Mason. Confessions on the stand just don’t happen. All we need—and what your clever husband Joe might have given us—is the eight percent of doubt I need to
  build on.”


  Missy said nothing. Joe didn’t expect her to shower him with gratitude. She simply leaned back in her chair with her most pleasant face. As if she’d been anticipating this and it was
  all her due.


  Joe and Marybeth went outside toward Joe’s pickup as Marcus Hand stayed behind to give a new set of marching orders to his team. Joe heard enough to know Hand was
  building on the new theory, and dispatching personnel to blanket Twelve Sleep County and others to start collecting affidavits and interviews.


  Marybeth walked with Joe in silence. As Joe opened the door for her, she said, “I was hoping this would all be a matter of proving her innocence. Something clean.”


  Joe said, “It’s rarely like that in a high-profile murder case or when money and ambition are involved on both sides. Or when the defendant...” He bit his lip.


  “I’m going to check on Lucy and April to make sure they haven’t killed each other,” she said, digging her phone out of her purse. Joe reached across her lap and found his
  citation booklet in the box of documents and regulation books he kept on the floorboards. “Back in a second,” he said.


  Missy met him at the front door. Over the years, both had made conscious efforts not to be anywhere alone with the other for fear of what would be said. Joe saw her standing in the shadow and he
  paused for a moment before continuing. She waited for him in silence. He realized she was sneaking a cigarette, and the cherry glowed red in the dark.


  He said, “Here’s Marcus Hand’s ticket for poaching those grouse. See he gets it.”


  She took it without a glance. “You never fail to disappoint,” she said, blowing smoke and keeping her voice down so her daughter couldn’t overhear her across the ranch
  yard.


  “Thanks for the reminder,” Joe said.


  “I know you’re doing what you’re doing more for your wife and daughters than for me. I understand that.”


  Joe didn’t argue with her.


  “You think I’m a heartless bitch,” she said. “I can see it in your eyes. You’ve nothing but contempt for me. Look around you,” she said. “Then think
  about it later. You think this has been easy, don’t you?”


  Before he could respond, she said, “I was the last of eleven children and my parents never failed to remind me I was their mistake, as they put it. We moved every year to a new farm
  in Missouri or Arkansas, wherever my father could get hired. I never had a home. We slept two or three to a bed. The clothes I wore had been handed down through six different girls, so by the time
  I got them they were rags. I once was forced to go to school wearing boots my brother made of duct tape.”


  She paused, and Joe shuffled his feet and looked down.


  “I didn’t own a new dress until I was two years out of high school,” she said. “And I bought it myself. By then my parents were so old and broken they could barely
  remember my name. My older brothers and sisters all scattered and I don’t know—or care—where a single one of them is or if they’re even alive. You think I’m kidding,
  but I’m not.”


  “I gotta get going,” Joe said.


  “You’ve only seen me as your wife’s gold-digger mother,” she said. “You’ve never seen or even thought about what made me this way, or how I clawed my way out
  of it. And you never give a thought to how tough that was to raise Marybeth right—with the right values—from the hole I crawled out of.”


  “No,” Joe said, “I guess I haven’t given it much thought.”


  She smiled triumphantly, but it morphed into a sneer. “If anyone thinks they’re going to take away all this, they don’t know me, either.”


  “Did you do it, Missy?” Joe asked suddenly.


  The sneer remained. There was no flinch. She took a long drag on the cigarette and blew the smoke at him and said, “What do you think?”


  Then she turned on her heel and went back into her house. The citation Joe had given her fluttered to the ground.


  “What was that about?” Marybeth asked, when Joe climbed into the pickup.


  “She told me about her childhood,” he said. “Some details I hadn’t heard before.”


  Marybeth sat back in her seat and looked over at Joe, puzzled. “What about her childhood?”


  “About growing up moving around, all her siblings, her parents, the poverty and all that. Like it sort of explains the way she is, I guess.”


  Marybeth was stunned. “She said that?”


  “Yup.”


  “She didn’t tell you about shoes made out of duct tape, did she?”


  “Yes. I hadn’t heard that one before.”


  “Joe, you know my grandfather owned a dozen car dealerships in Southern California and my grandmother was an actress. Mom was an only child who grew up with everything she ever wanted. She
  was spoiled and she makes things up.”


  Joe said, “I know all that. She lies without blinking an eye.”


  “And the way she was flirting with Marcus Hand at dinner,” Marybeth said, “it was disgusting. Earl Alden is barely cold.”


  “He’ll never be as cold as your mother,” Joe said.


  On the way home, they divided up duties. Even if Hand and his people developed the new theory, Marybeth thought it imperative that she know for sure what had happened, who had
  killed Earl even if Hand didn’t care as long as reasonable doubt could be established.


  Joe agreed. He said, “I’m curious about what you’ll find out about Rope the Wind. How they came to be. Who they are—or were.”


  “I’ll find out what I can about them,” she said.


  “Also,” Joe said, “if Earl was such a big-time skimmer as Hand described him, why would he invest so much of his own money into actually building a wind farm? It seems out of
  character. Since Missy didn’t seem to know much about the initial financing—and I think she would—I wonder if maybe someone else was putting up the money? That seems more like
  Earl’s style. And if so, who?”


  “I never thought of that,” Marybeth said. “I’ll find out what I can. The state has corporation filings, things like that. They’re all public documents.”


  “I’m going to keep looking for Bud,” Joe said. “I have a feeling he’s not far. And despite what we talked about tonight, Hand knows Bud is still the key. If Bud
  takes the stand and comes across as credible, the rest is history. So I want to talk to Dulcie. She’s got to have more on Missy than we realize or she wouldn’t have pushed it as hard as
  she has. She can’t have based everything on Bud’s testimony.”


  “Maybe she wants to beat Marcus Hand,” Marybeth said.


  “Maybe.”


  “Or maybe she wants to put my mother away.”


  “Could be.”


  “We know what Sheriff McLanahan’s motivation is,” Marybeth said. “He wants to get re-elected.”


  “Yup.”


  “Joe?” Marybeth asked as they drove under the archway. “Do you really think the Lees had something to do with it?”


  Joe drove five minutes before answering. “No, I don’t.”


  “Then why are we doing this? Is it just to help Marcus Hand create enough doubt?”


  “Yup.”


  She said, “If nothing else, I want to be assured Bob Lee had nothing to do with it so we can look elsewhere. Since Earl left a lifetime of deals behind him, he could have enemies we
  don’t know anything about. I can’t just sit here and let Hand get her off under a cloud. It makes me feel kind of dirty. Isn’t there another way?” she asked.


  He shrugged. “Didn’t you ask me to do what I could to help her out? To help us out?”


  Sighing, she said, “Yes, but I meant we should help prove her innocence. Not just muck up the water so badly the judge and jurors can’t decide. There’s a difference between
  innocence and being found not guilty.”


  “Not to Marcus Hand,” Joe said. “Maybe not to your mother, either.”


  “But we’re different,” Marybeth said.


  Joe couldn’t think of a response that wouldn’t get him in trouble.


  “Joe,” she said, “now would be the time we need more help with this. The trial starts in ten days.”


  He nodded.


  “Joe?”


  “I tried to call him today,” he confessed. “The call didn’t go through and there wasn’t any way to leave a message. He might have switched phones. So I might have
  to go where I know he was last and try to find him in person.”


  She said, “Then go, Joe. Put the rest behind you.”



     
  


  SEPTEMBER 5


  All truths are easy to understand once they are discovered; the point is to discover them.


  —Galileo
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  JOE SPENT THE Labor Day weekend in the field, patrolling his district from the banks of the Twelve Sleep River through the
  main streets of Saddlestring and Winchester to the high mountain roads in the Bighorns. As was his custom on the two busiest weekends of the summer, Memorial Day and Labor Day, he made himself as
  conspicuous as possible in his red shirt and green pickup truck. He noted the philosophical difference in the fishermen, hunters, hikers, and campers from the first three-day holiday of the season.
  On Memorial Day weekend, it was often still chilly, but the mood of the citizens he encountered was bursting with optimism and anticipation for the warm weather ahead. The Labor Day weekend,
  although nearly always blessed with pleasant weather and good conditions, was fused with a sense of loss and dread that the summer was over. More fights and violations occurred on Labor Day
  weekend, and citizens seemed to be walking around with shorter fuses.


  He’d ticketed several fishermen for not having licenses as they got out of their drift boats at a river takeout, and he’d issued a warning to a raftful of floaters for forgetting
  their personal flotation devices. Although he was doing his duty and enforcing the law, he was immeasurably distracted because his head was swimming with thoughts of Missy, Earl, Bud, Marcus Hand... and what he’d discovered about Nate Romanowski.


  He’d been alarmed on Saturday to find Large Merle’s house abandoned on the two-track to Hole in the Wall Canyon. It was a hot and windy day, and dust devils swirled
  across the mesa that fronted the canyon. Sandy grit washed across the hood of his pickup like rain and filtered through the air vents on the dashboard. The closer he drove to the trailhead that led
  into the canyon, the worse his feeling of dread.


  The feeling was confirmed even before he trekked down the trail to the caves. There was a palpable emptiness in the air, and when he saw the horrible gaping mouth of the cave marked by black
  tongues of soot that licked upward, it was as if he’d been hit hard in the chest.


  Joe nudged his boot tip through the debris inside the cave, recognizing items he’d seen there before. Nate’s radios and monitors were shattered, table and chairs practically
  vaporized, his satellite phone disemboweled. Panic set in as Joe rooted through the wreckage. If Nate had been caught in the explosion—What the hell had happened?—there was no
  sign of a body. Which meant whoever had done this had taken the body. Or somehow his friend had survived. But when Joe surveyed the scorched walls of the cave and kicked through the shards
  that remained, he couldn’t imagine anyone living through it.


  Joe had never anticipated this. Nate was security-conscious to the point of paranoia, and he had the ability to track anyone venturing into the canyon. Which meant that whoever had attacked had
  slipped by the wires, sensors, and cameras on the trail and gotten close enough to lob a grenade or explosive into the mouth of the cave. Either that, or it had been done from long distance. A
  missile?


  And then he saw a blackened and cracked object within the pile. His first thought was: burned flesh. Swallowing hard to keep from retching, Joe used a broken stave to flick debris away
  from the object. To his horror, he saw it wasn’t skin or a body part, but the bottom half of Alisha Whiteplume’s black leather boot.


  He said, “Oh, no.”


  Knowing more than most how Nate thought, Joe exited the cave and hiked up above the shattered mews to a wooded alcove his friend had once showed him. The clearing was small but pastoral. Nate
  said he liked to sit naked on a lone rounded boulder in the clearing to read or think. Nate found it spiritual, and invited Joe to use it any time he needed it. Joe declined.


  And here she was, or what was left of her body, anyway. Nate had placed her remains on hastily built scaffolding so it lay exposed to the sun and birds in the traditional Native way, before the
  Jesuits had banned the practice. Bits of her clothing and hair had been tied to the corner posts and they wafted in the slight breeze. Her skull was tilted to the side and Joe recognized her large
  white teeth grinning at him in a manic forced smile. Ravens that had been feeding on the body had nearly stripped it clean. They watched Joe from overhanging branches with tiny black soulless eyes,
  waiting for him to leave.


  Nate hated ravens, Joe knew.


  So in homage to his friend, he blew one out of a tree with his shotgun. Black feathers filtered down through the branches to settle on the pine needle floor. The surviving ravens scattered with
  rude caws and heavy wing-beats.


  He knew they’d come back after he left to finish the job. But he knew he’d never come back, and he doubted Nate would.


  If his friend was somehow still alive.


  And if Nate had somehow survived an attack that killed his lover and wiped out his sanctuary... there would be hell to pay.


  When Marybeth heard the story on Saturday night, she sat back on the couch and closed her eyes. She said, “Poor, poor Alisha. She always knew if she stayed with Nate, something could
  happen. But she didn’t deserve this. Her poor family. Her students and everyone who knew her...” Marybeth’s voice trailed off.


  After a minute, she opened her eyes and looked up at Joe. “We’ll never know for sure what happened, will we?”


  “Maybe not,” Joe said. “Unless Nate comes back and tells us. Or whoever did it brags.”


  “This is the price for living outside of society,” she said. “When horrible things happen, no one knows. This is the price for living the way Nate lives.”


  “Either that,” Joe said, “or marking time in prison. Nate made his choice.”


  “And you helped him,” Marybeth said, not without sympathy.


  “I did,” Joe said.


  “Do you have any idea where he is?”


  “Nope.”


  “But you think he’s alive?”


  Joe nodded. “Someone built that scaffold. I’m sure it wasn’t the guy who attacked him. There’s Large Merle, but he seems to be missing also.”


  She hugged herself, thinking that over. She said, “Poor Nate. He fell hard for Alisha. What do you think he’ll do?”


  Joe didn’t hesitate. He said, “My guess is things are going to get real Western.”


  He was surprised when she didn’t ask him to try to stop it.


  Early the next morning, Joe drove out of town into the heart of the Wind River Indian Reservation. His green Ford game warden truck always got plenty of looks from those outside, and he could
  guess most of them were speculating who had done something wrong on the outside this time, since Joe had no jurisdiction within the sovereign borders of the reservation. He tipped his hat to a pair
  of large short women padding along the roadside, and at a group of boys playing pickup basketball at the school playground. He noted the pronghorn antelope carcasses hanging from tree branches and
  especially from basketball hoops hung over most garages. Three men in the process of skinning a pronghorn squinted at him as he drove by, wondering if he was going to stop.


  Alice Thunder’s home was a neat ranch-style pre-fab plopped down in the center of a postage-stamp lot. Her car was parked outside on the driveway to the garage. Joe wondered why American
  Indians never used their garages for parking their cars, but let it remain a mystery.


  On the res, Joe had learned, bloodlines ran deep and far and everyone was connected in some way. Alice Thunder was the receptionist at Wyoming Indian High School. She and Alisha had been close
  friends and possible relations of some kind. Alice was oval-faced and kindly looking, a Native whose eyes showed she’d seen a lot over the years in that school. She was an anchor within the
  community whom everyone confessed to and relied upon, the Woman Who Knew All and Was Not a Gossip.


  Joe parked pulled behind Alice Thunder’s car and took a deep breath before opening his door. He told Tube to stay inside. He removed his hat as he walked across the dew-sparkled lawn to
  her front door.


  She opened it as he raised his hand to knock.


  “Mrs. Thunder,” he said.


  She didn’t smile or grin with greeting or recognition. Her face was still, stoic. He followed her gaze from his pickup to his hat in his hands to his expression, and she said,
  “She’s gone, isn’t she?”


  Joe said, “I’m sorry.”


  There was the slightest flicker of her eyes, but her mouth didn’t pucker and there were no tears.


  “I knew the second I saw you drive up,” she said. “I’ve had a feeling about Alisha for several days that she was gone.”


  He looked at his boots.


  She asked, “How?”


  He said, “I’m not exactly sure how it happened. She was with Nate when someone went after him. I don’t know who it was or how they got to them. I’m sure she wasn’t
  targeted.”


  Alice Thunder nodded slightly, as if she wasn’t surprised. “Is Nate alive?”


  Joe said, “I hope so, but I don’t know that, either. I haven’t heard from him. By the way,” he said, looking up, “law enforcement in Johnson County doesn’t
  know about this. I didn’t report it. You and my wife are the only people who know. I can give you the location of her body if you want to bring her back or pay your respects.”


  Alice said, “I’ll have to think about that. Was her body treated with respect?”


  Joe nodded.


  “Then it isn’t necessary right now.”


  “Thank you for coming and telling me,” she said. “I appreciate that, Joe.”


  “Yup.”


  “You’ll find out who did it and punish them?”


  Joe said, “I think Nate’s on the hunt right now. If I can catch up with him, I’ll do what I can.”


  She nodded approvingly. “I hope you don’t mind if I close this door on you right now. I need some time for myself.” And she closed the door.


  Joe stood on the porch for a moment, then turned and walked back to his pickup.


  For a woman like Alice Thunder, who had seen so much tragedy over the years due to the crime rate on the reservation and so many young people taken away, Joe thought, death was a part of
  life.


  For the next two days while Joe patrolled, the scene in the cave—and especially Alisha’s body on the scaffold—stayed burned into his mind and was there when
  he closed his eyes at night. His theory, based on the layout of the canyon and Nate’s security system, leaned toward an explosive fired from a distance. Maybe so far away Nate never knew
  someone had found him.


  Which led Joe to wonder who, besides Large Merle and Joe himself, knew where his friend could be found. Sheridan knew because she’d once been there. Marybeth was vaguely aware of
  Nate’s hideout, but had never been there and couldn’t find it on a map. Joe, of course, had no idea who Nate was in contact with who might have be aware of his location. There was so
  much about Nate that Joe didn’t know and didn’t want to know that he now wished he did.


  While Joe was out on patrol, Marybeth used the long holiday weekend at the library to do research. As she learned specifics about the wind energy industry, she called Joe on his cell. The more
  she learned, the more agitated she became.


  She said, “I always thought all these windmills were going up because the energy they produced was clean and cost-effective. But that’s not the case at all. The reason they’re
  going up is political, and the demand for the power they generate is because of mandates by states and cities that a certain percentage of their electricity come from renewables like wind or
  solar.”


  “Down, girl,” Joe said. “One thing this state has is wind.”


  “I know,” she said. “I’m all worked up. Too much coffee and too much information I never knew before. And, yes, there are places where the wind blows hard enough where
  some of those turbines actually do make enough electricity to be profitable. Nearly all of the older turbines were put in places where they could actually do some good. But there isn’t
  anywhere in the state or the country where the wind blows all the time. According to what I found, a good wind project produces at forty-five percent of capacity. That’s all. And
  there’s nowhere to store the energy if the power grid doesn’t need it when the wind is blowing. There aren’t big batteries anywhere, I mean. A lot of that energy is just
  wasted.”


  “Okay,” Joe said, “but what does this have to do with Earl Alden’s project?”


  “I’m not exactly sure yet,” she said, “but this whole thing might fall right into what Marcus Hand said about him, that he’s a skimmer and not a
  ‘maker-of-things’.”


  “That’s what I don’t get,” Joe said. “How much does a wind turbine cost to put up?”


  She said she’d found the figures, and read them off. The installed cost of a turbine was roughly three million to six million dollars per including the equipment, roadwork, and overhead.
  The disparity in cost depended on whether the turbine was a 1.5-megawatt machine or one of the newer, bigger 3-megawatt generators.


  “Wow,” Joe said. “So a hundred turbines at Earl’s farm...”


  “I figured it out,” she said, reading, “and came up with an investment of four hundred million dollars.”


  Joe whistled.


  “For a farm the size of Earl’s,” she said, “Bob Lee would have received at minimum one point five million dollars per year. With all the considerations, he could have
  generated forty-five million dollars over the first thirty-year lease.”


  “Oh, man,” Joe said.


  “Lots of people would kill for that,” she said. “Or kill if they were swindled out of it.”


  “He doesn’t seem like the killing type,” Joe said. “So tell me about Rope the Wind,” Joe said.


  “I’m still researching,” she said. “What I’ve found is pretty interesting. Give me a little more time to dig.”


  As if he’d somehow been pulled there, Joe wound up on the two-track public easement that led to the windy ridge and the wind farm on the Thunderhead Ranch. He retraced
  his route from two weeks before when he’d seen the antelope hunters and later found The Earl’s body. The blades of the turbines cut through the cloudless sky like scythes, whistling,
  and he drove to the edge of the Lee Ranch and pulled off the road onto a promontory.


  He was surprised to find another vehicle on top, a red Subaru wagon. County Attorney Dulcie Schalk’s car.


  She apparently didn’t hear him coming, because she didn’t turn around as he drove up behind her. She was out of her car, leaning back against the hood, looking out at the wind farm
  with her arms crossed below her breasts. She wore a red tank top, snug white shorts, and a ponytail cascaded from the back opening of a King Ropes ball cap.


  Joe had never seen her on her day off before. Her long tan legs were crossed one over the other. She looked young, athletic, and undeniably attractive.


  So that he wouldn’t scare her by suddenly appearing by her side, he tapped his horn as he pulled his truck in behind her car. The sound startled her and she wheeled around, fear and anger
  in her eyes until she recognized him. She acted as if she’d been caught doing something she was ashamed of, and he wondered what it was.


  Joe told Tube to stay inside and climbed out.


  “I didn’t expect to find you out here,” he said, fitting his Stetson on his head and ambling up to her. “I’m sorry I surprised you.”


  “I was focused on the windmills,” she said, “and that high-pitched sound they make. It’s like you can’t hear anything else except that sound.”


  “You should hear ’em when the wind is really blowing,” Joe said. “You’ll think there’s a truck coming at you.”


  “There’s always a downside, I guess,” she said, turning around and assuming the pose she’d had when he arrived.


  Joe leaned back against the grille of the Subaru next to her and looked out, trying to see what she was focused on. “Downside to what?”


  “Every kind of energy development, I guess,” she said.


  He thought about what he’d learned from Marybeth, but decided it wasn’t the time to go there.


  “I’m just getting it all straight in my mind,” she said by way of explanation, “since things were pretty crazy that day you found the body. I want to make sure it’s
  clear in my mind where Earl Alden was shot, how far the body was transported, and which turbine he was hoisted up.”


  “The one not turning,” Joe said. “They disabled it so the forensics boys could do their thing.”


  She looked over, slightly miffed. “I know that,” she said. “I just wonder why Missy chose that particular windmill. It isn’t the closest one from where he was
  shot. There are eight towers in between.”


  Joe rubbed his chin. “I never thought of that. Maybe because the one he was hung from was the most visible from out here. So the body would be sure to be seen.”


  “But why?”


  “That I couldn’t tell you,” he said.


  After a moment, she said, “We really shouldn’t be talking like this. What if someone sees us?”


  Joe shrugged. He was wondering that himself.


  “I mean, you’ve got a built-in conflict in regard to this case. I’ve told you I can’t confide in you.”


  “I know,” Joe said. “And I honor that.”


  “I knew you would,” she said. “But I’d rather you were on our side.”


  “I’m not on a side,” Joe said. “I’m trying to figure out what happened. What’s true. That doesn’t put me on a side.”


  She shook her head and frowned. “I disagree, Joe. I’m the county attorney and I’m presenting a case based on the evidence. You’re trying to prove me wrong.”


  He started to argue, but folded his arms across his chest and looked out. He realized they were both standing in the exact same posture now.


  He said, “This reminds of a question Bob Lee asked me. What do you see when you look out at that wind farm?”


  She started to answer flippantly, but decided it was a serious question. “I see the future of America,” she said. “For better or worse. I know that sounds corny.”


  Joe pursed his lips, looked out, considered what she said.


  “Do you think they’re beautiful?” he asked.


  “The wind turbines?”


  “Yup.”


  “I guess so. They’re graceful-looking. They gleam in the sun, even if they make that annoying sound.”


  He nodded. “If those same machines out there were pumping out oil or gas or if they were nuclear generators, would they still be as beautiful in your eyes?”


  “Joe, what’s your point?” she asked, slightly exasperated.


  “Like you,” he said, “I’m trying to get things straight in my mind. I wonder if things are beautiful because of where a person sits.”


  She glared at him. “I don’t want to get distracted right now, Joe. I’ve got a murder case to win and I don’t want to have this discussion.”


  “I know,” he said. “I’m just suggesting that it’s easy to look at something and see what you want to see when somebody else, say, could look at the same thing and
  see something else.”


  “What’s your point?” she asked again.


  He shrugged.


  “Are you talking about windmills, or are you saying I might have blinders on concerning your mother-in-law’s guilt? That maybe we should be looking elsewhere for Earl Alden’s
  killer?”


  Joe didn’t answer directly but nodded toward the wind farm. “A little of both, I guess.”


  “No,” she said heatedly. “This is why you shouldn’t have come up here. This is why we shouldn’t have talked. You’re trying to steer me somewhere I don’t
  want to go.”


  He said, “Dulcie, I’m just trying to figure out what happened.”


  “You’re making me a little uncomfortable,” she said. “We should go.”


  He said, “Yup.”


  In the early evening, as Joe worked his way back home via back roads and two-tracks, he cruised up Main Street in Saddlestring toward the river bridge. The air was still and
  sultry, and a few revelers poured out of the Stockman’s as he passed by, beer bottles in their hands. He glanced over to see who they were but didn’t identify them as locals. They were
  thirty-somethings, three men and two women. The men had facial hair and baggy pants, and the women wore cargo shorts with river sandals.


  One of the men, in a black oversized polo shirt with a ball cap pulled down low over his eyes, looked up as Joe drove by, and for a moment their eyes locked.


  A bolt of recognition shot through Joe, and he tapped on his brakes.


  The man broke off and quickly looked down. His companions called after him as he turned abruptly and walked stiff-legged back in the bar.


  “Shamazz, what the fuck?” one of the women said. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”
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  JOHNNY COOK AND Drennen O’Melia were outside of Farson and Eden in west central Wyoming doing
  meth and getting their ashes hauled. They’d been there most of the week. Their plan, for a while, was to go west to California or at least as far as Las Vegas. But they hadn’t even made
  it to the Utah border.


  It was that green sign saying they’d entered the tiny town of Eden that held them up. Who, Johnny had asked, wouldn’t want to stop and have a beer in a place called Eden?


  Johnny was taking a break. He slumped in a director’s chair someone had set up outside between clumps of sagebrush about fifty yards from the trailers and smoked a
  cigarette and drank a can of beer. Although the sun was moving in on the top of the Wind River Mountains in the distance, it was still warm out and Johnny didn’t know where his shirt or pants
  were, which trailer, so he sat there in his straw cowboy hat, boxers, and boots with a pistol across his bare knees. He knew he looked awesome without a shirt, so he didn’t mind.


  Occasionally, he would raise and fire a Ruger Mark III .22 pistol at gophers that raised their heads up out of a hole. He’d hit a couple. When he did he’d shout “Red
  mist!” to the sky. He’d watch as other gophers rushed over to feed on the remains, and when they did, Johnny shot them for being such lousy friends. At one point he’d had a
  revelation about the nature of friendship in the cruel, cruel world, but he couldn’t remember now what it had been.


  Johnny shivered, despite the heat. The tremor ran through his entire body and raised goose bumps on his forearms. Immediately afterwards, he was flush and felt sweat prickle beneath his scalp.
  Damn meth, he thought, trying to remember the last time he’d eaten something. Two days ago, maybe. He had a vague recollection of eating an entire package of cold hot dogs dipped one-by-one
  into a warm jar of mayonnaise. But he might have dreamed that, he conceded.


  He heard a whoop from behind him and he turned his head to see Drennen emerging from one of the trailers. Drennen was telling one of the girls inside something, and he heard her laugh.


  “Don’t go anywhere or get too comfortable,” Drennen said to the girl. “I’ll be coming right back after I reload.”


  As he shambled toward Johnny in the dust, Drennen said, “Jesus, what a wildcat. Cute, too. I can’t get enough of that one. Lisa, I think her name is. Lisa.”


  Johnny nodded. “Brunette? Kinda Indian?”


  “That’s her,” Drennen said. “Like to burn me down.”


  Johnny thought Drennen was lucky any girl would spend time with him, even for money. The burns on his face and neck from the back-blast of the rocket launcher on his face and neck looked
  hideous, Johnny thought. All red and raw and oozing. Drennen forgot how crappy he looked because he was high all the time, but no one else could possibly forget. He’d be fine after a
  while—the damage wasn’t permanent—but getting there was not sightly.


  Drennen collapsed into the dirt next to Johnny, then propped himself up with his elbow. He reached up and plucked the pistol from Johnny’s lap and fired a wild and harmless shot at a
  gopher before handing it back. “Missed,” he said. “Where’d you put that pipe?”


  “You weren’t even close.” Johnny gestured toward their pickup. “In there, I think. Let me know if you see my shirt or my pants anywhere.”


  “I was wondering about that,” Drennen said, slowly getting up to his hands and knees. “We still got plenty of rock?”


  “I think so,” Johnny said, distracted. “I can’t remember a damn thing, so don’t hold me to it.”


  Drennen laughed, got to his feet, and lurched toward the pickup to reload. Drennen said, “Man, I love this Western living.”


  The collection of double-wide trailers hadn’t been out there for very long. They weren’t laid out in any kind of logical pattern and looked to Johnny as if
  they’d been dropped into the high desert from the air. The dirt roads to get to the trailers were poor and old, and there wasn’t a single sign designating the name of the place. An
  ex-energy worker named Gasbag Jim was in charge of the operation, and he had a small office in one of the double-wides where he collected money, assigned girls, and passed out from time to time
  from drinking too much Stoli or smoking too much meth.


  Drennen and Johnny had learned about the place from a natural gas wildcatter at the Eden Saloon. They’d stopped for a beer or nine at the edge of the massive Jonah gas field before
  continuing on to California. When they found out Gasbag Jim’s operation was less than twenty miles out of Farson and Eden in the sagebrush, they thought, What the hell.


  That was four days ago. Or at least Johnny thought it had been four days. He’d have to ask Drennen.


  Gasbag Jim’s was an all-cash enterprise, which suited them just fine. That meant there would be no paper trail—no credit card receipts, no IDs, and no need for real names.
  They’d decided to call each other “Marshall” and “Mathers” because Drennen was a fan of the rapper Eminem, and Marshall Mathers was his real name, but Johnny had
  slipped and called Drennen “Drennen” when they were in bed with three women at once. One of the girls, Lisa Rich, the raven-haired beauty with heavy breasts, had coaxed their real names
  out of them the night before. She seemed very interested in their real names, for some reason.


  “Fuck,” Drennen said as he staggered back from the pickup holding the crack pipe. “We’ve been burning through cash like it was... money.”


  “I know,” Johnny moaned, and rubbed hard at his face. He’d been noticing that his face didn’t feel like it was his, like someone had stitched it over his real face to
  fool him. “Does my face look normal to you?” he asked.


  Drennen squinted at Johnny. “You look normal,” he said, “for an over-sexed tweaker with no pants.”


  They shared a good laugh over that one. But Johnny still distrusted his face. He probed his jawline with his fingertips, expecting to find a seam.


  Then Drennen said, “I was talking to Gasbag Jim a while ago. I can see where this is headed and we’re going to be broke on our asses in no time flat. So I made him a
  proposal.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah,” Drennen said, pulling the top off a cold Coors. He lowered the lid of the cooler and sat down on it so he was facing Johnny. He was so close their knees almost touched.
  “See, all his business except for you and me comes from Jonah field workers between here and Pinedale. You seen ’em this last weekend.”


  Johnny had. Dozens of men, a parade of them, in new model four-wheel-drive pickups. Many of the customers lived in man camps put up by the energy companies. There were few women around. They
  talked of three things mostly: the prostitutes, hunting, and how the price of natural gas was dropping like a rock and might endanger their jobs and then they’d be out of work like everybody
  else. They wanted to spend their money while they had it.


  “A bunch more layoffs coming,” Drennen said. “This place is going to look like a ghost town pretty soon. Those guys’ll get their pink slips and head home to wherever they
  came from. Gasbag Jim will have to send those girls away and sell his trailers, is what I’m thinking.”


  “So what?” Johnny said, shifting his weight so he could see the prairie over Drennen’s shoulder. A gopher popped up twenty yards away and Johnny raised the pistol and fired.
  Missed. The pistol had gone off just a few inches from Drennen’s ear and Drennen flinched, said, “Jesus, you almost hit me, you ass hat.”


  “Sorry,” Johnny said, looking past Drennen for more gophers.


  “Anyway,” Drennen said, rubbing his ear and regaining his momentum. “So there’s always a need for whores somewhere. Maybe just not here in a few months. So what I was
  talking about to Gasbag Jim was you and me get an RV and load in a half-dozen whores and take ’em to wherever there’s action. Like that big oil discovery up in North Dakota. Gasbag Jim
  says they found oil and gas down in southern Wyoming, too. Southern Wyoming and northern Colorado someplace. And all those fucking windmills going up everywhere. Somebody’s got to be building
  them. That means there’ll be plenty of desperate men in lonely-ass places like this.”


  Johnny rubbed his eyes. They burned and he imagined they looked like glowing charcoal briquettes, because they felt that way. He’d need to go to the pickup and reload soon as well, and
  avoid the crash that was coming. It felt like there were a million spiders crawling through his body just beneath the skin. The rock would put them back to sleep. Johnny said, “Like a
  whorehouse on wheels?”


  “Exactly,” Drennen said. “Exactly. We drive up to the well, get the word out among the workers, go set up somewhere on public land or some dumbass rancher’s place,
  and take our cut. Of course, we have to protect the whores and keep them productive, so we’ve got to be on-site and be alert and all that. I’ll handle the accounting and paperwork, and
  all you’ll have to do is stand around and look jumpy and menacing. I know you can do that.”


  “I can,” Johnny said, pointing at the cooler. Drennen stood up and got him another beer.


  “We need to make some money,” Drennen said. “We’re just about out and there is no work out there. We couldn’t even get on at a dude ranch since it’s
  September and the end of their season. Man, we burned through the whole wad in a couple a weeks.”


  “Maybe we can kill somebody else,” Johnny said, patting his pistol and dropping his voice. “That’s easier than hitting the road in an RV.”


  Drennen grunted. “Nobody we know needs anyone whacked,” he said. “So there’s no business there, either.”


  Johnny said, “Maybe we can get unemployment from the government. I heard one of those gas guys saying you can collect for something like two years now before you have to even look for a
  job. That sounds like a sweet deal to me.”


  Drennen rolled his eyes. “That’s subsistence level, man. We can’t do that. We’ve got to live higher on the food chain.”


  “So where do we get an RV?” Johnny asked. “Those mothers are expensive.”


  “I haven’t figured that one out yet,” Drennen said, dismissing Johnny’s concern.


  “And if we do somehow get one, why would Gasbag Jim trust us to lend us his whores and give him his cut? He don’t know us from Adam. And along the same lines, if this is such a great
  idea, why won’t Gasbag and his buddies just do it? Why do they need us?”


  Gasbag Jim was always shadowed by two large Mexicans named Luis and Jesus. Luis openly wore a shoulder holster. Luis had a tricked-out tactical AR-15 he sometimes used to shoot at gophers using
  his laser sight. The Ruger also belonged to Luis.


  Drennen had a blank expression on his face that eventually melded into petulance. “I didn’t say I had the whole fuckin’ thing figured out,” he pouted. “I said I had
  a concept that I’m working through. One of us has to think ahead farther than the tip of our dick, you know.”


  Johnny looked down at his lap and smiled. At least that felt like his. “Wish I could figure out where I left my pants,” he said. Then: “I’ve been thinking, too.
  What about that Patsy? I bet she’d part with a whole bunch more if we got to her and said we might have to talk. Hell, she got that bag of cash from somewhere. I bet there’s a hell of a
  lot more where that came from.”


  Drennen shook his head and said, “I’m ahead of you on that one. But all we know is she’s from Chicago. We don’t have an address, and we don’t really even know if
  that was her real name. It’s not like she gave us a business card, bud.”


  “I went to Chicago once,” Johnny said. “You’re right, it’s big. And I think Patsy knows people, if you know what I mean.”


  When Drennen didn’t respond, he looked back at his friend. Drennen was sitting in the dirt, legs crossed Indian fashion, head tilted back. He was squinting at something in the sky.


  “What?” Johnny said. “You’re not gonna ask me what animal a cloud looks like again, are you? Because I’m not interested.”


  “Look,” Drennen said, gesturing skyward with this beer can.


  Johnny sighed and looked up. It seemed like a lot of effort.


  “See it?” Drennen asked.


  “What?”


  “That bird. An eagle or whatever, going around in circles?”


  Johnny squinted and finally found it. It was a long way up there.


  “Remember when we got that job done in the canyon? Remember we saw a bird like that?”


  “Yeah.”


  They both got the same thought at the same time, and they looked at each other.


  “No waaaay,” Drennen said, forcing a smile.


  “Hell no,” Johnny said, feeling a little sick after looking at Drennen square in the face.
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  JOE ENTERED THE dark and windowless Stockman’s Bar. After he had spent all day outside in the bright September
  sunshine, the sudden gloom required a momentary hitch just inside the front door. As he waited for his eyes to adjust, his other senses took over: he heard the click of pool balls from the tables
  in back, the thud of a beer mug being put down for a refill after the ranch hand ordered a “re-ride,” and smelled the piquant combination of sweat, dust, and cigarette smoke. The sound
  track for the emerging scene was the jukebox playing Lucinda Williams’ “Can’t Let Go.”


  Neither can I, Joe thought.


  Most of the stools were filled. Half by regulars deep into the last stages of a three-day bender before going into extra innings of the holiday blues. Keith Bailey, the part-time Eagle Mountain
  Club security guard, was there again at his usual place, cradling a cup of coffee between his big hands. There were a few tourists Joe didn’t recognize, mixed in with the locals but still
  standing out from them, and a bumptious gaggle of college-age cowboy and cowgirl wannabes clogging up the far end of the bar. But not the man he wanted to find. Joe felt sorry for these people who
  chose the dark solace of a cave when a bright, crisp, and multi-colored almost-fall day was exploding outside all around them in every direction.


  Buck Timberman appeared out of the dark when Joe could see. Timberman towered over the seated customers with both his hands flat on the glass and his head tilted forward with a “What can I
  get you?” eyebrow arch toward Joe.


  Joe said, “Did anyone just come running through here? A male, mid-thirties? Thin, with fashionista stubble on his face? Black shirt and ball cap? Goofy look in his eyes?”


  Timberman said, “Sorry, I can’t help you, Joe” with his mouth, but his eyes darted down the length of the bar toward the back as he said it. He did it in a way that none of his
  customers could have picked up. Joe nodded his appreciation, and meandered down the ancient pine-stave floor that was sticky with beer spillage as if it were his own idea. He excused himself as he
  shouldered through the wannabes, past the wall of booths, and around the pool tables. When one of the shooters looked up, Joe said, “He go this way?” as if they knew each other. The man
  gestured with the tip of his cue and said, “Out that door in the back.”


  “Thank you kindly.”


  The door between the COWBOYS and COWGIRLS led through a cramped storeroom to a back door that opened up in the alley. It was used for deliveries.
  Beer crates and kegs were stacked to the ceiling, but there was an aisle through them to a steel back door. Electrical boxes, valves, and water pipes cluttered the wall next to the exit. Joe
  searched for a light switch, but couldn’t find it and gave up.


  He pushed out into the alley and quickly looked both ways. No Shamazz.


  He put his hands on his hips and tried to think. Where would he go?


  Joe jogged around the building to the sidewalk to see if the small knot of Bud Jr.’s colleagues were still out front so he could ask them for a confirmation. But they were gone, too.


  Joe wished he could call for backup, but once again he was operating completely on his own. Was Bud Jr. in town for the trial? If so, why had he run when Joe recognized him? There was nothing
  wrong with attending a trial where his father was the featured player.


  Since Bud Jr. wasn’t on the street or in the alley and Joe hadn’t heard a car start up or a door slam, Joe was befuddled. Then he recalled seeing a rusty ladder in the alley to the
  roof of the building, and cursed himself for not looking up when he came out of the bar. Maybe Shamazz had clambered up and watched Joe run around below him like an aimless rabbit?


  And was he sure it was really Shamazz? If so, Bud Jr. was in what he’d consider his civilian gear. No puffy white shirt or jester hat for street performance, no white mime pancake makeup.
  He was even wearing his ball cap as a ball cap should be worn with the bill rounded and to the front and not backwards, sideways, or unbent with the label still showing on the bill in street
  fashion. And he was walking around without bouncing a Hacky Sack on the top of his foot, which for Shamazz was a trademark. But Joe remembered those vacant eyes because he’d seen them so many
  times. Pale blue eyes that saw the world in a different way than Joe did, as a place that oppressed him and other free spirits like him. And not just because the pupils were nearly always dilated.
  Eyes that said, “Why the hell me?” as a response to any request Joe ever made on the ranch, like, “Could you please go get the post-hole digger?”


  That ladder was a no-go, Joe realized, when he returned to the alley, looked up, and saw it was detached from the brick at the top. If anyone had tried to use it, the ladder
  would have fallen back away from the building and crashed into the alley. Joe wished Bud Jr. had used it because then he’d be on him.


  Then he pursed his lips and realized exactly where Shamazz was hiding.


  The door to the stairs up to Bud Sr.’s empty apartment was open as it had been before. Joe took the steps slowly, being as quiet as he could. He listened for movement on
  the second level, and for Bud Jr.’s humming. Shamazz was always humming, or singing snatches of lyrics from songs from bands Joe had never heard of and was pretty sure he
  wouldn’t like. Songs about angst and doom and loss and lack of diversity.


  Joe mounted the landing. The light was out as it had been before, but he could see that the seal the sheriff’s department had taped along the doorframe had been breached. Breathing softly,
  he removed his hat and leaned forward so he could press his ear against the door. There was a low-frequency vibration coming from inside, either the refrigerator or... an air-conditioning unit.
  No doubt it got very warm on the top floor of the old building with all those windows and what was likely poor insulation.


  And he heard it: the hum. Then bad singing:


  You gotta spend some time, love...


  And Joe rolled his eyes and said to himself, I have found you, Shamazz.


  He couldn’t simply knock and expect Bud Jr. to let him in. Bud Jr. had run away for a reason, whatever it was. Because Joe had no jurisdiction or probable cause, he
  couldn’t smash the door down, either. He knew Shamazz well enough to know he would quickly assert his constitutional rights even though he had nothing but contempt for the country. As Bud Jr.
  had once explained to Joe, The Man was always hassling him or putting him in jail, after all, simply for selling drugs that made people happy or doing street theater to loosen up the tight-ass
  types.


  So how to get him to come out voluntarily?


  He recalled the layout of the Stockman’s storeroom below, where the breaker boxes and water pipes were located, and smiled.


  It took twenty minutes of no electricity or water for Shamazz to come out. Joe stood just outside the door in the walkway between the Stockman’s and the drugstore. He
  heard the door open upstairs, then counted a full two minutes while Bud Jr. fumbled around for a breaker box or water valve in the stairwell.


  Finally, Joe heard a string of curses and heavy clomps coming down the stairs. Shamazz was cursing out Timberman for the loss of power and water. Joe stepped aside.


  The door opened, and Bud Jr. came out without looking over his shoulder, where Joe was leaning against the bricks.


  Joe said, “Shamazz.”


  Bud Jr. froze, then cried out and wheeled around so quickly he lost his footing and fell to the dirty cement. “You fucking scared me,” he said to Joe. “Did you shut off
  my AC?”


  “It’s been a while,” Joe said, extending a hand to help him up.


  Bud Jr. didn’t accept it at first. Then he sighed and let Joe pull him to his feet. As always, he looked resentful and petulant. Bud Jr. was four inches taller than Joe, and solidly built.
  Despite that, Joe now stood between Bud Jr. and the street. The passageway was so narrow it would be difficult for Bud to get around him toward the sidewalk.


  “How have you been?” Joe asked.


  “Fine. I’m just fine. Hey, it’s great to see you again, Joe, but I’ve got to run.” He took a step toward Joe to see if Joe would stand aside, but he didn’t.
  Bud Jr. glared and set his mouth.


  Joe said, “Where did you get the key to your dad’s place?”


  “Where do you think? I didn’t break in, if that’s what you’re accusing me of,” he said, defensive. “And what gives you the right to shut off the utilities?
  That’s just cruel, man.”


  Joe said, “So Bud gave you a key, did he?”


  Bud Jr. brushed dirt off his pants and shirt from the fall. He said, “Why wouldn’t he? I’m his son, after all.”


  “I thought you hated him,” Joe said. “You told me that, oh, a thousand times.”


  Bud Jr. had no response.


  “Was that you at the funeral in the yellow van?” Joe asked.


  “Maybe,” Shamazz said, not meeting Joe’s eyes.


  “I can’t believe you went there to show your respects.”


  “I’d rather spit on his grave.”


  “Where’s Bud?”


  “Who?”


  “I’m looking for him,” Joe said. “Just to talk. You probably know about the case against Missy and the fact that your dad is the star witness. Can you tell me where he
  is? Where you got the key?”


  Bud Jr. looked past Joe toward Main Street. “I’ve really got to go,” he said. “I’m sorry I can’t stay around and, you know, relive old times with
  you.”


  Joe didn’t like the way Bud Jr. was brushing him off, or the way he wouldn’t meet his eye. As Bud Jr. tried to shoulder past, Joe stepped in front.


  “You’re annoying me,” Joe said. “What are you trying to hide?”


  “Nothing. You need to get out of the way. I’ve got my rights. Either arrest me or get the hell out of my way.”


  “You hated your dad. You hated the ranch. You hate this town. You hate the state. So why are you here?”


  “People change,” he said.


  “You don’t,” Joe said.


  “Really,” Bud Jr. said, a note of whimper in his voice, “I have to go. I know my rights. I know you can’t hold me here or make me answer your damned questions.”


  “Why are you in disguise?” Joe asked. “Why do you sort of look like a normal person?”


  “That’s fucking cold, man. Just cold.” Then he leveled his eyes at Joe. “I hated you, too, man. Dudley Do-Right cracker and your white-bread cookie-cutter family. Guys
  like you...” He paused, his lips trembling.


  “Go on,” Joe said flatly. Joe had heard Bud Jr. say so many thoughtless and vile things before that he was shocked that he wasn’t shocked. Bud Longbrake’s son seemed to
  have no internal brake mechanism installed between his emotions and his mouth. Anything he thought came out in words. Joe had learned to tune him out, not engage, and pay no attention. Bud
  Jr.’s inability to put a sock in it had caused him much heartache over the years, but he’d never seemed able to connect what he said to the reaction his words elicited from others. He
  still couldn’t, Joe thought...


  “You people living out there on my family’s ranch, taking advantage of him just like that old bitch Missy. Freezing me and my sister out like that, keeping me away...”


  “I tried to help you,” Joe said through clenched teeth. “I did a favor for your dad and tried to teach you how to work for a living.”


  “Duh,” Shamazz said, bugging his eyes out. “It didn’t take.”


  It was hard for Joe to see through the filter of rage that had descended over him like a red hood when he looked at Shamazz. “Who does that song you were singing up there?” Joe
  asked.


  “What—you mean Death Cab for Cutie?”


  “Death Cab for Cutie?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I knew I didn’t like them,” Joe said, and reached out and grasped Bud Jr.’s ear.


  “Tell me why you’re here,” Joe said, twisting hard. In the back of his mind, he listed the charges he could be brought up on. There were a lot of them. But he had the
  impression Bud Jr. would do all he could to avoid talking to the police for any reason.


  “That hurts,” Bud Jr. cried, and reached up for Joe’s hand. Joe kicked Shamazz hard in the shin with the toe of his boot. Bud Jr. squealed and dropped to his knees.


  “I learned this from a friend,” Joe said. “Remember Nate Romanowski? Now tell me what I want to know or I’ll twist your ear off. I’ve seen a couple of ears come
  off. They make a kind of popping sound, like when you break a chicken wing apart. You know that sound? I’d guess it’s even worse from the inside, you know?”


  “Please... Joe, this isn’t like you.” There were tears of pain in his eyes.


  Joe nodded. It wasn’t. Whatever. He twisted. Bud Jr. opened his mouth to scream.


  “No yelling,” Joe said. “If you yell, you lose the ear. And if that happens, you’ve got another ear I can pull off. Then it will be real hard to listen to Death Cab for
  Cutie.”


  Shamazz closed his mouth, but there were guttural sounds coming out from deep in his chest.


  “Tell me why you’re here.”


  “I wanted to come home,” Bud Jr. said, spitting out the words. “I just wanted to come home.”


  Joe was taken aback. He said, “But you don’t have a home. Bud Sr. lost the ranch. You knew that.”


  “Ow-ow-ow-ow-ow,” Bud Jr. said.


  “We never took advantage of your dad,” Joe said. “Missy did. You did. But I worked for him.”


  “Ow-ow-ow-ow-ow.”


  “Now where can I find your dad?” Joe asked, keeping the pressure on.


  “You really don’t know? You really don’t?”


  “Tell me why you’re here.”


  He yelped, “I’m here to reclaim what’s mine.”


  Joe said, “Nothing’s yours anymore.” But when he saw the wild-eyed passion in Bud Jr.’s eyes—passion he’d never seen before—Joe wondered if Shamazz was
  capable of murder, or at least willing to help out his father. He’d never thought of the kid that way before.


  After he said to Bud Jr., “Tell me everything,” Joe noted movement in his peripheral vision and glanced up to see a sheriff’s department SUV cruise through the opening between
  the drugstore and the bar. Sollis was at the wheel. Had he been seen?


  Joe involuntarily eased up on the ear, and Shamazz took full advantage of the sudden release of pressure. From where he sat on the garbage-covered pathway, he was able to reach back and fire a
  roundhouse punch that caught Joe full force in the temple. The blow made Joe let go, and staggered him. Bud Jr. scrambled to his feet and punched again, clipping Joe across the jaw and dropping
  him. Joe tried to protect his face against a fury of Hacky Sack-conditioned feet, but Bud Jr. was fueled by anger and desperation, and several hard kicks hit home. Joe rolled away, felt two sharp
  thumps in his back along his spine and one near his kidneys, and by the time he was able to right himself and struggle to his hands and knees, Shamazz had run away.


  Joe stayed like that for a long time. His head and face ached sharply, and as his shock wore off, the kicks to his arms, shoulders, neck, and back began to pound.


  Moaning, he managed to lean against the brick wall and vertically crabwalk up until he could balance on his feet again. He probed at his head for blood, but didn’t find any. He hoped like
  hell Sollis wouldn’t drive by again and see him. He wanted no one to see him.


  As he limped to his pickup, Joe looked at his right hand—the one that had twisted Bud Jr.’s ear nearly off—as if it belonged to someone else. Like Nate,
  maybe.


  Bud Jr. had fought like a wild man. Partly out of self-defense and partly out of something inside him that was of greater intensity than Joe’s urge to protect himself. In a way, he admired
  Bud Jr., while he felt ashamed of himself both for the pressure he’d applied and for opening himself up for the attack.


  Angry with himself, Joe climbed into his pickup. He looked into his own eyes in the rearview mirror, wondering who was looking back.


  Ten minutes later, when he thought he’d recovered enough to find his voice again, he dug his phone out of his pocket—it was undamaged—and it rang before he
  could call Marybeth. The display indicated it was his wife calling him.


  “Hi,” he croaked.


  She paused. “Joe, are you all right?”


  “Dandy,” he said.


  “Your voice sounds different.”


  He grunted.


  “Look,” she said, “I had to call you right away. There’re some things about the company Rope the Wind that I find really fishy. I’ve been on the Internet all
  afternoon, and I can’t find the answer to some questions that just pop right out at me.”


  “Like what?” he said. He shifted in his seat because the places on his back where Shamazz had kicked him were sore. He’d had his ribs broken before, and he knew they’d
  not been fractured. Overall, he was okay, but it would be a while before he knew if anything was bruised or damaged.


  “I located the original articles of incorporation application online at the secretary of state’s office,” she said. “Earl wasn’t originally on the board five years
  ago. Five years is an eternity as far as wind energy companies go. Five years is ancient.


  “The chairman and CEO was a man named Orin Smith,” she said. “He listed his address as a post office box in Cheyenne. So of course the next step was to find out what I could
  about Orin Smith and see if I could connect him to Earl.”


  Joe hmmmmmmm’d to keep her going.


  She said, “I came back with thousands of hits. And this is where it gets strange. Orin Smith is apparently the chairman and CEO of hundreds of companies incorporated in Wyoming.
  They run the gamut from energy companies like Rope the Wind to crazy ones like ‘Prairie Enterprises,’ ‘Bighorn Manufacturing,’ ‘Rocky Mountain Internet,’
  ‘Cowboy Cookies’... all kinds of companies.”


  Joe grunted, and said, “A couple of those sound sort of familiar.”


  “I thought so, too,” she said, “but that’s the really weird thing. They’re just names. They sound like companies you hear about, but they don’t really
  exist.”


  Joe shook his head, “What?”


  “None of them seem to produce anything. There’s no record of them after incorporation. Beyond the name itself, these companies just seem to be sitting there.”


  “I’m lost,” he said.


  “I am, too. I don’t get it. And I don’t understand at all how Earl Alden came into the picture.”


  Joe said, “We might be really going the wrong direction here. This doesn’t seem to fit any kind of scheme I can think of.”


  “I know.”


  Then she said, “But I found one thing of interest.”


  “Yes?”


  “I think I know where we can find Orin Smith.”


  “Fire away,” he said.


  “He’s in federal custody in Cheyenne. It’s amazing what one can find with a simple Google search of a name.”


  “What are the charges?”


  “Let’s see,” she said, and Joe could hear her tapping keys. “Securities fraud, investment adviser fraud, mail fraud, wire fraud, international money laundering to promote
  specified unlawful activity, money laundering... on and on. Eleven counts in all.”


  “Which agency’s got him?”


  “FBI.”


  “Good,” he said, putting his pen down. “Someone owes me a favor there.”


  Before he punched off, Joe said, “Ask your mother what she knows about Bud Jr. being back in town. I think she’s hiding something.”

  “Bud Jr.? You mean Shamazz?”


  “Yeah. I just had a run-in with him in town. I didn’t get the best of it and I lost him.”


  He resolved to tell more her about the encounter later. Much later.


  “Call me with what she says,” Joe said. “When will you be home?”


  “I won’t,” he replied, looking into the visor mirror at the swelling and bruises beginning to show on his cheekbone and jaw. “I’m driving all night to Cheyenne to
  talk to Orin Smith.”


  As he drove south out of Saddlestring, he scrolled through the contact list on his phone until he found the name for Special Agent Chuck Coon.
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  “NOW, RUN,” NATE Romanowski said to Johnny Cook and Drennen O’Melia.


  “Man,” Drennen said, “you can’t make us do this. It’s cruel.”


  “You can’t,” Johnny echoed.


  Nate arched his eyebrows and said low and breathy, “I can’t?”


  He’d silently marched them a mile east from Gasbag Jim’s place, in the direction of the Wind River Range, with the informant, Lisa, the dark-haired girl who’d learned their
  names and made the identification, in tow. She was coffee-and-cream color with dark eyes and high cheekbones. Her large breasts swelled against her white tank top. Short, muscular but shapely legs
  powered her through the sagebrush. She dangled a pair of strappy high heels from her finger because they hurt to walk in.


  Nate guided Johnny and Drennen’s progress by gesturing at them with the muzzle of the .500 Wyoming Express the way a trainer instructs bird dogs with hand signals. The sun was behind them
  at eye level, minutes before dusk, and the four of them cast long shadows across the sagebrush and dried cheat grass. Johnny Cook was still in his underwear and boots.


  “What do you mean, run?” Drennen asked. “You gonna shoot us in the back?”


  Nate shrugged. He said, “I’m giving you more of a chance than you deserve. It’s an old Indian trick. You ever heard of Colter’s Run?”


  “Colter’s what?” Johnny said.


  “I have,” Lisa offered. “Blackfeet, right?”


  “Right,” Nate said to her over his shoulder. Then he turned his attention back to the two men. “Eighteen-oh-eight, at the site of the present day Three Forks, Montana. The
  Blackfeet captured John Colter, the first white man to discover Yellowstone Park. They didn’t know what to do with him: kill him like they’d just done to his partner John Potts, or
  strip him naked and let him run. They decided on the old Indian trick, and gave him a few feet head start before they chased him down. What they didn’t know was that Colter was fast.
  He managed to outrun all the warriors except one. As he got close to the river, the Blackfoot who kept up threw his spear at Colter but missed, and Colter snatched it up and used it on the poor
  guy, killing him.


  “Then Colter jumped into a river,” Nate said, “and over the next few days managed to elude the entire band by hiding in driftwood snarls along the banks while the Blackfeet
  searched for him. Eventually, Colter got away and worked his way back east over the next few years. In the end, he married a woman named Sallie.


  “So,” Nate said, “a happy ending for John Colter.”


  “Nice story,” Drennen said. “But this is stupid. I ain’t running nowhere.”


  Nate grinned at him and said nothing.


  “Oh, shit,” Johnny lamented, reading the malevolence in Nate’s cruel smile. He glanced up in the dusk sky that was deep powder blue except for the fiery puffball clouds lit by
  the evening sun. “I knew when I saw that damned bird...”


  Nate said, “Not my bird. But it worked out kind of nice, didn’t it?”


  “I thought that was your bird,” Lisa said. “Like it was your spirit or something. We believe in stuff like that, you know.” There was a particular
  musical lilt to her voice that reminded Nate of why he was there. As if he needed reminding.


  Nate smiled at her. “You go on believing that if you want.”


  “Yeah,” Drennen said, balling his fists and taking a step toward her. “Believe what you want, you snitch. You snitch whore.”


  Nate raised the revolver and Drennen looked up to see the massive O of the muzzle. He stopped cold.


  “You know her as Lisa Rich,” Nate said softly. “I know her as Lisa Whiteplume. My woman’s stepsister from the res. My woman was named Alisha. You two killed
  her.”


  Identified, Lisa thrust her chin in the air and put her hands on her hips defiantly. Proudly. Drennen stepped back.


  Nate said to Lisa, “See what I told you about his type. He doesn’t really like you. Even when you’re in there thrashing around doing what makes him happy, he despises
  you for it. The more you please him, the more contemptuous he is of you, which is a pretty good indicator of what he thinks of himself deep down. Will you learn from that?”


  She sighed, but she wouldn’t meet Nate’s eyes. “I guess.”


  “Oh, shit,” Johnny repeated with even more emphasis than before. “Drennen, you need to shut up now.”


  “But, man,” Drennen said to Johnny, “he can’t prove anything. He says we did something to his girlfriend, but he can’t prove it was us.”


  “You don’t understand,” Nate said. “I don’t need to prove anything. It doesn’t work like that with me.”


  Johnny asked, “Then how can you be sure it was us? What if it was somebody else?”


  “Putting you two down is a net plus either way,” Nate said. “Honestly, I’m insulted anyone would send a couple of mouth-breathers like you after me, and angry you got so
  close. And for the record, you left fingerprints and DNA at the scene. I got the beer bottle you left checked out by some friends in law enforcement. The name ‘Drennen O’Melia’
  came back. And it didn’t take long to find out he hangs with a loser named Johnny Cook.”


  Johnny turned on Drennen, accusatory, as if now remembering the beer bottle they left on the trail.


  Then, squinting at Nate, said, “You’re that guy, aren’t you? How’d you get away?”


  “I wasn’t in the cave,” Nate said. “But somebody I cared about was.”


  To Drennen, Nate said, “Looks like you got a faceful of that rocket launcher, pard.”


  “Please,” Drennen said, pleading with his hands outstretched toward Nate and Lisa, “I didn’t pull the trigger. It wasn’t me.”


  Johnny listened with his face twisted in anger and betrayal. He thought of the gophers. He said, “It wasn’t our idea. We were under the influence of alcohol and this lady we met in
  Saddlestring put us up to it. It was her idea. She hired us, and she drove us out there, gave us that rocket launcher, and paid us for the job. We were like”—he paused, thinking
  for the right word—“her puppets.”


  “Puppets,” Nate repeated in a whisper. Then: “Was she tall, good-looking, mid-thirties? Chicago accent?” He reached up with his free hand and drew a line across his
  forehead with his left index finger just above his eyebrows. “Black bangs like so?”


  “That was her,” Drennen said quickly. “Told us her name was Patsy.”


  “Yeah,” Johnny said, obviously still angry with Drennen but putting a priority on a possible new way to stay alive. “Patsy.”


  Nate said, “Like Patsy Cline?”


  “Yeah!” Drennen said. “Like that. Whoever she is.”


  “Idiots,” Nate grumbled. To Lisa, he said, “Her name is Laurie Talich. I had an altercation with her husband a couple of years back. I’d heard she wanted to close the
  circle, so I’ve sort of expected to hear from her one way or other. But I still can’t figure out how she knew where I was, or how to get to us.”


  “We don’t know, either!” Drennen shouted, trying to bond with Nate and share his concern. “She never told us. She just drove us out there and said, ‘Here’s
  the rocket launcher, boys. The cave’s down there on the trail. Get to it!’”


  Nate shifted the weapon toward Johnny. “How much did she pay you?”


  “Not a whole hell of a lot, as it turns out,” Johnny said. “Barely enough for a week at Gasbag Jim’s.”


  “How much?”


  “Only fifteen grand,” Drennen said, as if the lightness of the number somehow shifted the blame away from them to cheap Laurie Talich.


  Nate took a deep breath and shut his eyes momentarily. He spoke so gently both Drennen and Johnny strained forward to hear.


  “You killed my Alisha for only fifteen thousand dollars.”


  “We didn’t know she was even there...” Drennen began to plead. “That Patsy told us you were some kind of badass dude—that the cops were after you but they
  didn’t know where you were hiding out. She said you murdered her husband, and offing you was like doing something good for society, you know?”


  “Fifteen thousand dollars,” Nate said again.


  “Look,” Drennen said, “we can help you find her. We don’t owe her nothing anymore. She obviously lied to us. Anybody can see you’re a good guy. We’ll even cut
  you in on our new business venture. Man, like Johnny said, we were just her puppets.”


  Nate let it just hang there. The shadows were longer now, almost grotesque in their length. The sun was directly behind him, and both Drennen and Johnny had to keep shading their eyes to see
  him.


  “It’s interesting how such small men cast such big shadows,” Nate said. “I’ve heard enough. Now run.”


  “Oh, man...” Drennen said, his shoulders slumping.


  “Run.”


  “We’ll do anything,” Drennen said. “I’ll do anything...”


  “Run.”


  Drennen was still moaning when Johnny Cook suddenly wheeled and took off. He was fast, and he put a quick ten yards between himself and Drennen. Drennen did a double take, glancing at Johnny
  then back to Nate, then started to backpedal. After five yards facing Nate, Drennen spun and ran away as hard as he could.


  Nate watched them go. They kicked up little puffs of beige dust that lit up with the last brilliant moments of the sun. He could hear their footfalls thumping on the dry ground and the panicked
  wheezing of breath.


  Drennen veered slightly to the left of Johnny’s path, but was still twenty yards behind him. Nate could hear Drennen shout, “Wait up, Johnny... wait up!”


  But Johnny didn’t slow down.


  After a minute, Lisa tugged on Nate’s arm. “Aren’t you going to chase them? You’re going to let them go?”


  The two figures were becoming smaller and darker as they receded; the sunlit Wind Rivers loomed over them.


  Nate said, “Johnny’s fast, but not Colter fast.”


  “What?”


  He stepped quickly across her a few paces to the left. The two runners in the distance still had space between them. He walked a few more long strides to the left, until Drennen and Johnny
  closed into one form in the distance, despite the gap between them as Johnny continued to pull away.


  Nate raised his weapon and cupped his left hand beneath his right, where he held the revolver. He looked down the scope with both eyes open, and thumbed the hammer back.


  One shot. Two exit-wound balloons of red mist.


  Both bodies tumbled down as if kicked by mules and lay still, more dust rising up around them from their fall. The fat clouds of pink hung in the light evening air.


  Lisa stood there openmouthed and wide-eyed.


  Nate peered through the scope to confirm there was no reason to walk out there. He said, “Like puppets with their strings clipped.”


  Nate spun the cylinder and caught the empty brass and dropped it in his pocket and fed a fresh sausage-sized cartridge into the empty chamber. He slid the .500 into his shoulder holster under
  his left arm.


  “These shells cost three bucks each,” he said to Lisa. “No need to waste more than one of ’em on men worth nothing at all.”


  She shook her head, unable to speak.


  He said, “I’m going to go get a shovel and then I’m gone. I can drop you back home on my way to Chicago.”


  She started to argue, but when she saw the look on his face, she decided it wasn’t a good idea.



     
  


  SEPTEMBER 6


  He who does not prevent a crime when he can, encourages it.


  —Seneca
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  JOE HIT THE northern city limits of Cheyenne at dawn. He’d taken I-25 South all the way, stopping only for gas and a
  two-hour nap in his pickup outside Casper along the bank of the North Platte River. Radio activity during the night had been light, consisting mainly of sign-ons and sign-offs of law enforcement
  personnel, and he’d had plenty of time to think. He tried to connect the facts he knew about Earl Alden’s death and Missy’s arrest into some kind of logical scenario, hoping the
  disparate parts—the wind project, Bob Lee, the sudden appearance of Bud Jr.—would fall into place. He failed to make sense of it all, and he wondered to himself if he was chasing his
  tail.


  He wondered if he, like Dulcie Schalk and Sheriff McLanahan, was stubbornly pursuing a theory at the expense of other plausible scenarios? Did he have blinders on? As he had since the discovery
  of The Earl’s body, he felt uncomfortably disconnected. Joe was operating on the margins of a legitimate—if possibly too-narrow—investigation, trying to derail charges brought
  forth in good faith. He was used to operating without backup nearly every day he was out in the field. In this instance, his normal doubts were stronger than usual. He felt like he was operating
  without a net, and with spectators booing him.


  But he’d promised Marybeth, and he wouldn’t renege. He had no doubt there was more to the story of Earl Alden than he knew, and certainly more than the county attorney was aware of.
  Whether following his shaky instincts would shed doubt on Missy’s guilt—who knew?


  He needed coffee.


  It was too early for the federal offices to open downtown, so Joe cruised by the new Wyoming Game and Fish Department headquarters—which were also still closed—and
  took Central Avenue past Frontier Park and into the heart of old Cheyenne. He’d found a Styrofoam cup of coffee and a microwave breakfast burrito at a Kum & Go convenience store helmed by
  an overweight Goth woman pierced a dozen places he could see and with full-sleeve tattoos. The coffee was bitter.


  The golden dome of the capitol building was blinding with the opening salvo of the early-morning September sun. He took 24th Street and pulled over at a curb and was surprised to see Governor
  Spencer Rulon striding across the dew-sparkled capitol lawn toward the side entrance to his office. Rulon was alone and apparently deep in thought because his head was down and he was
  single-mindedly charging toward the entrance like an elk in rut. Joe checked his wristwatch: six.


  He got out of his pickup, clamped on his hat, and followed. The door the governor had used was unlocked and Joe entered the capitol building and let it wheeze shut behind him. Only in
  Wyoming, he thought, would the governor travel around without bodyguards and the statehouse doors be open with no security personnel about.


  As he walked down the silent and poorly lit hallway, Joe took off his hat and held it in his left hand while he rapped on an unmarked door. “Good morning,” he said.


  On the other side, he heard Rulon curse under his breath, but a moment later the governor pulled the door open and stood there, larger than life and squinting at his visitor. Governor Rulon was
  big and ruddy with a head full of wavy rust hair turning silver. He was brash and brusque and barrel-chested. A former federal prosecutor, Rulon was halfway through his second term. He knew
  thousands of his constituents by name and they called him “Gov Spence” and often phoned him (his number was listed in the local phone book) at his home at night to complain or rant.


  Joe owed Rulon his reinstatement and a small raise in salary, and despite the governor’s sometimes-slippery methods and their clashes, he felt a profound loyalty to the man.


  “Good morning, sir,” Joe said.


  “What happened to your face?”


  “Someone hit me.”


  “I’ll say.


  “You’re at it early.”


  “I’m up to my ass in alligators, that’s why,” Rulon said, motioning Joe to an empty chair across from his desk. “What the hell brings you down here into the heart
  of darkness?”


  Joe sat down and nodded his appreciation when Rulon poured him a cup of coffee from a Mr. Coffee set on a credenza. “I’m here to interview a prisoner,” Joe said. “Orin
  Smith. He’s in federal lockup. The FBI and our friend Chuck Coon put him there. I happened to see you, so I thought I’d say howdy.”


  “Howdy,” Rulon said sourly. “I hope this won’t take long. I’m here early these days because Eastern Time is two hours ahead of us, which means those bastards
  in Washington have a two-hour jump on us in their never-ending effort to screw us or tell us how to live our lives. I need the extra time just to chew out federal asses. I can’t afford to do
  it for just six hours a day anymore.”


  He flashed his teeth in a poor excuse for a smile to show he was kidding—sort of. “When the people of this state hired me, it was to go to work for them, not our federal overlords in
  D.C. But that’s how it’s turned out, and I’m getting damn sick and tired of it.”


  “Okay,” Joe said. He’d heard Rulon on the subject several times before. Everybody had. It was one of the reasons the governor’s popularity remained at record-level highs
  in Wyoming. That, and his penchant for challenging federal officials to bare-knuckle fights or shooting contests to resolve disputes.


  “And you caught me on a particularly bad day,” Rulon said. “A whole shitload of new federal rules just came down on our heads about set-asides and minority hiring and
  environmental crap. I’ve got to get on the phone and start yelling at these bastards.”


  “I understand,” Joe said.


  “I just want to govern my state,” Rulon said. “I don’t want to spend all my time yelling at those knuckleheads and suing them. Hell, I know what a minority is—they
  don’t need to tell me. A minority is being a Democrat governor in Wyoming, goddamit! So why are they making my life a living hell?”


  Joe chuckled, despite himself.


  “Now what do you want?” Rulon said. “You know I didn’t like how that deal went down last year with those brothers in the mountains. You know I didn’t like how you
  handled that.”


  “I know,” Joe said. “I did the best I could, given the circumstances.”


  “I know you think you did,” Rulon said. “But it wasn’t how I wanted it.” Then, with a wave of his beefy hand, he dismissed the issue. “I need more
  yes-men,” he said. “I deserve more yes-men.” He grinned. “And fewer independent thinkers like you. Hell, I’m the governor.”


  He looked to the ceiling and opened his arms: “Where, Lord, are my sycophants? Do I need to run for U.S. Senate to get some?”


  Joe snorted.


  “You’re going to have a new director at the Game and Fish soon,” Rulon said, as always changing subjects with the lightning speed of a television remote control. “I hope
  you can get along with him. Or her. They may not allow you to operate with the kind of autonomy you seem to have. I mean, it’s Tuesday morning and you’re in Cheyenne. Shouldn’t
  you be at work?”


  “I just worked the whole three-day weekend,” Joe said. “Last time I checked, the state owes me twenty-five comp days.”


  “That you’ll never take,” Rulon said.


  “Except today and maybe a few more this week. I’m following up on something else right now.”


  “Right,” Rulon said. “You’re here for a reason. What is it?”


  “Wind,” Joe said. “What’s the inside story?”


  Rulon snorted and rolled his eyes. He said, “They’re everywhere, aren’t they? Those wind farms? I’m not against the idea in principle, and there are a few locations where
  they can actually be cost-effective and productive. But the wind energy people have got to play on a level field with everybody else. A lot of those guys are a thorn in my side, as if I need more
  trouble. They want to throw up those turbines on top of every hill and ridge as far as the eye can see. But they’ve got to slow the hell down,” he said, “until we can get a
  handle on it.” He shook his head.


  “We used to think we were cursed with Class Five, Six, and Seven wind in this state,” he said, “and now we find out we’re blessed with it. But for Christ’s
  sake, we’ve got to get some control. Not everybody wants to look out their window and see those things. In the last few years, we’ve all learned the word ‘viewshed.’ But
  what I need to be made to understand is why it is we’re putting up all those turbines when right underneath them is all the oil, gas, coal, and uranium we’ll ever need but we
  aren’t allowed to get. If the reasons these windmills are going up is based on wishful thinking and policy and not need, what the hell are we doing?”


  Joe shrugged his I’m-just-a-game-warden shrug.


  “Is that what you want to know?” Rulon asked.


  “Partly,” Joe said. “But specifically I was wondering about the Rope the Wind project up in my neck of the woods.”


  Rulon sat back in his chair and laced his fingers across his belly, which was much bigger than the last time Joe had seen it. Rulon said, “Now I get it. This is about your
  father-in-law.”


  “Partly,” Joe said.


  “He was really chained from the blade of a turbine?”


  “Yup. I found the body.”


  “Jesus,” Rulon said, reacting as if a chill were coursing through him. “What a way to go. I hope it doesn’t start a trend.”


  “Too much work,” Joe said. “Most criminals don’t want to work that hard.”


  “Give my regards to your mother-in-law,” Rulon said, raising his eyebrows. “I’d hate to lose one of my biggest contributors on a first-degree murder charge. That kind of
  thing doesn’t look good. Thank the Lord I’m nearly termlimited out and I won’t have some jackass Republican using that one against me down the road... But I digress. From what I
  understand, it was going to be the biggest single private wind energy project in the State of Wyoming. One hundred turbines! But this murder has thrown it off track, maybe. And you think
  there is more to it than meets the eye?”


  “Possibly.”


  Rulon cocked his head. “I didn’t think you and your mother-in-law saw eye-to-eye on much. Why are you trying to save her?”


  Joe said, “It isn’t about her, although it is. My wife...”


  “Say no more,” Rulon guffawed. Then: “There isn’t much I can tell you about it. The state hasn’t been involved. It was done purely between the landowner, the power
  companies, and the Feds. There’s no state land involved, so we’ve been kept out of it.”


  “I was afraid of that,” Joe said. “You see, the murder trial starts next Monday.”


  Rulon sat back. “That’s a fast trial.”


  “Judge Hewitt—”


  “Hewitt,” Rulon said, cutting Joe off. “I did a few trials before him back when I was a county prosecutor. Once he made me sing. Actually sing a song. But that’s another
  story for another time. The guy is no-nonsense.”


  Joe said, “He drew a Dall sheep permit in Alaska. He wants the trial over before the season ends.”


  Rulon chortled.


  “So I’ve got less than a week to figure out what’s going on, if anything,” Joe said sourly.


  “This sounds like the whole wind energy rush,” Rulon said. “It’s out of control and moving so fast nobody can keep up with it. No one has stopped to look at what’s
  happened in other countries when they decided to artificially change their energy policy to feel-good crackpot schemes. Jobs have been lost and their economies tanked, and they’ve completely
  backed off. But not us, by God!”


  Rulon practically leaped across the desk. He said, “Wind energy has created some strange bedfellows. The traditional fossil fuel guys hate it, and they’re partnering up with their
  traditional enemies, the greens. Some landowners love windmills, some hate them—it depends on who’s getting paid. The Feds are going over our heads because it’s new policy and
  they couldn’t care less if it makes economic sense or if the states are players. And there’s so much damned federal money involved... you just know things are going to get
  screwy.”


  “Thank you for your time,” Joe said, standing. “I appreciate the background, but I know you’re busy.”


  Rulon assessed Joe through heavy-lidded eyes. He said, “It’s good to see you, Joe. I still think you’re a man I can count on, despite everything.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You and me, we’re not through,” Rulon said. “I still have two years to go, and I may need to call on you again. I’ll work it out with the new director when
  he’s hired. Or she’s hired. Will you respond if I ask?”


  Joe hesitated, and said, “Sure.”


  “As long as it’s within your boundaries,” Rulon said sarcastically. “You ought to get a bumper sticker that says, ‘What Would Dudley Do-Right Do?’ Call it
  W.W.D.D.R.D. That has a ring to it.”


  Joe nodded. “That’s the second time in two days I’ve been called that.”


  “Maybe there’s something to it,” Rulon said. “But hell, that’s one reason I like you, Joe.”


  Joe shrugged.


  “But like I said, I need more yes-men in the future.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Have a good day, Joe,” Rulon said, “and my best to your lovely family.” He always signed off that way, Joe thought. As if they’d just had a conversation about the
  weather.


  “Yours, too, sir.”


  Rulon said, “Tell Coon to cooperate with you or he’ll be hearing from me. And he doesn’t like to hear from me.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Joe said.


  FBI Special Agent Chuck Coon said, “Yeah, we’ve got him. But why should I let you talk to Orin Smith?”


  “I told you,” Joe said. “He may be able to shed some light on a case I’m working on. As far as I know, it’s unrelated to why you’ve got him here in the first
  place.”


  They were sitting at a long empty conference table on the third floor of the Federal Center in Cheyenne. To get in, Joe had had to leave his weapons, phone, keys, and metal in a locker at the
  ground floor security entrance. He couldn’t help but contrast the difference between getting in to see Chuck Coon and his morning meeting with the governor.


  “What happened to your face?” Coon asked.


  “I tangled with a motivated slacker,” Joe said.


  “I didn’t know there were such creatures.”


  “Neither did I.”


  “When was the last time you saw Nate Romanowski?”


  Joe stifled a grin because of the way Coon had slipped that in.


  “I haven’t seen him for over a year,” Joe said. “In fact, I wish I knew where he was right now.”


  “Don’t tell me that,” Coon said. “Jeez, Joe. We’re still after him, you know.”


  Joe nodded.


  Coon had not lost his boyish features, although his close-cropped brown hair was beginning to sparkle with gray from running the Cheyenne bureau since his predecessor had been kicked up the
  ladder in the bureaucracy. Coon was incapable of not looking like a federal agent, Joe thought. He wore an ill-fitting sport coat over a white shirt and tie. Coon seemed like the kind of guy who
  would wear his credentials on a lanyard in the shower and while playing with his kids. In Joe’s own experience and from what he’d heard from other law enforcement throughout the state,
  Coon was an honorable man doing a professional job. There was no doubt that he served a distant federal master, but in the two years he’d spent as supervisor, he’d built bridges between
  the myriad conflicting city, county, state, and federal agencies that overlapped confusingly throughout Wyoming. Joe liked him, and when they weren’t butting heads, they discussed their
  families and Coon’s new interest in archery.


  “So why is he in lockup?” Joe asked.


  “Ponzi scheme,” Coon said. “I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it. He’s been running a good one for the last two years right here out of Cheyenne. Kind of a
  high-tech pyramid scheme, where he convinced investors who wanted to shelter their money from taxes to invest in his operation. He claimed he’d figured out a way to buy hard assets like gold
  and real estate through a legit offshore company. That way, he told them, they could shelter their cash so the government wouldn’t get it and at the same time hedge their wealth against
  declines in the dollar. It was pretty sophisticated.”


  Joe nodded.


  “There’s a lot more of these kinds of scams these days,” Coon said. “The rich are running scared. Some of them will do just about anything not to have to pay up to fifty
  percent of their income in taxes. So when they hear about an outfit like Orin Smith’s, they get reckless when they should know better.”


  Joe said, “So he actually paid them dividends?”


  “At first,” Coon said. “It was a classic Bernie Madoff-like Ponzi scheme, but with a twist. The first few rich folks who sent him cash to shelter did receive dividend checks
  based on the increase in the price of gold or whatever. And they told their friends for finder’s fees that Smith kicked back. But as more and more wealthy people sent him money, the dividend
  checks got smaller for the first investors and non-existent for the later ones.”


  “What was the twist?” Joe asked.


  Coon shook his head in a gesture that was part disgust and part admiration. “Unlike Madoff, Smith never even pretended to be aboveboard. He bragged on his website and in his emails that he
  operated outside the system. That way, he claimed, he and his investors were performing kind of a noble act in defense of free enterprise. He called it a ‘capital strike.’ The people
  who sent him money knew he wasn’t going to report to the SEC or anybody else. The endgame was that when and if the tax rates ever went back down, the investors would ask him to sell off their
  assets and return the cash. For Orin Smith, it worked pretty well for a while.”


  “So how’d you catch him?” Joe asked. “If no one was willing to turn him in because they would be admitting they’d done something criminal.”


  Coon said, “Guess.”


  Joe thought for a moment, then said, “A divorce.”


  “Bingo. A trophy wife in Montana and her seventy-year-old husband split the sheets. They jointly owned a high-end ski resort where all the members were multi-millionaires, and she wanted
  half of everything. When she found out he’d invested most of what they had with Smith’s company, she went ballistic and reported it to the Bureau in Montana. It was child’s play
  for us to trace the IP addresses through all the firewalls right here to Cheyenne. And it didn’t take us long to guess who was responsible, since Orin Smith has been running scams here for
  years.”


  Joe sat back. “I don’t get it,” he said. “This is the same guy who was the head honcho of a legitimate wind energy company worth millions? And he’s been on your
  radar for a while.”


  “So,” Coon said, “you want to meet him?”


  “That’s why I’m here.”


  “I’m going to sit in. If he says he doesn’t want to talk, that’s it. It’s over. And he may want his lawyer present. If that’s the case, you’ll need to
  wait. And if your questioning goes anywhere it shouldn’t, I’m going to shut you down. Are we clear?”


  Joe winced, but he couldn’t see that he had a choice. “We’re clear.”



     
  


  28


  NATE ROMANOWSKI PULLED his Jeep into an empty space in long-term parking at the Jackson Hole
  Airport and checked his wristwatch: 10:30 a.m.


  The sawtooth profile of the Grand Teton Mountains dominated the western horizon. It was a clear cool day with a bite in the air and there was a light dusting of snow on the top of two of the
  peaks: Teewinot and the Grand. River cottonwoods and mountain ash shouldering up against the Snake River in the valley were already turning gold. Out on the highway, a pair of bull moose were
  meandering from the sagebrush flats across the blacktop causing a backup in traffic that he’d simply driven around in the ditch. Since it was the only airport in the country located within a
  national park, getting there was a visual extravaganza, but he’d seen it all so many times and he had other things on his mind.


  He flipped down the visor and looked at himself in the small mirror the way a painter inspects his work to determine if he’s finished or more touch-ups are required. He hardly recognized
  himself. His hair was black and short-cropped, and his eyes were brown due to a pair of tinted contact lenses. He looked out through a pair of narrow black-framed hipster glasses. He wore a black
  polo shirt under a chocolate brown jacket (with an obligatory pink ribbon pinned to the lapel), chinos, and lightweight hiking shoes straight out of the box. Nate looked thoroughly Jackson-like, he
  thought. He’d look right at home on the streets of Jackson, Aspen, Vail, or Sun Valley. Like all the other politicos, hedge fund managers, and Hollywood players with second or third homes in
  mountain resorts across the West.


  After hiding his .500 in a lockbox under the seat and slipping a new wallet into the back of his chinos and a black leather passport case into the breast pocket of his jacket, he topped himself
  off with an Australian-style brimmed hat and he looked so authentic, he thought, that he fought an urge to punch himself out.


  The ticket agent behind the counter wore blonde dreadlocks and barely looked up when he said he wanted to go to Chicago on the next flight. She looked at his ID and said,
  “Mr. Abbey, there is one seat left on United 426 at 1:36 p.m. That will get you back home to Chicago at 7:14 p.m. with a change in Denver.”


  “Great,” he said.


  “Are you checking any luggage?”


  “No. Just this carry-on.”


  “And will you be using a credit card today?” she asked.


  “Just cash,” he said.


  She barely looked up as he handed over eight one-hundred-dollar bills. She gave him forty dollars in change.


  The ticket printer hummed and she handed him documents for Phillip Abbey of 2934 West Sunnyside Avenue, Chicago, Illinois.


  He strolled toward security and the white-clad TSA officers who seemed as bored with their jobs as the ticket agent. It was a common attitude he’d found in resort towns, he thought:
  Everybody who actually had to work couldn’t wait to get off their shift and get outside and recreate in their chosen interest, whether it be hiking, mountain-bike riding, skiing, whatever.
  They were marking time, and their jobs existed solely to fund their time off. They had no emotional investment in the companies that employed them or the community where they lived. The ticket
  agent had no ambition to move up in the airline industry, and the TSA agents were there because all the post office jobs were filled.


  No one cared who he was or what he looked like, and the elite crowds that washed through the airport daily had no desire to build lasting relationships with the low-level employees within. It
  was, he thought, the perfect airport in the area to arrive at or depart from without raising an eyebrow.


  Plus, it would get him quickly to Chicago.


  Phillip was for Phillip Glasier, the author of Falconry and Hawking, one of the ten books he’d once listed to take with him on a desert island. Abbey was for Edward Abbey, author of
  The Monkey Wrench Gang—another book he’d once have chosen but now that he’d seen more of the world would substitute with something else. Maybe the Art of War by Sun
  Tzu, although it wouldn’t be the smartest name to put on a phony passport.


  He reminded himself of two of Sun Tzu’s rules:


  
    
      
        Attack him where he is unprepared, appear where you are not expected.


        
          And...

        


        Bring war material with you from home, but forage on the enemy.

      

    

  


  The West Sunnyside Avenue address belonged to the ex-governor of Illinois, Rod Blagojevich. That one made him smile.


  Nate had not flown commercial since he’d been placed on the FBI watch list, and he’d vowed he never would again. He’d heard about the vaunted and annoying
  U.S. airport security measures, and made it a point not to pack metal objects or any liquid containers larger than three ounces. He breezed through security after they checked his ticket against
  his passport, a remnant of the old days that would expire soon. He’d been issued ten of them in different names and he still had two in reserve. He was curious if the agents would question
  him because he’d bought his ticket with cash, and was surprised they didn’t. Fortunately, they were preoccupied with a woman in her mid-eighties traveling to visit her grandchildren who
  had tried to smuggle a large bottle of shampoo aboard in her makeup case.


  He sat alone in the departure lounge with his carry-on across his knees and a Bluetooth earpiece in his ear because it seemed like the Phillip Abbey thing to do. He watched the sun highlight
  different aspects of the Teton Range. When the plane he was to take landed, he watched the incoming passengers as they filed through the doorway. They were wealthy, white, and woodsy folks
  chattering happily, pointing out to their seatmates through the massive windows where they lived in the valley, discussing the moose on the highway they’d seen in the distance as they landed.
  Several were already talking on their cell phones or into their Bluetooth devices.


  He sighed, and continued to look like Phillip Abbey on this way to Chicago.
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  “I CAN PROMISE you nothing,” Joe said to Orin Smith, who sat across from him at a small table in a basement
  interrogation room in the Federal Building.


  “Then why am I here?” Smith asked softly. “Agent Coon wasn’t clear with me other than to say you thought I might know something about your case—whatever it
  is.”


  The room was small, close, institutional light green, and too brightly lit. Joe and Orin Smith were alone in it, although both were well aware of Coon’s invisible presence on the other
  side of the one-way glass on the south wall, as well as two closed-circuit cameras with glowing red lights mounted in opposite corners of the ceiling.


  Smith looked Joe over skeptically. “I’ve never hunted or fished in my life,” he said. “I don’t even like the outdoors. I don’t see the point of going without
  a hot shower, a cold cocktail, and a flush toilet. As far as I’m concerned,” Smith said, “camping is just nature’s way of feeding mosquitoes.”


  “I’m glad we got that cleared up,” Joe said. “But this has nothing to do with hunting or fishing.”


  “But you’re what—a game warden?” Smith asked, after reading the patch on Joe’s uniform sleeve.


  “Yup.”


  “I think you may be in the wrong building,” Smith said.


  “Nope.”


  Orin Smith was in his mid-sixties and didn’t have an aura that hinted at charisma or confidence, Joe thought. Smith was short and soft with a blade-like nose and wounded eyes that never
  remained in one place very long. His skin was thin and pale as if made of parchment. Ancient acne scars dimpled his cheeks and fleshy neck. He wore an orange one-piece jail jumpsuit, and boat shoes
  with the laces removed. Only two things set Smith apart from any other inmate, Joe observed. Smith’s hair was long and swept back and expensively cut into layers designed to hide abnormally
  large ears, and his teeth were capped and perfect and reminded Joe of two strings of pearls.


  “My questions have nothing to do with the charges you’re in here for,” Joe said. “I’m a lot more interested in your former life. Back when you owned a company
  called Rope the Wind.”


  The mention of the name created a reaction in Orin Smith that resembled a mild electric shock, although he quickly recovered.


  “I owned a lot of companies,” Smith said, finally.


  “Let’s start with that,” Joe said, drawing his small spiral notebook out of his breast pocket. “What I can do, if you cooperate with me and answer my questions, is to put
  in a good word to the federal district judge. And, frankly, I can ask the governor to do the same. I’m not trying to incriminate you in any way.”


  “The governor?” Smith asked. “You know him?” There was doubt showing by the way he cocked his head slightly to the side, canine-style.


  “I work for him from time to time,” Joe said. “If you know him, you know there isn’t a person in this state who can guarantee what he’ll do or say, including me.
  But if you tell me the truth and help me out, I’ll tell him just that.”


  “Interesting,” Smith said. “Will you put that in writing and send it to my lawyer?”


  “No,” Joe said. “My word is my word. Take it or leave it.”


  “I should call my lawyer,” Smith said. “I shouldn’t be talking to you without him in the room.”


  “Suit yourself,” Joe said, sitting back. “I’ll wait until he gets here. But keep in mind I’ve got time constraints and I don’t live here in Cheyenne. I
  can’t guarantee the offer will still stand if you and your lawyer take your time making a decision to talk to me or not. I may not be able to come back here when you decide, and I may not
  want to come.” Thinking: Please don’t call your lawyer and delay this.


  “I drove all night to get here,” Joe said.


  “That’s your problem, not mine.”


  Smith assessed Joe in silence, looking at him in a detached and quiet way that reminded Joe of a poker player trying to guess if his opponent was bluffing.


  “I’ll have to get back to you on this,” Smith said as he stood up. The man walked across the room and rapped on the one-way mirror.


  “We’re done here for now,” he said.


  Joe cursed to himself as a U.S. Marshall opened the door to let Smith out.


  “He’s wily,” Coon said, as they walked down the hallway toward the elevator. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he strung you along for a while and ended
  up saying nothing.”


  “I wasn’t kidding about the time constraints,” Joe said. “I can maybe stay tonight, but not longer than that.”


  “What’re you going to do while you cool your heels?”


  Joe shrugged.


  “If he hasn’t gotten back to you by tonight, you want to come over for dinner? I’ll grill you a steak or a burger or something. You bring beer.”


  “Make it a steak,” Joe said. “I know how much more money you Feds make than lowly state employees.”


  Coon snorted at that. At the door of the security entrance, Coon keyed the pad and the door whooshed open. “I’ll give you a call if he decides to talk to you,” he said.
  “Keep your cell phone on.”


  Joe nodded glumly.


  His phone lit up while he was buying a fancy new wrist-watch for Marybeth at a Western-wear store downtown. She’d accidentally dropped her last one in a water trough
  while grooming her horses. She liked Brighton watches. He stepped away from the counter and plucked his phone out of his breast pocket and saw it was coming not from Coon but from Marybeth.


  “How’s it going?” she asked.


  He cradled the phone between his shoulder and neck while he dug his wallet out of his back pocket to hand the clerk a Visa card.


  “Not well,” he said. “I’m stymied in Cheyenne, waiting to talk to Orin Smith.”


  “Sorry,” she said. “So where are you now?”


  “In a store.”


  “A sporting goods store?”


  “No.”


  “Joe, you don’t go to stores.”


  “And I never will again, either,” he said. “I need land, lots of land under starry skies above.”


  She chuckled, which was a good sound, but it ended abruptly. She said, “When my mother is cleared of this stupid murder charge, I think I want to kill her.”


  “Sounds good,” he mumbled. He was distracted as the salesclerk behind the counter handed his card back and said, “Sorry, sir, but it’s been declined. Do you have another
  card we can try?”


  He knew his face was flushing as he replaced the Visa with a debit card. He didn’t want to use the debit card because Marybeth kept close track of their checking account balance, and she
  might see he’d gotten her a gift before he had a chance to give it to her.


  “Do you know why the Visa card won’t work?” he asked her. “This is kind of embarrassing.”


  “I’m late paying bills this month,” she said. “You know how it’s been. I’m sorry. What are you buying, anyway?”


  “Don’t ask,” he said.


  “Joe, don’t get me anything. I don’t need anything, and we’re tight this month.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” he said, trying to get her off the subject. He was relieved when the sales clerk swiped the debit card and it seemed to be processing.


  “Did you even hear what I said?” she asked, annoyed.


  “Yes. Let’s kill your mother.”


  The sales clerk glanced up at that and Joe turned away, embarrassed again.


  “She’s sashaying around town like a school girl on Marcus Hand’s arm,” Marybeth said. “She’s all giggly and silly and spending money like it was going out of
  style. Joe, she drove the Hummer—the very car they found the rifle in—and bought Hand an elkhorn chandelier display at the furniture store for fifteen thousand dollars. Just bought it
  outright and asked them to deliver it to the ranch. Then she took him to the country club and paid the golf pro to keep everybody else off the course while she and her lawyer played a round in
  private. She acts like she doesn’t have a care in the world, and everybody’s talking.”


  “Don’t pay attention to them,” Joe said.


  “It’s not about me,” Marybeth said. “It’s about her. She acts like she’s just above it all—above the law with her big-shot Jackson Hole lawyer. If she
  deliberately set out to make a bad impression around town—to taint her jury pool—she couldn’t do a better job.”


  He sighed. “I don’t understand her,” he said.


  “I don’t, either. But now even her country club set is turned against her. She’s not thinking.”


  “Don’t be so sure,” Joe said. “Your mother never does anything that won’t benefit her in some way. She’s got something going—we just don’t know
  what yet.”


  “That was a cruel thing to say.”


  “But true,” he said. Then: “You know, I could just come home and, you know, let the chips fall where they may.”


  Silence.


  He said, “I didn’t mean that. I’m just frustrated. I drove all night and I’ve got nothing to do but wait for a call. Meanwhile, your mother is buying chandeliers for her
  lawyer.”


  “I know,” she said. “She’s her own worst enemy sometimes.”


  “I thought I was,” Joe said, as the sales clerk gestured to him asking if he wanted the watch wrapped. He nodded yes.


  “No,” Marybeth said, “you’re the one who is going to save her skinny old ass despite herself.”


  Joe thought about the forty-five miles over the mountains to Laramie from Cheyenne and looked at his watch. He didn’t know Sheridan’s class schedule, but he found
  himself driving south down Lincolnway toward an exit ramp to I-80 West. As he merged onto the highway he speed-dialed her cell phone.


  “Dad?” She was clearly surprised. He could hear wind and other voices in the background, like she was walking along in a pack of students.


  “Hi, honey.”


  “Dad, is everything all right?”


  “Fine. You sound frantic.”


  “You never call me, okay?”


  He started to argue but had to concede she was right. “I’m in Cheyenne. What’s going on?”


  He heard her tell someone, “Just a minute, I’ll be right there.” Then to him: “Ah, nothing. I’m still trying to figure out my way around. It’s all a little
  confusing and I’m tired all the time.”


  “Are you getting enough sleep?”


  She laughed, “What do you think?”


  He dropped it. “What’s your afternoon look like?”


  The hesitation made him think for a moment the call had been dropped. “I’ve got class and then I’m meeting some friends for coffee. Why? Were you thinking of coming
  over?”


  Joe said, “You drink coffee?”


  “Daaad.” She lengthened the word out.


  “Of course you do,” he said. His ears felt hot. He said, “No, I just had some time to kill so I thought I’d check on you. See how you were doing.”


  Another hesitation. When her voice came back it was soft, as if she was trying not to be overheard. “It’s not like I wouldn’t love to see you, Dad, but... it’s hard.
  I’m just starting to feel like I’m really at college and not at home. It would kind of be tough right now to change plans and see you. It would set me back.”

“I understand,” he said. “Really.”


  “Remember what the orientation lady said. Six weeks. Try to go six weeks before seeing your parents and it will be easier.”


  “I remember.”


  “Are you on the way over?” she asked.


  “Not at all,” he said, pulling over to the side of the highway. He cleared his throat, and said, “So you’re doing okay? Eating well? Getting along with folks?”


  “Yes, yes, and yes,” she said. She sounded relieved.


  “You know what’s going on with your grandmother?”


  “Mom keeps me well briefed.”


  “We miss you,” he said.


  “I miss you guys.”


  “Remember,” he said. “Keep in touch with your mother.”


  “I will, Dad. And thanks for calling.”


  He squinted and dropped his phone into his pocket, then drove slowly along the shoulder for a place to turn around to go back to Cheyenne. In his mind’s eye he pictured her drinking coffee
  with students her own age.


  His heart wasn’t broken, he thought, but it was certainly cracked.


  After steaks and three beers with Chuck Coon and his family, Joe sat at the desk in his hotel room and sketched out a time line from the murder of Earl Alden to the present
  time, bulleting each fact as he knew them. He hoped that by writing everything down, something would jump out at him.


  He was wrong.


  For the fiftieth time that day, he checked his cell phone to see if he’d missed a call from Coon or Orin Smith’s lawyer. He hadn’t.


  As he was once again punching in the number for Nate’s satellite phone, just in case, he had an incoming call.


  Coon said, “Surprise, surprise. Orin Smith will talk to you first thing in the morning.”
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  NATE ROMANOWSKI DROVE slowly down South State Street in a rental car on the South Side of Chicago
  with his windows down and his carry-on within reach on the passenger seat. The air was a warm stew of humidity: gasoline fumes, cooking food, and ripe garbage from Dumpsters. The sun had sunk and
  the last of it danced on the waves of Lake Michigan, igniting the sky and the west-facing sides of the downtown buildings, and now it was dark enough that the lights came on.


  Simple things, he thought. Simple things that were so different. For one, it wasn’t cooling down just because night had come. It was still as warm and sticky as it had been when he
  landed at O’Hare. And he’d lived so long in the awesome and immense quiet of Hole in the Wall canyon that the cacophony of pure urban white noise dulled his senses and pummeled his
  ears. There were still canyons, but these were walled by brick and steel and the sidewalks teemed with people. That, and when he looked up, the sky was muddy and soapy with city lights and he
  couldn’t see through it to the stars.


  Simple things. Like grabbing today’s Chicago Tribune as he walked through the terminal and sitting down inside a crowded bar and flipping through the pages until he found:


  
    
      
        Two Killed, Two Wounded in Drive-by

        Shooting at South Side Party


        SEPTEMBER 6, 2010 7:13 P.M.


        
          Two men were killed—one of them an expectant father—and two others wounded early Monday morning in a drive-by shooting in the South Side’s Stony Island
          Park neighborhood, according to police and a family member of one of the deceased victims. One person was being questioned in connection with the shooting, but no charges have been
          filed.


          About 2:40 a.m., four men were near a party at East 84th Street and South State Street when they were shot from a passing vehicle.


          J. D. Farr, 22, of the 9000 block of South Evans Avenue was hit and later pronounced dead at Advocate Christ Medical Center in Oak Lawn, according to the Cook County medical
          examiner’s office...

        


        So that’s where he was headed.

      

    

  


  And he was starting to get some looks. He could see them from the shadows behind buildings and grouped up in alleyways. As it got darker, they came out under the overhead
  streetlights, and there were knots of gangbangers gathered in certain places: twenty-four-hour convenience stores, eateries, bars. The sharp-dressed businesspeople in a hurry down on Michigan
  Avenue had been replaced by the people of the night in oversized shirts and coats and trousers on Nate’s southern journey, and he wondered if they ever even encountered each other
  day-to-day.


  Here he was, he thought, a white guy wearing Jackson Hole outdoor sports clothes driving a new rental very slowly, looking off to the side instead of through the windshield, windows down. He was
  sending a signal and some of them were picking it up.


  The intersection of South State Street and 71st had the right feel to him, he thought. There was a well-lit BP station there, lights so bright and blazing in the dark neighborhood that it was
  hard to see anything else. Nate noted the young clientele inside the BP convenience store, and the high counters and Plexiglas that had been installed inside to act as a barrier between the clerks
  and their customers. He backed in on the side of the station, out of the harsh light. He couldn’t see inside the station, and the employees couldn’t see him. Nate scanned the light
  poles and roofs of adjacent buildings for security cameras. They were there, all right, but he knew as long as he stayed in the rental in the low light, he couldn’t be identified.


  It was a noisy intersection. Vehicles streamed below the State Street overpass, and he heard snatches of heavy bass from open windows. But on top it was a different level of darkness and
  mood.


  Low-slung retail shops lined 71st: tattoo parlors, pawnshops, dollar stores, hair salons. Accordion-style security gates were up across the doors, and every window he could see was barred.
  Lights from inside the closed shops were dull and soft.


  Across the street from the BP Station was a low square cinder-block building painted bright yellow. The facing wall of the building announced on the side that it was the State Street Grill and
  that it was open twenty-four hours a day. A list of items offered inside were painted on the side of the bricks:


  
    
      
        T-BONE & EGGS $9.95


        JERK CHICKEN WINGS


        BBQ RIBS


        BREAKFAST SERVED ALL DAY

      

    

  


  The neighborhood just seemed right for what he was after. It was old, dark (except for the BP station), run-down, urban. The buildings weren’t packed together tightly so
  there were plenty of places to gather, hide, or run. It would be hard to pin someone down here because of all the exits, and it would take someone in a car less than a minute to shoot down the
  off-ramp and join the stream of traffic going north toward the shining city center.


  He was looking out at the street and the grill when he saw a flash of movement in his rearview mirror. They were coming up behind him on both sides of the car.


  The passenger window suddenly filled with a pair of dull white eyes in a black round face. He said, “What-choo-doin?” as if it were a single word. Nate guessed he was fourteen
  or fifteen years old, maybe younger. A scout. He had close-cropped hair and big cheeks and a mouth that showed no expression. He was wearing big clothes under a down coat that was so enormous it
  reminded Nate of a frontier buffalo robe.


  From inches away, at the driver’s window, a girl said, “What-choo-lookin-for, mister man?”


  Nate looked from one to the other. They’d approached his car in a rehearsed, cautious way—like cops. The girl was lighter-skinned, hair pulled back with beads in it, not unattractive
  despite her put-on street scowl.


  “Wha-choo-doin here?” the boy asked, high-pitched, as if astonished by Nate’s naïveté.


  “I like that,” Nate said to the girl. “Mister man.”


  “What about it?”


  “I’m hoping you can help me,” he said, keeping his voice low. “I’m looking for some protection. I was hoping you could steer me in the right direction.”


  “Pro-tection?” the boy said, still shrill and high-pitched and mocking. “Like rubbers? They inside.” He thumbed over his shoulder toward the outside wall of
  the BP station. He laughed at his own joke and looked over at the girl, hoping she would laugh, too.


  “You know what I mean,” Nate said.


  “Are you po-lice?” the girl asked. “You gotta tell me if you are. You look like po-lice.” She said it poh-lease.


  “No,” he said.


  “You lyin’,” she said. “You a lyin’ motherfucker, mister man.”


  Nate sighed. “Such language. Look, I need to buy a gun. If you two can’t help me out, I’ll find someone who can. I’ve got cash and I’m starting to lose my sunny
  outlook on life.” He thought briefly of shooting his arms out and grabbing both of them by the ear and pulling them inside to make his point. He’d done worse.


  The girl looked him over, her face as hostile as she could make it. He felt sorry for her, because her eyes told him she wasn’t lost yet but was working on it. She said, “Wait here a
  minute,” and was gone.


  The boy shook his head at him, condescending, and started to say something and Nate gritted his teeth and whispered, “Don’t.”


  The word struck home and the boy was gone.


  Ten minutes later, Nate Romanowski steered his rental down the State Street off-ramp. The gangbanger the two had sent over had a thing for nines like most gangbangers, plenty
  of used pieces in stock, but Nate bought the only revolver he had: a five-shot .44 stainless steel double-action Taurus Bulldog with a two-and-a-half-inch barrel.


  “That ’un ’ill make a big mother-fuckin’ hole,” the gangbanger cackled when Nate chose it.


  “You don’t need to tell me about guns,” Nate said, and handed over eight one-hundred-dollar bills. The gangbanger threw in a half box of cartridges in the deal. Nate
  didn’t spend much time speculating what the missing ten bullets had been used for.


  As Nate cruised toward the city on the five-lane, he thought: Simple things.


  Like how simple it was to buy an unregistered handgun in a city that tried its damndest to ban them. It meant he could pick one up just about anywhere—at any time. No hassle with gun
  stores, hours of operations, dealers, forms, ID, or criminal record checks.


  As long as he had the desire, a purpose, and a brick of one-hundred-dollar bills, he was in business.


  Twenty minutes on the computer in the business center of his hotel would give him the rest of what he needed.


  Instinctively, he reached over and felt the heavy steel outline of the .44 in his overnight bag. He thought of Sun Tzu.


  And he thought about going hunting in the morning.



     
  


  SEPTEMBER 7


  For they have sown the wind, and they shall reap the whirlwind.


  —Hosea 8:7
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  SMITH SAID, “WHAT is it you want to know about Rope the Wind?”


  As had happened many times when Joe interrogated people with a high opinion of themselves, it didn’t take long for Orin Smith to open up. He explained how he’d come
  to own so many companies, and how he’d acquired them. While he explained the strategy and growth of his former enterprise, Joe nodded his head in appreciation, sometimes saying,
  “Wow—you’re kidding?” and “What a smart idea,” which prompted Smith to tell him even more.


  Orin Smith was proud of his business accomplishments, and was grateful someone finally wanted to hear about them.


  Smith explained how he’d—legally—taken advantage of a Wyoming initiative to encourage business development during the last energy bust of the 1990s. The state
  legislature had passed laws that made it very simple and inexpensive to incorporate in the state as a limited liability company. The idea, Smith explained, was not only to encourage new enterprises
  to start up in Wyoming but also to get existing firms to possibly move their headquarters for the advantage of low taxes and slight regulation. He said he learned the ins and outs of the process,
  and for a while served as a kind of broker between those wishing to incorporate and the state government entities that processed the applications and granted LLC status.


  “I placed ads in newspapers and business journals all over the world,” Smith said. “‘Incorporate your company in Wyoming: it’s cheap, easy, and
  hassle-free!’ For a fee, I’d make sure my clients did their paperwork correctly and I’d even walk the applications to the secretary of state’s office on their behalf.
  You’d be surprised how many people out there took advantage of the new regulations.”


  But after serving as a facilitator for a few years, Smith said, he began to encounter more and more competition in the field. He realized there was a new market for turnkey companies that had
  already been created and were “established”—at least on paper.


  “Think about it,” Smith said. “Let’s say you’re an entrepreneur or you just came into some cash. What makes more sense—to put the money in a bank and declare
  the income so it can be taxed, or to ‘invest’ it into the ownership of a company with all the benefits a small business owner had at the time? Like expense accounts, travel, tax
  credits, and the like?”


  Joe nodded and said, “Exactly.” He’d learned over the years in interrogations that using the word exactly seemed to encourage his subjects to keep talking.


  “Then it hit me,” Smith said. “Because it was so easy to create shell companies and bank them away, why not look ahead in the economy and create limited liability companies
  with names that investors and entrepreneurs might want to buy outright? I mean, wouldn’t it be more valuable for a guy to approach the bank if he had just acquired a two- or three-year-old
  company with a paper track record than to go into the meeting with all kinds of highfalutin ideas about a start-up?”


  “Exactly,” Joe said.


  “So that’s what I did,” Smith said proudly. “I started coming up with company names that sounded great and applying for incorporation and filing them away. I tried to
  figure out what was hot and what was coming down the pike and tailor the names for that. I’ve always had a genius for names, you know.”


  Joe nodded.


  “Some company names were plays on words: ‘Nest Egg Management’, ‘Green Thumb Growth’, like that,” Smith said, getting more and more animated. “Then I
  realized how many of these folks out there liked company names that sounded cool and modern but didn’t really say anything, like ‘PowerTech Industries’, ‘Mountain
  Assets’, ‘TerraTech’, ‘GreenTech’, ‘TerraGreen’—anything with green or tech in it was golden, man...”


  Smith went through dozens of names and Joe recalled the short list Marybeth had read to him over the phone. He hadn’t actually heard of any of the companies, but it seemed like he
  had. He conceded to himself that Orin Smith did have a way with names.


  “So you were kind of like those guys who went out and bought all kinds of dot-com names in the early days of the Internet,” Joe said. “You locked up common names so when folks
  came around to wanting to use them they had to pay you a premium.”


  “Right, but then it all came to a crashing halt,” Smith said, his mouth drooping on the sides.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Apparently, some less-than-upstanding folks out there figured out how to buy and use these companies for unscrupulous means.”


  “Like what?” Joe asked.


  Smith glanced toward the mirrored window, where Coon was no doubt listening closely.


  “Apparently,” Smith said, choosing his words carefully, “it’s a lot easier to launder illegal money through a corporation than it is by other means.”


  “Like drug money?” Joe asked.


  “Apparently,” Smith said. “Or other kinds of cash. From what I hear, the Russian mafia and Mexican drug cartels discovered they, too, could set up cheap corporations in Wyoming
  and use them as a front for financial transactions.”


  “Not that you did that or knew anything about it,” Joe said.


  “Of course not,” Smith said, acting hurt. “Not until the secretary of state started a campaign to shut me down and say that limited liability companies in Wyoming had to have
  all kinds of new restrictions, like street addresses and boards of directors and crap like that. It just wasn’t fair.”


  “Exactly,” Joe said.


  “So I had to divest what I had, and fast,” Smith said. “If the secretary of state would have just stayed out of my business, I’d still be doing it. I never would have
  gotten involved in this thing the Feds said I did. Not that I did it, you understand,” he said with another glance toward the glass.


  “Rope the Wind,” Joe interjected.


  Smith paused and sat back. “One of my best,” he said. “It could be used for a dozen kinds of industries or products. I have to honestly say I wasn’t thinking wind energy
  at the time I came up with the name. Nobody was.”


  “So that’s how you met Earl Alden,” Joe prompted.


  “Not quite yet. That came later.”


  “Later than what?” Joe asked.


  Smith squirmed in his chair, and rubbed his hands together.


  “I saw the writing on the wall,” he said, “a new president, a new administration. Their big talk about ‘breaking our addiction to oil’, renewable energy, solar and
  wind. I could see it coming because it was right out there in front of us. They were talking about it all the time during the campaign.


  “So by then,” Smith said, “I couldn’t create any more new companies without all the hassle, but I still had all the company names I’d already registered. I did a
  little research and figured out where the windiest places in the state were located. So instead of waiting for entrepreneurs to knock on my door, I decided to get proactive. To hit the road and
  talk to businesspeople and landowners about what was coming down the pike. You see, I could see it plain as day. Those fools in Washington earmarked eighty-six billion dollars for ‘green
  initiatives’, including forty billion dollars in loan guarantees and grants for renewable energy projects. But convincing anyone—that’s where I just... failed.” He spat
  out the last word, and dropped his head to stare at something on the top of the table between his hands.


  Joe shook his head, confused. “But Rope the Wind...”


  “One guy actually showed some interest for a while, but he was just an ignorant rancher and he couldn’t make a decision. He strung me along for months and then he stopped taking my
  calls. I hadn’t heard anything from him for a couple of years and then he calls me a few weeks ago out of the blue and said he wished he would have done it. He tells me he was sick and going
  over what he’d done in his life and he realized not pulling the trigger on the wind project had been a mistake. Now he realizes, the dumb son-of-a-bitch.”


  Joe asked, “Was his name Bob Lee?”


  Smith shook his head. “I remember Bob Lee. He wasn’t interested at the time and told me to get the hell off his property.”


  “Who was it?” Joe asked.


  “His name was Bud,” Smith said. “Longstreet, or something like that.”


  “Bud Longbrake?”


  “That sounds right.”


  Joe just shook his head. “Where was he calling you from?”


  Smith waved Joe off. He said, “It was Calvin Coolidge who said the business of America is business. You ever heard that?”


  Joe nodded.


  “Not anymore,” Smith said. “It’s a thing of the past. That’s what I found out when I took my concept out on the road. Nobody wants to take a risk or work hard.
  Nobody wants to own a business anymore because if they succeed they become a target of the politicians. Everybody’s sitting back, scared, keeping their head down and waiting it out until the
  storm passes. If it ever does.”


  “So,” Joe said, trying to get Smith to refocus. “No one was interested in investing in your companies?”


  “That’s what I’m saying,” Smith said, annoyed.


  “So why not do it yourself?” Joe asked. “Why not use Rope the Wind yourself? Or why not start your own business and provide something people want to buy? You seem to have a
  gift for all this stuff.”


  Smith simply glared at him. He said, “Don’t be so simple-minded. Where have you been? That’s for suckers. That’s not how people make money these days. Owning a company is
  for suckers. Employing people is for idiots. Making money in the free market means you’re a douche bag ripe for plucking.”


  Joe sat back, confused.


  Smith said, “Today it’s about winners and losers, determined by folks in Washington. The winners—God bless ’em—are cleaning house. If you’re a winner, you get
  the money funneled to you and you can’t fail. And if you do fail, they’ll bail you out. But if you’re a loser, well, you end up in the hoosegow wasting your time talking with a
  damn game warden.”


  “Bud Longbrake,” Joe said. “The one who told you he’s sick? Where did you say he was calling from?”


  After the questions and answers continued throughout the morning—Earl Alden came up in a lot of them—Joe excused himself by asking Orin Smith to “hold that
  thought.”


  Joe found Chuck Coon in the hallway where he’d been observing the interview from a stool.


  “Can I borrow a legal pad or something from you?” Joe asked. “I filled up my notebook.”


  “I’ve never heard him talk so much,” Coon said, shaking his head. “You’re actually pretty good at this.”


  “He’s proud of his achievements,” Joe said. “He wants someone to know about them. He’s kind of a twisted genius in his way and he’s done a lot, and it
  frustrates him that all anyone asks him about is the Ponzi scheme that brought him down.”


  “Are you getting what you need?”


  Joe rubbed his temples with the tips of his fingers. “More than I bargained for,” he said.


  “This Earl Alden he keeps talking about,” Coon said. “He’s your murdered father-in-law?”


  Joe nodded.


  “I heard about that. Man, he really hated that guy.”


  “Nearly as much as the secretary of state,” Joe said. “Were you aware of what he was saying, that it used to be legal in Wyoming to register companies by the dozen?”


  Coon nodded. “Yeah. That’s how Orin Smith got on our radar in the first place a few years ago. We kicked it over to the state since it was a state issue, but, yeah, we were aware of
  it.”


  Joe whistled. “This is going a direction I didn’t anticipate.”


  “I take it you know this Bud Longbrake fellow?”


  “My ex-father-in-law.”


  “Quite a family you’ve got.” Coon whistled. “Let me get you a pad. But keep in mind Smith has a hearing this afternoon. You’ll need to wrap it up after lunch. Speaking of...”


  “Thanks,” Joe growled, “but I’m not hungry.”


  “Okay,” Joe said, reentering the interrogation room with a fresh yellow legal pad. “You were starting to tell me about your connection with the wind turbine
  remanufacturer in Texas.”


  At first, Joe didn’t pay any attention to the rapping at the interrogation room door. He was busy scribbling, and trying to process what he was being told by Orin Smith.
  Finally, Smith quit talking and chinned behind Joe.


  Coon and a U.S. marshal stood there. The marshal said, “Mr. Smith has an appointment upstairs before the judge.”


  “I think I’m through with him,” Joe said. He thanked Coon for the opportunity and shook hands with Orin Smith as the marshal escorted him out of the room.


  “I appreciate your cooperation,” Joe said.


  Smith nodded. “Just make sure to put in that good word—and to let Gov Spence know.”


  “I will.”


  As Smith left the room, he paused and turned. To Joe, he said, “If you get the son-of-a-bitch who did it, give him a big wet kiss from me.”


  Joe nodded that he understood.


  Joe sat in his pickup outside the Federal Building and flipped through page after page of notes, rereading his shorthand and committing names, dates, and the players to memory.
  He shook his head and absently stared at his cell phone display. Marybeth had called twice but hadn’t left messages. Her single text read, “Is everything all right? Call when
  you’re able.”


  She answered on the second ring. He could tell from the hush in her voice that she was working behind the desk at the library and couldn’t talk long.


  “Joe—what’s going on?”


  “It’s complicated,” he said. “I’m sorting it all out in my mind and it’ll take a while to get it straight. But I hope you’re sitting down.”


  “I am. Just tell me one thing. Do you know who killed The Earl?”


  “No,” Joe said. “But the list of people who wanted him dead just got real, real long. That’s if we can trust what this guy Orin Smith just told me.”


  He filled her in and she listened without comment. When he was through, she said, “Earl was a real son-of-a-bitch, wasn’t he?”


  “Seems like it. And if all this is true, everybody needs to rethink this whole trial.”


  Marybeth said, “Do you think Dulcie will drop the charges?”


  “I doubt it,” Joe said. “That would be too much to ask at this point. But she may want to ask for a delay in the trial so she can investigate this.”


  “My mother...” Marybeth said with a sigh. “She’s going to be rewarded for her bad behavior. Again.”


  “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Joe said. “Nothing may work out like we think it will. For the time being, we need to let everyone know what Orin Smith claims. If
  you’ll call Marcus Hand and tell him what I found out, I’ll call Dulcie Schalk.”


  Marybeth paused. “Why both sides?”


  Joe said, “Because, don’t forget—I’m an officer of the law. I took an oath. I stretch it from time to time, but there’s no way we can’t inform both parties
  what we know.”


  “Is it that?” Marybeth asked. “Or are you playing both sides against the middle?”


  “Maybe a little of that, too,” Joe admitted.


  “Are you on your way back home now?” she asked.


  “Nope.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “Believe it or not,” Joe said, “Orin Smith claimed he knew where I could find Bud Longbrake Sr.”
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  LAURIE TALICH PULLED her Audi Q7 into the shaded lot of the dance studio in Oak Park, shifted into
  park so she could keep the motor running and the air on, raised her large sunglasses to the top of her hair, and turned in her seat to address her two girls. Melissa was twelve years old and Aimee
  ten. Both wore black leotards over pink tights and clutched their shoe bags. Melissa had dark hair and olive skin like her, and Aimee was fairer but had her father’s light cruel eyes, if not
  his temperament, thank God.


  She said, “I’ll be back here in two hours. Don’t dawdle this time. I don’t know why it takes you two so long to change from your ballet shoes, but you need to hustle this
  time.”


  Melissa said, “It’s Aimee.”


  “Is not!”


  “It’s Aimee,” Melissa said, nodding her head.


  “I don’t care whose fault it is. I don’t want to have to come in and get you this time. I’ll be right here.”


  Aimee was in Contemporary Ballet I, and Melissa Contemporary Ballet II. Neither was very good yet, and neither had shown any passion for dance, although Laurie held out hope for Aimee.


  “Can we go to McDonald’s for dinner?” Melissa asked.


  “We’ll see,” Laurie said. It was always a hassle to drive home and start dinner after dance practice because the girls were starved and grouchy, so they usually went out.
  “It depends if you two hustle out here.”


  Laurie valued the two hours she got to herself while her daughters were at dance. She usually drove to a coffee shop and knitted or read while keeping an eye on the clock.


  “Tell her,” Melissa said, jabbing her little sister with a finger in the ribs.


  “Ow! She’s hurting me!” Aimee cried out.


  “I barely touched her,” Melissa said in defense.


  “Girls!” Laurie said. “Go!”


  The two unbuckled their seat belts as Melissa pushed the door open. Hot and humid air filled the Audi.


  Laurie said, “Have a good practice, girls. Give me a kiss.”


  Melissa did a drive-by kiss because she saw her friend Sarah getting out of her father’s car and she wanted to join her. Aimee kissed her mother good-bye, and said, “Melissa is the
  late one. She’s always talking.”


  “Don’t tell on your sister,” Laurie said. “Now go. See you in two hours. And shut the door. You’re letting all the hot air in.”


  She sat in the car to make sure both her girls went safely inside. It was a good neighborhood: leafy and prosperous. The children of the city’s elite families attended the same dance
  school, and it was hard to get in. She wished her girls were better dancers and would stand out, but...


  She gasped when the passenger door opened suddenly and a tall and rangy man swung in beside her and slammed the door shut. She instinctively reached for her knitting bag, but the big man placed
  his hand over hers and said, “Don’t.”


  Laurie was paralyzed with fear and she went for her door handle, but the man pressed the cold muzzle of a large handgun under her right arm. He said, “Don’t do that, either. Just
  drive.”


  “My girls...”


  “Are fine,” he said. His voice was deep and breathy and his eyes were slightly hooded. He was so calm it unnerved her. And he was familiar to her in a way she couldn’t place at
  first.


  He said, “Drive. Take us to the park in front of the Navy Pier. It’ll take less than twenty minutes.”


  “I know where it is.”


  “Good. And don’t think about anything but driving safely and calmly, and about the fact that if you don’t, I’ll blow you away.”


  He dug into her knitting bag and found the gun—a .38 Smith & Wesson Model 36 Lady Smith—while they drove past Columbus Park. He checked to see if it was loaded—it
  was—then snapped the cylinder home and slipped it into his waistband. He said, “You won’t be needing this.”


  As she joined the flow of traffic on Dwight D. Eisenhower Expressway toward the lake and Navy Pier, he said, “Do you know who I am now?”


  “Yes.” She chanced a glance at him while she drove. “I thought you were blond.”


  “I was,” Nate said. “Before I came out to find you.”


  “How did you... make it?”


  “I wasn’t there when your monkeys fired the rocket.”


  She could feel his eyes on her, picking up every flinch, every twitch. She knew she’d reacted to what he said.


  “My woman was there. Her name was Alisha.”


  “My husband’s name was Chase.”


  He was silent for several minutes. It made her more frightened than when he talked. But she found some comfort in the fact that he wanted to go to the pier. On a warm evening like tonight, she
  thought, there would be plenty of people around. It would be public. Someone might see them. Or maybe she’d have the chance to escape.


  They approached the pier. He directed her toward the most remote parking lot. It was practically empty because it was the farthest away. She was dismayed to find that there
  weren’t many people around.


  “Here,” Nate said.


  She pulled into a space. Lake Michigan dominated the view of the windshield. The pier reached out into it on their right, and small waves lapped against the pilings. The city was behind them.
  She could see how simple it would be for him to shoot her in the car, leave her body, and just walk away. Maybe there were cameras—they were everywhere these days—but even if he was
  seen by them, she would still be dead. She thought about Melissa and Aimee, and pictured their faces when they came out of the studio looking for their ride to McDonald’s. She couldn’t
  stop from tearing up.


  She said, “How did you find me? How did you know about dance practice?”


  “Wasn’t hard. Google,” he said. “Your name is all over it. You’re listed as a patron of the dance studio, and the hours and classes are posted. And there were a
  couple of newsletters listing the students in each class. Melissa and Aimee, right? I figured you’d be dropping them off or picking them up.”


  She stared at him. “But how did you know it was me?”


  He said, “I killed your husband, but it wasn’t personal. I didn’t even know who he was at the time. He was just a man who turned on me, holding a weapon that a minute before
  he’d been aiming at an injured girl we were tracking. I had no doubt that he would have finished her off. I didn’t think twice about it at the time and I’d do it all over again in
  the same circumstances.”


  She shook her head. “Chase wouldn’t...”


  “Of course he would,” he said. “Don’t be dumb. You know what kind of man he was and you’re not a stupid woman. You married him, after all.”


  She tried to find the right words to establish some kind of connection with him so he might let her go. But he was inscrutable and impossible to understand. Kind of like Chase. She said,
  “Did you find Johnny and Drennen?”


  “Yes,” Nate said. “I can find anybody.” And by the way he said it, she knew they were dead.


  “They didn’t tell me about your wife,” she said. “They never mentioned there was anyone else down there.”


  “That’s what happens when you work with amateurs.”


  “Professionals are hard to find.”


  “In Chicago?”


  “I wasn’t in Chicago. You weren’t in Chicago. You were in Podunk, Wyoming.”


  “Careful there,” he said. For the first time, she thought she saw a slight smile, an opening.


  Then he shut it. “So it was an eye for an eye,” he said.


  “My father... my father said revenge is a cleanser. I needed...” She searched for words and he let her search. “I needed to show myself I wouldn’t just take it. I
  wouldn’t just let someone take my husband away like that and there would be no consequences. And if the law wouldn’t or couldn’t do it, someone had to.”


  He nodded as if he agreed. The gun was in his lap but still pointed at her, almost casually. He said, “But you understand that if you play at this level, the concept of mercy doesn’t
  exist. You do understand that?”


  Her mouth was suddenly so dry she couldn’t speak. She clamped her hands between her thighs so they wouldn’t tremble. She’d done well, she thought, up to now. But she was losing
  it.


  “My girls...” she said, her voice a croak.


  “You should have thought of them before you went west,” Nate said. “That would have been a good time to think of consequences if you failed.”


  “I know,” she said, and dropped her head. Tears fell from her eyes onto the inside lenses of her sunglasses and pooled there.


  “There are people out there who want me gone,” Nate said. “They’ve sent a couple of professionals out over the years, but I put them down. And I thought I was off the map
  so far they’d never find me. But you did. A nice mom from Chicago. If it weren’t for what happened to Alisha, I could almost admire that.”


  She began to weep deep down from her chest. She couldn’t help it and wished she could stop.


  He said, “You obviously met someone in Wyoming who told you how to find me. And he or she probably helped you get your hands on a rocket launcher. I can’t imagine you can buy them on
  the street here as easily as I can buy a gun in Chicago.”


  She said, “Yes. I met someone.”


  Nate said, “What was the name?”


  She told Nate, but said she couldn’t be sure he wasn’t feeding her a line. After all, she’d told everyone her name was Patsy.


  He described the man’s physical features, and she agreed it was him. But it was hard to hear him through the roaring in her ears.


  Finally, Nate said, “Keep your mouth shut. You never met me. This is over. We both lost our lovers. But always keep in mind that I found you and that I can find you again. This
  time, think of those two girls of yours.”


  And with that, he was gone.


  
    *

  


  When she was recovered enough, she got out and stumbled toward the front of the car, not sure her legs had the strength to keep her upright. She pitched forward and caught
  herself on the hood and the metal was so hot it burned her palms. Despite the heat and the humidity and the sun, she felt a chill race through her.


  She raised her head, looking for him. She wasn’t sure which direction he’d gone. The grassy hill between her and the city had a few couples on it sitting on blankets, oblivious to
  what had just happened. Or nearly happened.


  Then she turned toward the pier itself. It was crowded with tourists, but one tall man with dark hair was among them. He paused at the railing, and she saw two objects drop and splash into the
  lake. The guns.


  She looked at her watch. An hour before she needed to pick up the girls. Enough time for a drink, or maybe two. She needed them like she’d never needed a drink before.


  Nate leaned against the railing on the pier away from the crowds. He didn’t throw the weapons into the water, but let the weapons drop out of his hands so his movements
  wouldn’t be obvious to anyone.


  The name she’d given him had shocked him at first, but the more he thought about it the more sense it made. The dots connected.


  He checked his watch. He had time to return the rental and catch a red-eye back to Jackson Hole, to his Jeep, to his .500.


  He wasn’t through, after all.
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  DRIVING NORTH ON I-25 approaching Chugwater, Joe scrolled down through the call records on his cell phone, looking for a
  number from several weeks before when Dulcie Schalk had called him from her cell to ask questions about a poaching case. He highlighted the number and pushed SEND. She
  picked up on the third ring.


  “Joe?” she asked, her surprise obvious.


  “Since it’s after hours I didn’t know whether to call the office, and I couldn’t wait until tomorrow,” he said.


  “We’re neck deep in work, Joe,” she said. “Getting ready for opening arguments next week. I really don’t have much time right now, I’m afraid.”


  “I’m sure,” he said, “but there’s some new information you need to know. I’d never call otherwise.”


  “So this is about the Alden case.” It was a statement, not a question, and she sounded disappointed in him.


  “Yup.”


  There was a heavy sigh. “Joe, you know the situation. You’re personally involved in this whole thing, and it’s inappropriate to contact me after hours to lobby for your
  side.”


  Joe eased his pickup over to the shoulder of the highway and parked. The few lights of Chugwater were in his rearview mirror. To the west, three heavy-bodied clouds sat suspended over the bluffs
  of the horizon, their rose-colored bellies lit by the setting sun. When he turned the key off in the ignition, the sweet smell of desert sage filled the cab. “I’m not calling to
  lobby,” he said evenly, “and I don’t have a side.”


  The tone of his voice seemed to jar her. She said, “But I thought...”


  “I need you to listen to me for five minutes. If you think I’m lobbying you after that, I’ll hang up and wait for you to lose the trial. Is that the way you want to go
  here?”


  “No,” she said, with a slight hesitation. “Okay, I’ve got five minutes.”


  He filled her in on his conversation with Bob Lee and what Marybeth had found online about Rope the Wind, which had led him to Orin Smith.


  “He’s in federal custody,” Joe said. “I interviewed him at the Federal Building in Cheyenne.”


  “Under whose authority?” she bristled.


  “Under mine,” he said. “But for the record, both the governor and the federal agent in charge knew I was there and what I was doing. In fact, the FBI listened in to the
  interview.”


  He could tell by her silence that she had no foreknowledge of Orin Smith or his connection to Rope the Wind, and therefore Smith’s previous efforts to get a wind energy company started in
  Twelve Sleep County among the landowners. He wasn’t surprised, since the sheriff’s investigation had taken them no further than Missy. He hoped she wouldn’t get defensive and
  territorial and shut him down before he heard him out. Joe knew Schalk didn’t like surprises, and he’d seen how she bristled when others offered speculation with nothing to back them
  up. And like every county attorney Joe had ever worked with, she hated it when investigators struck out on their own.


  She said, “This man, Orin Smith, he’s in federal custody? And I assume this testimony might help him out at sentencing? Why should I think he’s a credible witness?”


  “Good point,” Joe said. “You have no reason to believe anything he says right now. He’s up for eleven counts of fraud, after all. I’m not sure I believe everything
  he told me. But please jot down what I relate to you and check him out on your own and make your own decision. And keep in mind Sheriff McLanahan wants a big simple win over a rich woman nobody
  likes. He’s never wanted to look any further than her, and he’s never focused on anybody else. Dulcie, neither have you.”


  “Continue,” she said. Her tone was ice cold.


  Joe said, “The other night, I heard Earl Alden described as a skimmer. I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant at the time or why it would matter. But now I have a better idea.


  “Alden was connected politically and professionally,” Joe said. “And that seems to be the way it works these days. Success has nothing to do with ideas or inventions or hard
  work. It’s about who you know and which politician may pick you to succeed. The Earl was a skimmer with no personal ideology. He gave big money to folks in both parties and made sure they
  knew it. That way he was always covered no matter who won. For The Earl it was like investing in research and development: He was never sure who would pay off. If there was an opportunity, he was
  right there with his hand out. And when it came to this big push for wind energy development, The Earl was right there ready to rock with the new administration in Washington and all their green
  initiatives.”


  She said, “Are you getting to the point soon?”


  Joe said, “Believe me, I don’t like to talk this much, either. But you need to know Alden’s background before you can understand what he did and who was affected by
  it.”


  “Okay,” she said, unconvinced.


  “Anyway,” Joe said, “with this wind energy deal, he saw a way he could cash in. The money was phenomenal, and he figured out a way to keep it coming from all sides.


  “First,” Joe said, “he heard about Orin Smith and Rope the Wind. I don’t know who told him, or if Earl figured it out on his own. You know how fast word spreads in the
  county, and no doubt some of the ranchers Smith approached talked to each other over coffee or at the feed store. He might have even heard something from Missy or Bud Sr., for all we know. However
  he found out, The Earl met with Smith after every other rancher in the county had turned Smith down. Earl saw the value in a three-year-old wind energy company even if the three years was nothing
  more than incorporation records sitting in a file at the secretary of state’s office. So Earl offered not to buy Rope the Wind for cash, but to make Smith a partner in the effort. In effect,
  Earl told Smith he’d get forty percent of the profits once the wind farm was built and producing electricity. Since Smith had struck out everywhere else and he knew Earl Alden was this
  legendary cash-generating machine, he agreed to the deal.”


  “I don’t get it,” Schalk said. “Why would Earl want to cut Smith in on the profits? Couldn’t he have just bought the name on the cheap and done it all himself? Or
  just started his own company without this Smith guy?”


  “He could have,” Joe said, “but he was ten steps ahead of Smith and everybody else. See, Smith also had contact with a firm down in Texas he’d help incorporate several
  years before. The Texas company wasn’t all that big, but they specialized in buying old or malfunctioning wind turbines and remanufacturing them into working units. There’s been a
  market for legitimate wind turbines for years, I guess. These guys down there were sort of scrap dealers who fixed the turbines and put them back on the market. But because of the big money
  suddenly available for new wind farms, the new companies that went into the business didn’t care about buying old turbines at a discount. You’ve got to forget about things like supply
  and demand, and free markets, when it comes to wind energy. All the incentives were designed for new companies building new turbines and putting people to work so the politicians
  could crow about what they’d done for the economy and the planet. So this Texas company was floundering and sitting on over a hundred pieces of junk they couldn’t unload.”


  “O-kay,” she said, drawing the word out, making Joe feel like a crank.


  “Listen,” he said, “you don’t know all the pieces to this yet.”


  “Go on. So when do we get to the Cubans on the grassy knoll?”


  Joe ignored her. “With the information Smith had given him about that big ridge where the wind blew all the time that bordered Earl’s ranch, Earl bought the acreage from the Lees.
  Those poor Lees got the short end of the stick in every regard. So Earl owned the windiest place in the county and the one perfect spot for a big wind energy project. That was the first piece to
  fall into place.


  “Once he had that ridge secured, Earl locked in the agreement with Orin Smith for the company, and suddenly Earl Alden had a three-year-old wind energy operation and land with almost
  constant Class V to Class VII winds. The reason that was important was because those two things were essential to start working the system—to kick-start a skimming operation on a big
  scale.”


  Schalk said, “Skimming whom?”


  “You, me, all the other taxpayers,” Joe said. “Here’s how it worked, according to Smith. Like I said, The Earl was connected. He knew which banks across the country were
  going to receive federal bailouts because certain politicians didn’t want them to fail. Earl approached those banks with the package for financing a massive wind farm called Rope the Wind. He
  knew at least one of them would go for it because the banks were being encouraged to lend to renewable energy schemes with bailout dollars, and they knew that even if the deals went bust,
  they’d be taken care of by the federal government. So no need for caution for these bankers—just open the floodgates to federal money, take their fees, and funnel it right back out the
  door to the right kind of company. In particular, and you may want to write this down, Smith said Earl got almost all of his financing through First Great Lakes Bank in Chicago. Heard of
  it?”


  “You’re kidding,” she said. “Everybody’s heard of it. This is the one they call the Mob Bank? The one with all the questionable loans that just disappeared?
  Haven’t they been shut down?”


  “They have now. But not before everybody got paid off in fees,” Joe said. “They were connected, too.”


  “But that’s not The Earl’s fault,” she said.


  “No, it isn’t. But that’s how he financed his company. And he was just getting started.”


  He heard her take a long breath on the other end. He said, “Earl took the loan—which was backed by the Feds—and bought a hundred old wind turbines from the Texas
  remanufacturing company. He paid a million dollars each, Smith said, but applied for tax credits and incentives for new turbines, which run four to five million apiece.”


  “Jesus!” Schalk said. “That’s outright fraud. That’s what, three or four million per turbine? Or four hundred million dollars in the clear?”


  “You bet,” Joe said. “But who is checking on these things these days? There’s so much of it going on, and so much bureaucracy in the process, no one knows what’s
  what. I mean, how likely is it the Feds would send out an inspector to make sure the wind turbines were brand-new? And keep in mind, the profits are all paper profits at this point. They’re
  on a balance sheet, but that’s all. That’s how a guy like the Earl skims. Everything is under the surface.”


  “I see your point.”


  Joe consulted his notes and said, “So The Earl doesn’t stop there. He’s like a junkie when it comes to skimming. He got a fifty-million-dollar grant in federal stimulus funds
  from the Department of Energy because his project was about wind. That’s why he bought Rope the Wind, because it had been around for three years on paper and that was one of the criteria for
  receiving the grant—that the company have a track record. Then he has his people go out and secure power contracts with a bunch of cities and states who have passed laws that mandate that
  certain percentages of their power must come from renewable energy. With the farm going up and the contracts in place, Earl now owns a genuine electric utility, which gives him the right to condemn
  the private land owned by the Lees to create a corridor for transmission lines. Even though these places are buying power at a loss and there wasn’t any way of getting the power to them yet,
  it makes them feel good. So The Earl takes advantage of that.”


  “I’m getting lost,” she said.


  “Here’s how Smith explained it to me,” Joe said, looking at his scribbles. “It’s like Earl figured out a way to have someone dig a gold mine for him using their
  money and mining equipment, but he gets to sell all the gold he produces to others at an inflated cost that’s guaranteed by the government. Then he uses grants and new federal programs to
  guarantee that the mine will always make money or at least never lose it. Then he signs deals with people to buy his gold at a preset price, because they’re do-gooders and market prices
  don’t matter to them. He used all the grants, subsidies, incentives, and tax credits to bail out the losses of all of his other interests.”


  “Joe...” she said, objecting, he thought, to the enormity and complexity of what he was telling her.


  “I know,” he said. “But in order to understand this, you’ve got to throw out everything you know about how real capitalism works. That’s how The Earl thought. It
  was all a big poker game where the chips were free to him because he was one of the favored players. And with all those chips, he was able to create a multi-layered corporate entity that was
  completely cushioned against any kind of risk or loss. He could now protect all of his other assets like big ranches or homes all over the world, because the contracts, tax credits, and guarantees
  tied to Rope the Wind to offset all his losses and limited his liability.”


  Joe paused to review his notes and let her take it all in, and to see if he had left anything out.


  She asked, “But why would Orin Smith dump on his partner like that if he stood to make a killing? Why tell you all this?”


  Joe said, “I wondered the same thing, but the fact is all these transactions and technicalities benefitted Earl personally, but the wind farm won’t show any real profit for years on
  its own. It’s designed to suck up subsidies and provide tax credits, not to create power in the real world for real people. It’ll take years to get transmission lines to that ridge to
  actually move the power to the electrical grid. And remember—there are no true profits until all the overhead is paid for, and that will take decades. Building those things is expensive, even
  with used turbines they got on the cheap.”


  “So Smith is cut out,” she said.


  “That’s what he claims,” Joe said. “He says he’ll never live long enough to see a penny. And I have to believe him, because the guy got so desperate for cash that
  he created the Ponzi scheme that landed him in federal custody.”


  “Do you think he had something to do with Alden’s death?” she asked. “Is that what you’re driving at?”


  “No,” Joe said. “I don’t think he was involved, even though I’m sure he wouldn’t have stopped it if he’d known about it. But what you should consider,
  now that we know all this, is how many people would benefit from Earl Alden’s death. I mean, besides Missy.”


  “Who do you mean?” she asked cautiously.


  “Think about it,” Joe said. “If this scheme was made public—which it might now be—the whole house of cards would fall and dozens of people would be implicated in
  the fraud. You want me to name them all?”


  “No need,” she said sullenly. “You’ve got the owners of the Texas company, who likely knew what Alden was up to because no one had ever bought their entire inventory
  before. You’ve got the officers, shareholders, and regulators of Great Lakes, who all benefitted from the financing of a crackpot company. You’ve got the mob in Chicago, who’s
  suddenly lost their own personal bank that doesn’t ask questions. You’ve got the cities and states that signed contracts without investigating whether or not Rope the Wind could
  actually produce the power they claimed it could produce. You’ve got other wind farm companies—legitimate ones—who didn’t get all that stimulus money because Earl was there
  first. You’ve got the Lees, who were cheated out of their land. And you’ve got the politicians in Washington, who designed the mechanism to allow for and encourage fraud at this
  level.”


  Joe said, “That’s a start.”


  “But you don’t have a specific villain, do you?” she said. “You don’t know who in that cast of characters was desperate enough to shut him up that they took
  action?”


  “No,” Joe said. “It’s like a big locked-room mystery. There are maybe forty, fifty, sixty people out there who were taken advantage of, but who wouldn’t want the
  scheme exposed because it would hurt them. So the only way to prevent the thing from blowing up would be to kill the king.”


  She paused for a long time. He could only imagine what she was thinking.


  He said, “I really don’t know who could have done it. And it will take time and a lot of investigation to find out. I’m not thinking it’s the city, state, or government
  people involved. They wouldn’t solve it this way. I’m thinking either the mob, or an angry shareholder out there. Maybe even someone local who realized how The Earl had taken advantage
  of them, or someone crazy with rage because they’d been cut out. We should definitely get the Feds involved, and Chuck Coon heard this stuff and may be starting to make some calls as we
  speak. But given the stakes and the suspects, I don’t think it’s out of the realm of possibility to think that someone figured out a way to off Earl and frame Missy.”


  She said, “This is so far-fetched.”


  He sighed. “I know it sounds that way. But what about the method of death? Why would anyone go to all that trouble of shooting him and hanging the body from a wind turbine blade except to
  send a message of some kind? If it was Missy on her own, why didn’t she just cut the gas line on his car or poison him or something? Why didn’t she smother him in his sleep?”


  She said, “Unless she wanted to steer us away from her.”


  Joe thought about it. “She is pretty crafty, all right. But I don’t know if she’s capable of that kind of premeditation.” As he said it, he thought about how Missy, over
  the years, had lined up the next rich husband well before the soon-to-be-discarded one had a hint of dissatisfaction. And how she’d mastered the fine art of hidden but definitive language in
  her prenuptial agreement with Bud Sr., which had gained her his third-generation ranch.


  Joe sat back in his seat. The rose-colored clouds had lost their light and now looked like heavy clumps of dark steel wool set against a graying sky.


  “Well,” Schalk said, “this is all very interesting.”


  “This stuff I just told you,” Joe said, “it’s new information, right?”


  “Most of it,” she said.


  “So it may be worth looking into?”


  “Except for one thing,” she said.


  “Bud Longbrake,” Joe said.


  “And as far as that aspect of the case goes, it’s still solid,” she said. “You can throw all these conspiracies at me and watch the implications of what Alden did fly all
  over the country, but the fact still remains that we’ve got a man who claims your mother-in-law tried to hire him to kill her husband and he’s willing to testify to that fact.
  We’ve got phone records to prove that they were talking, even though Missy claims she hadn’t seen Bud or heard from him since she filed a restraining order against him. And, Joe, we
  have the motive. I’ve got people who will testify to the fact that Earl Alden was seeking a divorce.”


  Joe winced. “But still...”


  “Facts are stubborn things, Joe,” she said. “And I can promise you a jury will be able to understand Missy wanting to kill her husband much easier than a wild-eyed conspiracy
  involving wind energy, tax credits, the mob, and so on.”


  He said, “You’re probably right about that. But is it worth it? Would you do your best to convict a woman who may be innocent because it’s easier than expanding the
  investigation?”


  Her voice had a sharp edge to it when she said, “Don’t you ever question my integrity again. If I didn’t believe she did it, we wouldn’t have brought the charges against
  her.”


  “I apologize,” Joe said, flushing. “I went over the line.”


  “Yes, you did.”


  No words were spoken for a full minute. Then Joe said, “But you’ve got to be thinking of what Marcus Hand will do with this.”


  “I’m thinking about that, Joe,” she said. “No doubt he will use it to muddy up the case and confuse the jury.”


  “He’ll find a juror or two—maybe more—to buy his theory,” Joe said. “We both know that. So given what he’ll do with this information, you might want to
  consider delaying the trial until you can make sure you can counter it.”


  She said, “So, when did you get your law degree? When was it you were elected by the voters in Twelve Sleep County to enforce the law?”


  Joe said, “I’ve seen Marcus Hand in action. I’ve seen him win with less than this.”


  “Besides,” she said, her voice lightening in tone, “who says he needs to know all this ahead of time?”


  Joe looked suspiciously at his cell phone before raising it back up. “Dulcie, you didn’t just say that.”


  She was silent.


  “Dulcie, now I’m questioning your integrity.”


  “I was just speculating,” she said, a hint of desperation in her voice.


  “He knows,” Joe said. “Marybeth is talking to him.”


  “Joe, you’re a son-of-a-bitch.”


  He was speechless.


  “And the same goes for your wife,” she said.


  Joe took a deep breath. He said, “Dulcie, this isn’t you. This is somebody who wants to beat Marcus Hand so badly they’ve lost their judgment. Dulcie, I need to talk to
  Bud.”


  Silence.


  “You still don’t know where he is, do you?”


  She said, “See you in court, Joe.”


  “Dulcie, please—”


  She hung up on him.


  “You may not know where he is,” he said to the dead phone, “but I think I do.”


  As he pulled back on the highway, he tried to call Marybeth, but his call went straight to voice mail. No doubt, she was speaking to Marcus Hand or her mother, or both. Telling
  them what he’d told the county prosecutor.


  He said, “I’m headed back, but I’ll keep my phone on. I’ve got a stop to make on the way.”


  Then: “I’m really disappointed in Dulcie. But she’s probably going to put your mother away. The women’s prison is in Lusk, by the way, if you ever want to visit
  her.”


  
    *

  


  Glendo Reservoir shimmered in the moonlight to the north and east of the highway. There were a couple of boats out there in the dark, walleye fisherman Joe guessed, and a few
  lights across the lake from a campground.


  After his conversation with Schalk, he got angrier with each mile traveled. He was angry with Dulcie Schalk, Sheriff McLanahan, Bud Sr., Bud Jr., Orin Smith—the whole lot of them. But he
  traced most of his anger to his own frustration with himself. He couldn’t crack this thing, he might never be able to crack it, and he wasn’t sure, deep down, he wanted to.


  What Smith had told him about The Earl and the way business was done in the country these days had instilled a deep and hopeless strain of melancholy. There was no right and no wrong
  anymore.
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  AFTER FILLING HIS Jeep with gasoline in Jackson, Nate drove north and east toward the dark Gros Ventre Mountains via
  Togwotee Pass.


  He pulled over on the two-lane highway before he reached the Togwotee Mountain Lodge. He got out and kept the engine running. There were walls of lodgepole pines on each side of the road and a
  channel of sky above his head like a river carrying fallen stars. The high mountain air, piney and cool with oncoming fall, helped place him back where he needed to be. Behind him, through the
  narrow clearing in the trees due to the road, he could see the tops of the Teton Range silhouetted on the horizon like the teeth of a frozen buzz saw. He reached down beneath the seat and checked
  to make sure his .500 hadn’t been stolen. It was there.


  He shed his Jackson Hole clothes and threw them into a pile in the back and pulled on jeans and a heavy shirt. He laced his boots on tight.


  Nate swung himself back into the cab of the Jeep and eased off the shoulder onto the blacktop. He hoped he could make it over the summit to Dubois before all the restaurants closed. He
  hadn’t eaten since breakfast in Chicago.


  He planned to drive all night until he found and killed the person who’d given him up.


  Nate leaned into the switchback turns coming down off the mountain. He drove fast and kept his lights dim so he could see beyond the orb of headlights for the eye reflections
  of elk or cows or mule deer on the road.


  He thought about Alisha, how he hadn’t yet allowed himself to really mourn her. Even when he’d built the scaffolding for her body, he’d concentrated on the construction of it,
  the materials, the timbers, the sinews holding the joints together. How he’d hoist the body up without letting it fall apart on him. And he’d left her without looking back.


  Still, though, he hadn’t wrapped his mind around the fact that she was really, truly gone.


  He just knew he couldn’t do it, mourn her, until he’d avenged her first. In a strange way that made him feel increasingly guilty, he knew the journey to Eden and Chicago and back had
  been done with such a murderous single-mindedness that he’d used it to justify pushing his feelings away.


  After it was done, he would slip onto the res and talk to Alisha’s relatives and the little girl she was taking care of and allow his focus and rage to turn into something else.


  He wasn’t sure how to do it when the time came, what to say, or what words to use.


  For the first time since it had happened, he gave it some consideration. Joe could help, he knew. Joe and Marybeth, especially. They were in the mainstream of sorts and Nate’s only real
  connection to the world of loving couples, growing children, mortgages, pet dogs, lawns, and social mores. It was a world he wished he understood and hoped he could enter some day, but it was still
  as foreign to him as daily life in Outer Mongolia. But because Joe and Marybeth were his only true connection to that world, he wanted to nurture them and protect them and keep them away from what
  he knew to be out there. Not that Joe wasn’t capable of protecting his family—he was, and in surprising ways—but Joe still seemed to believe in his oath and duty and in innocence
  and the law’s brand of justice. Nate didn’t want to be there if and when Joe learned otherwise, because it wouldn’t be pretty.


  Marybeth could help him with the words, Nate thought, and Joe could stand by with nothing but his own kind of humility and decency that would be like an anchor or a wall for Nate to attach
  himself to.


  There was nothing open in Dubois except a convenience store with shelves filled with processed food in plastic packaging. Nate bought a large paper cup of weak coffee (because
  there was no strong coffee), beef sticks that weren’t much more than stringy black muscle tissue laced with sodium and preservatives, and a package of string cheese.


  It had been years since he’d eaten such things. He couldn’t wait to get this all over and harvest an elk and an antelope and grill the back straps.


  What Laurie Talich had told him shouldn’t have been such a surprise, he thought. It all made sense when he thought about it and connected the dots. He was grateful his
  location hadn’t been determined by The Five, but through local channels.


  He once again pushed the particulars of mourning out ahead of him and concentrated on the task at hand.


  There was a compound to enter, and it was guarded. There might be motion detectors and no doubt there’d be cameras. Not that they’d stopped him before...



     
  


  SEPTEMBER 8


  Letting the cat out of the bag is a whole lot easier than putting it back in.


  —Will Rogers
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  JOE ROLLED INTO Saddlestring at 12:30 a.m. and drove straight to the Stockman’s Bar. There were several cars and
  trucks parked diagonally outside, and he was grateful it was still open. The Coors, Fat Tire, and 90 Shilling neon beer signs lit the small windows on the side. He knew Timberman often shut the
  place down before 2:00 a.m. if he had no customers or if the drinkers who were still there had stopped drinking.


  Joe pulled into a space out front and killed the engine. He recognized a few of the vehicles and was pleased to locate the one he was looking for: a 1992 Ford pickup with a cracked windshield
  that had primer painted on the top of both rear fenders.


  He got out and strode toward the bar and instinctively patted himself down to make sure he was geared up. Cuffs, pepper spray, bear spray, digital camera, digital recorder, notebook, pen,
  citation book, radio, cell phone, .40 Glock with two extra magazines in a holster. Not that he planned to pull his service weapon or, God forbid, try to hit something with it.


  He paused outside the door of the bar, took a couple of deep breaths to calm himself down against anticipation, and pushed his way inside.


  
    *

  


  Timberman looked up, his eyebrows arched slightly, which meant surprise. Joe hadn’t been in the place so late at night for eight years or so, and it was obvious the barman
  wasn’t expecting him.


  Joe nodded to Timberman and took in the customers. He recognized all of them. The one he was looking for avoided his eyes.


  He walked down the length of the bar and took the stool once occupied nightly by Bud Longbrake Sr. Keith Bailey, Bud’s friend and drinking partner and the gatekeeper for the Eagle Mountain
  Club, leaned slightly away from him, putting space between them. Bailey slowly rolled a can of Budweiser between his big hands and there was an empty shot glass sitting on the bar next to
  Bailey’s glasses and a copy of the Saddlestring Roundup. Bailey turned his head a quarter toward Joe, just enough to see him warily with both eyes. His expression was stoic. Cop
  eyes, Joe thought.


  When Timberman approached, Joe said, “A bourbon and water for me. Maker’s Mark. And whatever Keith is having.”


  “We got Evan Williams,” Timberman said.


  “Fine.”


  “None for me,” Bailey said. To Joe, he said, “You’re out late.”


  “Past my bedtime,” Joe said.


  When Timberman turned and went for the bourbon bottle, Joe said to Bailey, “I bet you wonder what took me so long.”


  Bailey’s response was a slight beery snort.


  “All this time I’ve been looking for Bud and I never even thought of asking the most obvious guy,” Joe said.


  Bailey shrugged.


  “Where have you let him stay up there? One of the maintenance buildings, the club itself, or did you give him the keys to one of the members’ houses?”


  Timberman delivered the drink, and Joe took a sip of it. It was cold and smoky and good.


  When Timberman turned around, Bailey said, “He’s under a shitload of pressure and pain right now. He needed some time away. There’s no law against helping a buddy out unless
  he’s wanted for something. You got charges on him?”


  “No,” Joe said. “I just need to talk to him. I’ve been trying to find him for days and you know that.”


  Bailey turned away from Joe and turned his palms down on the bar. He stiffened. “You never asked.”


  “No, you’ve got me there. So are you hiding him from the sheriff as well?”


  “So you’re freelancing?”


  “Yup.”


  “I’m not hiding him from anyone,” Bailey said. “He’s hiding himself. I’ve got no stake in this thing that’s going on, other than helping an old friend.
  Back in the day when Bud owned the ranch, before that witch took it from him, he was a big man around this country. He helped out a lot of people, and he wasn’t a jerk about it.” He
  seemed to want to say more, but like so many men Joe had encountered of Bailey’s age and station, he didn’t feel the need to go on.


  “He’s struggling,” Bailey said, ending it at that.


  “With what? With what he’s about to do?” Joe asked.


  “I’m not getting into the particulars. That’s not my business. I’m not sure it’s yours.”


  Joe sipped his drink again and shook his head at Timberman when Timberman raised his chin with a “Want another?” look.


  Joe said, “I’m not going to hurt him in any way. You know me. I used to work for him, and we always got along. I shouldn’t even have to say that.”


  “I’m not worried about you,” Bailey said. “But Bud seems to think there might be some other bastards after him. Trying to get to him before he testifies.”


  Joe said, “Who?”


  “Don’t know,” Bailey said. “We don’t talk all that much. He asked for a place to stay and I helped him out. We don’t sit around and share
  feelings.” He said it in a way that made Joe smile and like Keith Bailey more than he’d thought.


  “He fades in and out,” Bailey said, “but you know about that.”


  Joe nodded. He recalled Bud Sr. showing up in his backyard a year ago, waving a gun, looking for people who were out to get him. For some reason, he thought one of them would be Nate.


  “He’s worse than that now,” Bailey said. “On account of his condition.”


  “What condition?”


  “You really don’t know?”


  Joe shook his head.


  “I’m not going to be talking out of school here. He can tell you what he wants to tell you. All I’ll do is let you know how to find him,” Bailey said. Then: “On one
  condition.”


  “Shoot.”


  “If you’re caught up there, you didn’t get the keypad code from me. I don’t care where you say you got it from—a member, maybe. Or that someone gave it to you so
  you could check out the wildlife on the place or something. But if you say I gave it to you, I could lose my job.”


  Joe agreed, and Bailey tore off a corner of the Saddlestring Roundup and scratched out a seven-digit numeric code.


  “You aren’t going to call him and tell him I’m coming, are you?” Joe said, taking the scrap of paper.


  Bailey didn’t say yes, didn’t say no, but signaled Timberman for his check.


  In the daylight, the Eagle Mountain Club overlooked the Bighorn River valley from its massive perch along the contours of a rounded and high eastern bluff. The club had a
  thirty-six-hole golf course that fingered through the foothills of the Bighorn Mountains, as well as a private fish hatchery, shooting range, airstrip, and about sixty multi-million-dollar homes
  that had been constructed long before the economy turned sour. Because of the airstrip, most of the members could arrive and depart without ever venturing beyond the gates. Built in the 1970s, the
  club was separate and apart from the moods, rhythms, and culture of blue-collar Saddlestring below it, although a handful of its members ventured into the community and some were great patrons of
  the museum, library, and other civic groups. The Eagle Mountain Club had only two hundred fifty members, and new people joined only when old members died, dropped out, or were denied privileges by
  a majority of the members.


  The locals who worked at the club signed employment agreements to keep quiet about who the members were—CEOs, celebrities, politicians, magnates, a few trust fund moguls—and what
  went on inside. Still, most people in town seemed to know both, including Joe. What had always impressed him was how un-awed the locals were about the famous people who ventured down from the club
  and shopped and dined among them. There were never any public scenes of gasping recognition or autograph requests. Joe attributed the phenomenon to a wonderful mixture of proprietary
  pride—These rich folks could live anywhere in the world and they choose to live here with us!—and a stubborn independence and the optimism that perhaps, someday, they’d be
  members, too.


  Joe had been within the boundaries of the club only a few times in his career. During his first year as district game warden, he’d located a rogue colleague holing up
  with a rich wife whose husband was away on business. Since then, he’d been on the grounds on calls where game animals had been found killed or local trespassers had been spotted. While he was
  there, he’d been shadowed by private resort security vehicles whose occupants had watched what he did and where he went through spotting scopes.


  Access to the resort was via a guardhouse manned during the daytime hours by Keith Bailey. At night, members gained entrance by calling the security people at the front desk of the clubhouse.
  Closed-circuit cameras were hidden in the brush along both sides of the driveway and throughout the massive compound.


  Joe drove up the driveway and punched in the numbers Keith Bailey had given him. The iron gates clicked and swung away. He eased his pickup past the empty guard-house, looking both ways for
  security personnel who might swoop down on him any second. No doubt his entrance was being captured on videotape. Joe chose to believe that no security people were watching the monitors live, since
  it was September and most of the members had already left.


  As the gates wheezed shut behind him, Joe crept along the banked blacktop entrance to the heart of the club. The road ran along the rim of the bluff, and the lights of
  Saddlestring were splayed out below to his right. Subtle lights marked both sides of the road.


  He crested the hill and turned left, past the turnoff for the main clubhouse up on the hill. There were a few lights up there, but no activity he could see. The road dipped slightly, with large
  set-back houses on both sides, and he strained to see the plaques with the names of the owners in the grass marking each driveway.


  He looked for a sign that read SKILLING. Kimberly Alice Skilling, heir to Skilling Defense Industries of Houston. She owned not only a large house on the grounds but also
  two guest cottages. And she’d asked Keith Bailey to keep a special eye on her place, especially one of the cottages where the pipes had burst the winter before.


  Joe gave some credit to Bud Longbrake. Hiding in plain sight all this time.
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  NATE NOSED HIS Jeep into a thick stand of tall willows on the riverbank, making sure his vehicle couldn’t be seen
  from the road. He spooked a cow moose out of her resting place as he drove up, and she scrambled to her feet, all legs and snout in his headlights, and wheeled away from him and high-stepped
  off.


  He killed the engine and the lights and climbed out. As he strapped on his shoulder holster and darkened his cheeks and forehead with river mud, he could hear the moose grunting and splashing
  and crashing downstream. He’d hoped to proceed soundlessly. He hadn’t counted on the demolition derby-like grace of a wild moose in the same area.


  When his eyes became adjusted to the darkness and the only ambient light was from the stars and the fingernail slice of moon, he stepped back away from the vehicle and surveyed the terrain all
  around him. The river was in front of him: inky and determined, lapping occasionally at pale, round river rocks that rimmed the bank as he passed by. Behind him were swampy wetlands created by
  beavers damming up the fingerlike tributaries of the river. He was lucky, he thought, to have found this dry spit of land to drive on.


  To his east was a sudden rise. The cliff face was striated and pale in the starlight. Small, dark forms shot across the flatness of the face, either starlings filling up on an evening insect
  hatch or bats doing the same thing. On the lip of the cliff he could see brush and bunched thick grass.


  Nate took it cautiously as he crossed the river. The water was cold and surprisingly swift and it came up to his knees. He stepped from rock to rock and sometimes couldn’t tell what was
  beneath him. It was shallow and wide here, but there might be hidden deep holes. He aimed for smudges of tan or yellow beneath the surface, hoping they were rocks, hoping he wouldn’t slip on
  them.


  He made it to the other side, but found himself walled in by twelve-foot-high brush that was too thick and tight to get through. He paralleled the river for a while, but couldn’t find an
  opening. Then he dropped to his knees and crawled through the brush on a game trail. His presence spooked low-bodied animals that squealed and ran out ahead of him.


  After thirty yards, the brush thinned and he was able to stand. He found himself closer than he thought he would be to the cliff wall. Hands on his hips, he leaned back and scouted a route to
  the top. There were lines of dark vegetation zigzagging up the face. Since the seams were level enough to host weeds and grass, he assumed they would be flat enough to climb up.


  But before approaching the wall, he stood stock-still and simply listened and looked around.


  It was a familiar quiet, like Hole in the Wall Canyon. But he’d learned how treacherous that kind of quiet could be if he wasn’t fully alert and engaged.


  He saw no other people anywhere. No fences. But as he concentrated on a pair of tall cottonwood trees between him and the wall, he saw an anomaly. Nothing in nature had perfect lines, and
  he’d seen perfect lines. He squinted, and recognized two box-shaped pieces of equipment secured waist-high to the trunks of the trees.


  Hunters called them scouting cameras. They were battery-powered digital cameras designed to be mounted near game trails. The cameras had motion detectors and either flashes or infrared
  night-time capability. They could take up to a thousand 1.5- to 5.0-megapixel images from a single set of four D batteries.


  The usual range of the cameras was forty to fifty feet. He was beyond that. But how could he possibly bypass them or get close enough to destroy them without having his photo snapped with every
  step?


  He stayed still and thought about it.


  There were so many moose, deer, elk, and antelope in the river bott om that no doubt the cameras got quite a workout at night. But was someone actually looking at each shot live?


  He shook his head. This was the Eagle Mountain Club, not the Pentagon. What probably happened was some intern or maintenance guy was sent down the hill every few days to retrieve the shots and
  see if trespassers had entered the grounds, and who they were. Individual digital photographs stayed inside the camera and weren’t transmitted to a central control room.


  Additionally, the trail cameras were mounted high, not at ground level. It was probably so the security guys wouldn’t have to stare at hundreds and hundreds of photos of rabbits and
  grouse.


  So Nate once again dropped to his knees and simply crawled through with his head down. He didn’t hear a single shutter snap.


  Climbing the cliff face wasn’t difficult. In less than fifteen minutes, he slid through the strands of a barbed wire fence and he was in.


  Joe drove into the driveway of the Skilling guesthouse, turned off his headlights and the engine, and looked for signs of life. He sat for a moment, studying it. If someone was
  inside and heard him drive up, Joe expected to see a curtain edged back or a light switched on.


  The guesthouse was small but well tended. It was beige, one level with three curtained windows facing out, and a railed porch leading up to an extra-large wooden double door. An attached double
  garage was on the right side. Tall twin cottonwoods flanked the walkway up to the porch. A second guesthouse to his left was an exact mirror of the one he was facing—including the
  trees—but Joe barely glanced at it because Bailey had said this was the one. In the center of the large picture window on the left side of the door was a faint vertical stripe, and Joe
  guessed it came from the living room. There was a light on.


  Joe climbed out of the pickup and slid his shotgun out of the scabbard behind his seat. He checked the loads—five rounds of double-ought buckshot—but didn’t pump a round into
  the chamber. As he made his way up the walkway, he pondered whether to slink around the house and see if he could see anything inside or bang on the front door. He thought about the fact that he
  had no warrant and no real authority for being there. If Bud was inside and decided to start blasting away at an intruder, he would be justified in doing so.


  Joe rapped sharply on the front door with his knuckles and stepped aside. He called, “Bud? It’s Joe Pickett. Open up. I need to talk to you.”


  He paused to listen, but heard nothing from inside. He knocked hard again and repeated his words, this time louder. After all, it was two in the morning. Joe didn’t expect Bud to be up and
  around and wanted to give the man time to throw some clothes on.


  Joe reached down and tried the door. Bolted. He banged on it again and shouted. Nothing.


  He went down the porch steps and sidled up to the picture window where he’d seen the vertical slash of light. He removed his hat and cautiously leaned across the glass, suppressing a flash
  vision of Bud inside aiming his .45 at Joe’s face. Joe could feel his pulse race as he leaned and looked.


  The space between the curtains was less than half an inch, so he had to move his head back and forth in order to see the whole of the room inside. It was a living room, after all, and there were
  signs of clutter. A coffee table was covered with empty beer bottles, some on their side. A stout liter bottle of Jim Beam lorded over the beer bottles.


  Joe said softly, “It’s Bud, all right,” although this was a Bud he wasn’t sure he knew anymore.


  Clothes had been thrown over the backs of chairs, and on the couch were several take-out containers he recognized as coming from the Burg-O-Pardner in town. As Joe moved right to left and
  elevated onto his toes, he could see the carpeting and a single cowboy boot on its side, sole facing out from the corner of the couch. Just the sole. The shaft of the boot was hidden from view by
  the furniture. Joe felt his insides contract. Was Bud’s leg connected to the rest of the boot? Was his body back there?


  Probable cause for entry. Joe recalled Bailey saying Bud was sure someone was after him.


  In normal circumstances, Joe would alert the Eagle Mountain Security office or the sheriff’s department, so they could go in together. And he would call them, eventually. But he wanted to
  see the inside for himself before they took over the scene. To document the PC for entering, he took three photos of the boot by the couch with his digital camera.


  He got his Maglite from his pickup and returned to the front porch and felt around at the obvious places for a spare key—the top of the doorframe, under the mat, beneath several flat river
  rocks on the side of the walkway. No key. Then he jogged back to the front door, propped the shotgun against the railing, paused while he took a breath, and rushed the door hard, smashing into it
  with his shoulder. It didn’t give at all, and the blow caused pain to shoot through his entire body. He stepped away from the solid door, rubbing his shoulder, wondering if he’d broken
  something.


  Joe considered smashing through one of the windows with the butt of his shotgun and crawling inside, but decided to try any other doors first. There had to be one in back. He retrieved his
  shotgun—man, his shoulder hurt—and paralleled the front of the house to get to the corner. He glanced again through the slit in the curtains, saw the boot hadn’t moved, and
  ducked a cottonwood tree branch. His boots sounded loud on the concrete driveway, and as he walked past, he grabbed the handle and jerked, even though he assumed it was powered by an electric
  garage door opener.


  It gave. Joe stopped, surprised. Then he rolled it all the way up.


  Bud Longbrake’s F-150 pickup was inside. Joe looked up and saw that the manual catch on the garage door opener had been clicked back, and it made sense. Bailey had given Bud a key to the
  house, but the remote control for the garage was probably in Kimberly Alice Skilling’s car, wherever that was. In order to hide his vehicle, Bud had had to disengage the opener and slide the
  door up and down the old-fashioned way. After parking inside, he’d forgotten to slide the bolt home.


  Joe swung his Maglite up and held his breath as he reached for the knob of the door to enter the house.


  Unlocked as well.


  Nate shouldered through thick, seven-foot-high mountain juniper bushes until he stood on the manicured grass of the club lawn itself. He stopped for a moment with his back to
  the brush to see if there were any vehicles on the roads or obvious cameras or sensors ahead of him.


  Satisfied, he crouched down and crab-walked from tree to tree toward the homes in front of him. The one he was looking for was right there ahead: a three-story Tudor with a couple of guest
  cottages.


  He approached the main house and went straight for the back of the garage. No one ever put curtains on garage windows, and he peered inside. Five stalls and not a single vehicle inside. The
  floor looked polished and it reflected a beam of moonlight.


  He stepped back and assessed the main house. It felt big and empty to him. All the curtains were closed tightly and there wasn’t a single leak of light from inside. He turned toward the
  guest cottages and moved from tree to tree, bush to bush, until he was behind them. As he’d moved, he’d noted the outline of a pickup truck parked in the driveway of the first
  structure, and now as he paused, a light clicked on inside at the far-left window, closest to the garage.


  Nate slid his .500 out of its holster, hoisted it up near his right ear, and as he leveled it his left thumb cocked the hammer back. The scope gathered all the available light, and Nate rested
  the crosshairs on the center of the window.


  Joe couldn’t help but think that Bud should have taken better care of a house in which he was a secret guest. Like in his apartment above the Stockman’s Bar,
  wrappers, empty bottles, reeking cartons, and bits of debris were everywhere. The door from the garage led into the kitchen, and Joe noted the stack of dirty dishes in the sink and the over-flowing
  garbage can against the wall across from the stove. A scrawny gray cat fed among a pile of chicken bones it had pulled from the garbage can. The cat looked up at Joe with no fear at all.


  “Bud, are you here?” Joe called out. “It’s me, Joe.”


  As he passed the kitchen window, Joe leaned over and patted the cat on the head.


  Nate saw a glimpse of a head and a hat through the window. He put the crosshairs on it, and as he began to squeeze the trigger, the head was gone, as if the man inside had
  fallen through a trapdoor. He cursed, kept his weapon up, and waited for the target to reappear.


  But it didn’t, and another light clicked on behind the curtains of the middle window. He’d moved on.


  Nate wondered how he’d known to duck at that precise moment, but dismissed it as happenstance.


  And now Nate would have to go inside. It would be better that way, he thought, as he jogged toward the back door. Face-to-face would be best.


  He wanted Bud to see his face, know Nate Romanowski had found him, before Bud’s head exploded.


  The back door was locked, but it gave slightly when Nate leaned his shoulder against it. He opened his knife and slid it down through the crack between the door and frame. No bolt. Which meant
  it was locked at the knob set. He pushed the knife farther in, slid it down until the blade rested against the pawl, and chopped back.


  He was in.


  With his shotgun out in front of him, Joe entered the living room. More clutter. A table lamp was on with a lampshade that had been knocked cockeyed, the orb of light throwing
  out a yellow pool on the carpeting like a side glance.


  A high-backed lounge chair blocked his view of the side of the couch so he moved to his right, weapon ready. Joe girded himself to see a dead body.


  It was a single boot lying on its side with no Bud attached.


  Joe sighed, and yelled, “Bud!”


  “Joe?”


  Although Joe recognized the voice instantly, he still racked the pump and wheeled and raised the stock up to his cheek. The voice came from a darkened mudroom at the back of the house.
  “Nate? What the hell?”


  He heard Nate chuckle drily at the use of the curse.


  “I’ve got the same question for you,” Nate said, emerging from the mudroom into the light, rotating the cylinder on his big revolver until he could rest the hammer back on the
  empty chamber, holstering the weapon beneath his arm. Nate had cut and darkened his hair and he looked serious and severe. He asked, “What are you doing here?”


  “Trying to find Bud Longbrake,” Joe said, lowering the barrel of his gun.


  “Me, too,” Nate said. “I’m here to kill the son-of-a-bitch.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  Joe saw the black braid attached to the barrel of Nate’s handgun and he recognized its color.


  “Oh, no,” Joe said. “You think Bud was responsible?”


  Nate said, “He set me up.”


  Joe was puzzled. “Why would he do that?”


  “Why did he do anything the last couple of years?” Nate said. “I don’t know whether it was the alcohol, or his paranoia about me coming after him, or what happened to him
  when he lost the ranch, or whatever. But something made him go crazy. And Alisha died because of it.”


  Joe said, “You’ve got me on that one. I was just thinking how he’d become a different person than the one I used to work for. Like his personality changed.”


  “It doesn’t matter what caused it,” Nate said. “He still has to answer for his big mouth.”


  Joe said, “I wanted to talk with him because he claims he has the goods on Missy murdering her husband. That’s why I’m here. I’ve been trying to find him because
  the trial starts on Monday.”


  “You could have shot me,” Nate said, looking at Joe’s Remington Wingmaster.


  “Yup,” Joe said. “Sorry about that. You scared me.”


  “So where’s Bud?”


  “He’s not here, but he hasn’t been gone long. His truck is in the garage, so either he caught a ride or someone got here just ahead of us and took him.”


  “Too bad,” Nate said. “Who could have taken him?”


  Joe said, “I’ve got so many suspects in this case, my mind is boggled. I’ll fill you in if you want to hear it all. How long have you been here?”


  “Two minutes,” Nate said. “I just came in the back door and heard your voice. A minute before, I nearly shot you in the head.”


  He said it in such a matter-of-fact way that it took Joe a second or two to grasp the import. “You nearly shot me in the head...” Joe repeated, trailing off.


  Nate shrugged. “Wouldn’t it have been something if we’d drawn down on each other by mistake? That would be a hell of a thing.”


  Joe stifled a smile. It wasn’t funny what they’d almost done to each other, but the way Nate said it was.


  Joe said, “It’s good to see you, Nate.”


  “Likewise.”


  “I’m sorry about what happened in the canyon. I found the scaffold.”


  “Did you tell anyone?”


  “Marybeth and Alice Thunder. Both have kept it to themselves.”


  Nate nodded, grateful. He said, “I found the guys who did it, and the woman who put them up to it. I put the guys down, but I let the woman off...”


  “No details,” Joe said, putting his hand up to stop Nate from saying more.


  Silence hung in the air.


  Joe said, “Nate, can we get past what happened last year?”


  Nate nodded. He said, “I’ve had plenty of time to think about it, as I’m sure you have. It boils down to this: You were wrong, but you had no choice.”


  Joe said, “I think I agree.”


  “Then we don’t need to talk about it anymore,” Nate said.


  Joe liked that.


  “So,” Nate said, “where did that son-of-a-bitch Bud Longbrake go?”


  Before Joe could speculate on an answer, he heard the sound of motors outside and the quick whoop of a siren that blew open the quiet night. Flashing red and blue lights filled
  the window and danced across the walls and made the living room seem like an unlikely party scene.


  Joe stepped over and parted the curtains with the back of his hand. “The sheriff is here,” he said. Two department vehicles: Sollis’ SUV and McLanahan’s pickup. There
  were two heads in Sollis’ unit, but the sheriff was alone in his.


  “You want me to take them out?” Nate asked, reaching for his .500.


  “Jeez, Nate.”


  “I’ll catch you later then,” Nate said, retreating toward the mudroom. Joe watched him. He doubted the sheriff had sent anyone around the back to block the back door since
  he’d arrived with such fanfare at the front.


  “My house,” Joe called after him, and Nate was gone.


  Joe laid the shotgun on the couch and cautiously opened the door before McLanahan could bang on it. He wanted to show himself in the open, and that he offered no threat.


  The sheriff looked purposeful and self-satisfied in the flashing lights of the vehicles. Sollis stood smugly behind him and to the left, with his hand on his holstered weapon. Deputy Reed was
  farther back, looking solemn.


  “Hello, Joe,” McLanahan said. Then to Sollis, over his shoulder, “Arrest this man for breaking and entering and attempting to tamper with a witness. Maybe trespassing as well,
  if the club wants to charge him.”


  Joe sighed. “Except I didn’t do any of those things.” He pointed out the boot on the floor, the reason he had probable cause for entering without a warrant or notice.


  “I’ve got photos of what I saw,” Joe said. “I really did think Bud Longbrake was dead or hurt, so I entered. The garage door was unlocked.”


  “Anybody with you?” McLanahan asked, peering over Joe’s shoulder.


  “No.” Thinking: Nate should be sprinting across the lawn out back toward the edge of the property. Still, he felt guilty for misleading the sheriff.


  McLanahan rocked back on his heels and hooked his thumbs in his belt loops so he could lean back and look down his nose at Joe. McLanahan twitched his mustache from side to side, and said,
  “Not sure I’m buying it.”


  Joe shrugged. “I’m not trying to sell you anything.”


  “How’d you get access to the club, anyway?”


  Joe caught himself before he looked away. “I know the keypad combination.”


  “Right,” McLanahan said, snorting. Joe thought he was caught, and he felt cold dread in his belly.


  “Probably got it from your dear mother-in-law,” McLanahan said, sure of himself.


  Joe felt the dread dissipate. He said, “Rather than screw around with me, I’d suggest you put out an APB on your star witness, Bud Longbrake. He’s gone.”


  The sheriff grinned and looked over his shoulder at Sollis, who smiled back at him. Reed found something interesting to stare at on the top of his boots. They knew something he didn’t.


  “No need for that,” McLanahan said. “Bud’s safe and warm in sheriff department custody, but I ain’t sayin’ where. He’s probably enjoying a cocktail to
  calm his nerves. He called us because he heard you were coming after him. He said he feared for his life.”


  “That’s ridiculous,” Joe said. “I’d never hurt Bud.”


  “Poor old guy,” McLanahan said, ignoring Joe. “He’s under so much pressure, and you make it worse. He’s a sick man, you know.”


  Joe shook his head. He recalled Orin Smith saying something similar. “I don’t know about that,” Joe said. “I just need to talk to him.”


  “Not before the trial,” McLanahan said, shaking his head. “Not unless he tells me to let you in. Even then, you’d have to get through Dulcie Schalk, and I don’t
  think you’re real popular with her right now.”


  Sighing, Joe said, “You’re on the wrong track, McLanahan. You’ve been wrong since the murder. Bud wants revenge on Missy and he’s using what happened to get back at her.
  I don’t blame him, but this crime... there’s a lot more to it. Things you’ve never even considered or looked at.”


  “Yeah, yeah yeah,” McLanahan muttered, dismissing him. Then to Sollis, “Take this yahoo in and get his statement. Then we’ll decide if we want to arrest him and on what
  charges. Reed, you drive his truck down to the county building. I’ll call Dulcie and see how she wants to proceed.”


  Joe said, “You don’t have to do this.”


  “Sure I do,” McLanahan said, turning aside to spit a stream of tobacco juice onto the lawn. To Joe, he said, “Why aren’t you out there trying to catch poachers or
  something? Shouldn’t you be doing your job instead of mine? You ever think about that?”


  “I do,” Joe said. “I just figure one of us needs to do your job.”


  Reed snorted a laugh and looked away quickly.


  McLanahan froze, and Joe saw something ugly pass over his face. Joe squared up, ready if McLanahan swung.


  The sheriff took a deep breath and said to Sollis, “Cuff the son-of-a-bitch.”


  On the way through the grounds of the Eagle Mountain Club, handcuffs biting his wrists, Joe thought that he was pleased to have hooked back up with Nate. But he couldn’t
  help thinking it might be too late to affect the outcome of the trial. And he’d never imagined spending a night in a county cell.


  He thought of his daughters. Their grandmother up for murder, their father in jail.


  April’s words mocked him: “I guess maybe I’m not the only one in this perfect little family who makes mistakes.”



     
  


  SEPTEMBER 14


  Justice has nothing to do with what goes on in a courtroom; justice is what comes out of a courtroom.


  —Clarence Darrow
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  ON WEDNESDAY MORNING, the day Bud Longbrake was to take the stand to testify against Missy Alden
  for the murder of Earl Alden, Joe sat next to Marybeth in the eighth row of the Twelve Sleep Country Courthouse and dug his index finger into his shirt collar to try to loosen it against the tight
  cinch of his tie. It didn’t give much, and he felt that he was slowly strangling to death.


  He surveyed the room. Everyone seemed to have taken the same seats they’d occupied the previous two days since the trial began.


  Judge Hewitt’s courtroom was full and warm and close. Family members, local gadflies, civic leaders, Bud’s drinking buddies from the Stockman’s including Timberman and Keith
  Bailey, law enforcement personnel, the all-male morning coffee crowd from the Burg-O-Pardner, and local, state, and regional press took every seat. There was a low murmur as everyone waited for
  what the Roundup called “pivotal Day Three” to begin. All the players were in one place, Joe thought. He whispered to Marybeth that if Stovepipe’s metal detector was
  malfunctioning again and a bomb were to go off inside, Saddlestring might as well close down and sell off the fixtures.


  Marcus Hand and Dulcie Schalk were at the bench discussing the schedule and rules for the day with Hewitt, who stood and leaned down toward them so the conversation could be kept confidential.
  Hand wore a dark charcoal suit, white shirt, bolo tie, and his pointy cowboy boots. A silverbelly Stetson sat crown-down on the defense table, but Joe never saw Hand actually put it on. It was
  solely for effect.


  Schalk was dressed sharply in a dark pin-striped business suit and skirt with a cream-colored bow at her throat. Her hair was pulled back so she looked severe and serious. And older.


  Monday had been spent selecting a jury. Like everything that took place in Judge Hewitt’s courtroom, it had gone like lightning. Twelve local jurors and two alternates
  were selected out of a pool of thirty. Joe knew most of the jurors: seven women and five men. All were white and middle-aged except for a Shoshone woman who lived outside the reservation. Although
  Hand had worked to challenge as many of the blue-collar types as he could, apparently assuming they would more easily convict a nasty woman of means like Missy, Marybeth observed to Joe that Hand
  seemed to do it halfheartedly, more for the show than from determination. Like he had something up his sleeve, and the makeup of the jury didn’t matter.


  Marcus Hand only needed one juror to nullify a guilty verdict, Joe replied. He couldn’t determine which one or two who’d been selected met Hand’s satisfaction. Maybe the
  unemployed city worker who couldn’t find a job in the bad economy hated the world and would love to stick it to The Man? Or maybe the Shoshone woman, filled with years of resentment and the
  existential burden of her white lay-about husband, could finally get back at the system?


  
    *

  


  Joe had spent most of previous Thursday in the sheriff’s department interview room after being taken from the Eagle Mountain Club. Deputy Sollis had checked in on him from
  time to time with a grin on his face, explaining that they were waiting for Sheriff McLanahan to return for the questioning to begin. Joe knew it was a stall and an attempt to humiliate him, and
  conceded that it was working pretty well. No charges were filed that he was informed of.


  Finally, mid-afternoon, Dulcie Schalk blew into the room. She was angry with Joe for trying to contact Bud Longbrake and with the sheriff for holding Joe without questioning him or pressing any
  charges. Right behind her was Marcus Hand in his black turtleneck and fringed buck-skin jacket.


  She said to Sollis, “Let him out of here now.”


  Joe thanked her, and she snapped, “Do not speak to me.”


  On the way to his pickup after retrieving the keys from a very sheepish Deputy Reed, Hand draped his arm around Joe’s shoulder and whispered, “You hate us until you need us.
  That’s the way it works.”


  The past weekend with Marybeth and Nate was interrupted only by a call into the break lands east of town from a citizen reporting a wounded antelope staggering around on the
  road. Nate had gone with him in the truck, and Joe spent hours filling him in on the murder, the investigation, and what Joe had learned from Smith about Rope the Wind.


  “I’d put my money on the boys from Chicago,” Nate said, after listening to Joe and after the game warden had dispatched the suffering animal. “I could see them sending
  someone out here to shut up The Earl once and for all. They came, shot him, and hung him from the windmill, and they were on a plane back to O’Hare by the time you found him.”


  “It may be what happened,” Joe said, “but it’s speculation at best. Marcus Hand sent two of his investigators east, and they may come back with something before the trial
  is over. But they may not. What I have trouble with in that scenario is how this Chicago hit man would know to frame Missy.”


  Nate said, “They had an insider.”


  “And who would that be?”


  “The same guy who told Laurie Talich where she could find me.”


  “Bud?”


  “Bingo,” Nate said. “It took a while for me to figure it out and there are still some loose ends I’d like closed, but it makes sense. Missy knew vaguely where I was
  living because she talks to her daughter, and last year she tried to hire me to put the fear of God into Bud, remember? She might have let it slip to her ex-husband that if he didn’t stop
  pining over her, she’d drive to Hole in the Wall Canyon and pick me up. Somehow, Bud found out where I was. And by happenstance, he meets a woman in the bar who has come west for the single
  purpose of avenging her husband. Bud has contacts with the National Guard who just returned from Afghanistan, and he was able to help her get a rocket launcher. Then he drew her a map. He must have
  been pretty smug about how it all worked out. He thought he was able to take me out of the picture without getting his own hands dirty.”


  “Bud—what’s happened to him?” Joe asked, not sure he was convinced of Nate’s theory. “Why has he gone so crazy on us?”


  “A man can only take so much,” Nate said, “especially a good man. His no-good kids abandoned him. His new wife cuckolds him, and then cheats him out of his ranch. And to add
  insult to all this misery, the new husband figures out how to make a killing on the land Bud had in his family for a hundred twenty years. They took away most of his dignity, and then they stomped
  on what was left. And for no good reason, because Bud was a good man who only wanted to support the community and pass along his ranch to his children. I can see where he went crazy. No one
  deserves what they did to him.”


  Nate placed his fingertips on the grip of his .500. He said, “Not that I forgive him for it, or what he set in motion.”


  Joe thought about it as he patrolled. “He seems to have gotten his kids back, though,” Joe said. “Bud Jr. and Sally. So there’s something.”


  “I wonder,” Nate said.


  On Tuesday, Day Two of the trial, Dulcie Schalk and Marcus Hand gave opening arguments. Schalk pointed her finger at the defendant and outlined the prosecution case against
  with cool and unadorned efficiency:


  Missy’s record of calls to Bud Longbrake begging him to help her take care of Earl Alden;


  Her lack of an alibi for the approximate time of the murder;


  Her motive—the fear Earl would soon divorce her;


  The murder weapon found in her car;


  Missy’s history with husbands and her pattern for ruthlessness;


  Her apparent lack of remorse that included a brazen shopping spree just days after the tragedy.


  She concluded her argument by softening her voice and addressing each member of the jury in turn. “This is not a complicated judgment. The defense will try their hardest to make it
  complicated. We’d like to welcome Mr. Hand and his team. They’ve come all the way from Jackson Hole to spend time with us in our little community, and to try and convince you that you
  really can’t believe your own eyes or your own ears. But don’t fall into that trap. Be wary of it. This is a very simple case. We’ll prove that Missy Alden is guilty. We’ll
  prove her motive, her opportunity, and her premeditated plan to execute her own husband. We’ll show you the murder weapon and prove that it was hers and that she used it on her husband.
  Don’t let all the smoke the defense will create in this courtroom confuse you. Sometimes, things are what they are. Simple as that. And you’re being asked to help us punish one of our
  own who has always considered herself above and beyond the law. Let’s show her she isn’t.”


  “Wow,” Joe whispered to Marybeth when the opening argument was done. “Dulcie’s more brutal than I am when it comes to your mother.”


  “Joe...”


  “One thing, though,” he said. “I thought they had tapes of the calls between Missy and Bud, but she didn’t say anything about that. Apparently, they just have records of
  the calls being made.”


  “Still...” Marybeth said, and let the rest of her thought trail off. Joe thought how tough it must be on his wife to see one of her friends indict her mother with such surgical
  precision. He wondered if she was getting doubts, but he didn’t ask her. Instead, he put his arm around her and kneaded her shoulder. She didn’t respond. Her muscles beneath her jacket
  were as tightly coiled as steel springs.


  Hand’s opening was surprisingly short and breezy, Joe thought. He conceded to the jurors that Missy was “kind of hard to like until you got to know her,” but
  that he’d prove to them beyond a reasonable doubt she’d been framed. He alluded to other explanations for the murder that would be revealed. Hand spoke smoothly, but with a lack of
  slickness that impressed even Joe. He gestured to Missy and urged the jury to put themselves in her place.


  “Think about how you would feel,” he said to them, “if your ship finally came in and you were able to raise yourself out of your humble beginnings to a place you’d always
  dreamed of. And imagine if, when that finally happened, you were framed for a murder you didn’t commit. Imagine how you’d feel if the full force and weight of the government had decided
  to persecute you not only for what they say you did, but who they think you are?”


  Hand stood in silence for a full minute, as if he’d choked himself up and couldn’t continue.


  But he did. “Gentlemen and ladies of the jury, what you are about to see is the most classic case of tunnel vision I’ve ever encountered in a courtroom. The prosecution decided
  within minutes of the crime that my client was responsible. They didn’t look left. They didn’t look right. The government didn’t look up to see what other forces may have
  led to this tragic crime. They started with the conclusion and worked backwards, picking out every little thing they could find to fit the story they believed and didn’t even consider
  anything that didn’t fit into their perfect little box. The government wants my poor client’s head as a trophy on their wall, and they want mine right next to it. Nothing else matters
  to them. This isn’t smoke, folks. Just because we’ll introduce evidence that doesn’t fit into the prosecution’s perfect little box doesn’t mean it’s
  smoke...”


  Joe watched Hand work. He felt the pendulum rock from the prosecution to the defense. And he noted that every time Hand said the word government he seemed to be talking directly to the
  unemployed city worker, and the juror, probably unconsciously, nodded in agreement.


  Hand said he agreed with the government that the entire prosecution’s case rested on the testimony of one man—Bud Longbrake—even though Schalk hadn’t exactly said that.
  Joe noted that Hand didn’t even try to dispute the motive, the record of phone calls, or the rifle.


  Then Marcus Hand thanked the jury for taking time out of their busy lives to see that justice would be done, and sat down.


  Joe had been the first witness called for the prosecution. Dulcie Schalk led him through the discovery of the body and dismissed him before they got to the arrest of Missy.
  Sheriff McLanahan had followed Joe and walked the jury through the rest of the day, culminating with Missy’s arrest. McLanahan was smug and countrified, but well rehearsed. A state forensics
  examiner was next, and Schalk prompted him through a PowerPoint presentation tying the murder weapon to the fatal wound, the ownership of the weapon to Earl and Missy Alden, and the fingerprints on
  the rifle to Missy.


  A county clerk employee was the last witness called on Day Two, and the PowerPoint screen showed the jurors Earl’s official filing for divorce proceedings. Joe noted that Missy slumped to
  the side, head down, during that part of the presentation.


  Marcus Hand declined to cross-examine any of the opening witnesses except for McLanahan, and he asked only one question: “Sheriff, did your investigation extend any further than my
  client?”


  When McLanahan said there was no need to broaden the investigation, Hand rolled his eyes so the jury could see him and sat down, anticipating an objection from Dulcie Schalk and a rebuke from
  Judge Hewitt for his body language. Both complied.


  The day ended as Hand asked Judge Hewitt for permission to recall both Sheriff McLanahan and game warden Joe Pickett to the stand later in the trial. Joe’s stomach clenched because he knew
  where Hand was headed.


  Hewitt granted the request.


  The morning of Day Three, Missy sat small and prim, with her back to everyone, next to Dixie Arthur, one of Hand’s law partners from Jackson. Joe assumed Hand had chosen
  her to be at the table because she looked friendly, small-town, and approachable. The kind of woman who would never have been there if she honestly believed Missy was guilty. Arthur had a quick
  smile and a round empathetic face and she seemed to have become fast friends with Missy because the two whispered to each other with great frequency and familiarity. So far, she hadn’t asked
  any questions of the witnesses but seemed to be the keeper of the defense playbook, and she’d conference with Hand from time to time to, presumably, keep him reined in.


  At the prosecution table was Assistant County Attorney Jack Pym. Pym was tall, solid, boyish, and not quite thirty years old. He was a Wyoming native from Lander who had played tight end for the
  Wyoming Cowboys football team prior to law school. Joe liked him, and since Pym was a fly-fisherman like Joe, they’d made plans several times to float the river but it hadn’t yet worked
  out. This was Pym’s first murder trial, and it showed. He seemed anxious and, like his boss, overly eager to take on the legendary Marcus Hand. Joe had observed Pym attempting to stare Hand
  down, as if he faced him across the line of scrimmage.


  Bud Longbrake Jr. sat in the very back row with several of his colleagues whom Joe had seen outside the Stockman’s Bar that day, and his sister, Sally, was broken and shriveled in a
  wheelchair placed next to him in the aisle. Joe hadn’t seen Bud’s daughter for years and not since her accident, and he barely recognized her. She didn’t look back, and Joe
  assumed she was under medication. Shamazz did look back, defiantly, and Joe turned around.


  “Odd they’re here,” Marybeth said, echoing his thoughts.


  Both attorneys returned to their desks and shared the result of the conference with the judge with their co-counsels, and Hewitt returned to his seat. Joe could see a stack of
  papers on the judge’s bench off to the side of his microphone. He recognized a manual deep in the stack as a copy of the Alaska hunting regulations. Joe smiled grimly, reminded that the trial
  would proceed quickly since the Dall sheep season would close in just over a week.


  He noticed Marybeth, like the other spectators, kept turning and looking over her shoulder toward the double doors manned by the bailiff, Stovepipe. She was waiting for the first appearance of
  Bud Longbrake.


  Dulcie Schalk prolonged the anticipation by calling a technician from the local phone company as her first witness instead of Bud. As she did, the air went out of the room. Joe half listened to
  the technician as he explained a call record list that was being shown on the screen, detailing the dates Missy’s phone called Bud’s phone and vice versa, and allowing himself to be led
  to the conclusion that the telephone conversations increased in frequency and length on the days leading up to the murder.


  When the doors opened, even the phone company technician paused to look up.


  Joe turned as well, but instead of Bud Longbrake, two of Marcus Hand’s investigators eased into the courtroom, surprised at the attention they’d drawn to themselves. Although they
  wore sport coats and ties, Joe thought both of the men looked rumpled and tired. Like they’d been traveling non-stop to get there.


  Judge Hewitt was obviously annoyed and glared at Hand but didn’t admonish him. He waved at Schalk to continue questioning the technician, and as she did, the two investigators went
  silently up the aisle, heads down, trying hard but failing to be inconspicuous. Joe watched as they took seats directly behind the railing separating the defense table from the gallery, and leaned
  over the railing to whisper to Marcus Hand. The attorney rocked back in his chair, presenting his ear but not turning to them, and Joe tried to read Hand’s face as he heard the results of
  their trip to Chicago. Hand displayed no emotion but stared vacantly at a spot above the jury box while he listened. Joe couldn’t recall seeing anything like it before while court was in
  session, but then again he’d never been a witness or participant in a trial where the defense lawyer had a team of underlings to send out on the road. Jack Pym glared at Hand and the
  investigators, and Dulcie Schalk shot angry glances at them while she went through her list of questions for the technician. Joe saw a few members of the jury, the ex-city employee in particular,
  watch the exchange with interest.


  When they were through, Hand turned to one of them and mouthed, “You’re sure?”


  Both investigators nodded. And for the first time, Hand let go a little smile before he settled back around and pretended to pay attention to the telephone company expert.


  After Marcus Hand told Judge Hewitt he had no questions of the witness, Hewitt called for a twenty-minute break.


  Behind them, Joe heard one of the Stockman’s Bar group tell another, “Bud’s here. Somebody saw him being taken into a room down the hall. He’s going to be called
  next.”


  “How’s he doing?”


  “He looks like hell.”


  Marybeth left Joe to be with her mother during the break. Joe milled around in the hallway with a dozen other spectators, listening with one ear to the speculation being
  offered and texting Sheridan that Bud was about to testify.


  He pushed through the front doors and stood with the smokers for a few minutes, wrapped up completely in his own thoughts.


  It was a crisp day, cool and clear, and he could see the peaks of the mountains had been dusted with snow overnight. The top of the stairs afforded a good view of the trees in town, most
  blushing with gold and red. The smokers on the steps were talking to each other about which areas they’d drawn deer and elk tags for, and how they were looking forward to hunting season.
  Someone joked about not saying too much in front of the game warden, and Joe smiled cryptically.


  He was trying to imagine what the investigators had told Hand, and why Hand seemed so self-assured in court. Maybe that was simply his way of putting the jury at ease, bringing them along on his
  river of charm and self-confidence.


  As the smokers looked at their watches and stubbed out their smokes, Marybeth appeared on the steps. She looked slightly stunned.


  “What happened in there?” Joe asked. “Did you hear what they found out in Chicago?”


  “No,” she said, obviously distracted. “Nothing like that.”


  “Then what?”


  “Joe,” she said, looking up into his eyes. “My mother took me aside and said she wants us to move out to the ranch. She wants us to live in the old house and she’d like
  you to manage the operations.”


  “What?”


  Marybeth shook her head. “She said she’s gotten to the age where she realizes she wants her family around her and she wants to show her appreciation for our support in this. Joe, she
  said she wants us to eventually inherit the entire place.”


  Joe stepped back. He said, “Your mother said that?”


  “She did,” Marybeth whispered. “She said she wants to make sure we never worry about money or our future again for the rest of our lives.”


  “What did you say?” Joe asked. His head was reeling.


  “I didn’t know what to say. I told her we could talk about it when the trial was over. I thanked her, of course.”


  “The whole damn thing?” Joe said. “The biggest ranch in northern Wyoming?”


  Marybeth simply nodded.


  “How can she do that?” Joe asked. “If she’s in prison, the whole place will go into probate or something. We have no idea who will actually own it. Banks or trusts or
  whoever. It won’t be hers to give away.”


  “Joe, think about what she’s offering.”


  “I am,” he said. “But she can’t offer anything unless she’s free and clear.”


  Marybeth shrugged, as confused as Joe was.


  When Joe helped guide her toward the doors, he noticed that her arms seemed to have turned into jelly. As had his legs.


  
    *

  


  They sat in their seats. Joe could barely concentrate on the proceedings.


  But he heard it when Dulcie Schalk said to Judge Hewitt, “The prosecution would like to call Bud Longbrake Sr. to the stand.”
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  BUD DID LOOK like hell.


  Joe found himself grimacing as his old employer and ex-father-in-law slowly made his way up the center aisle of the courtroom. Instead of sixty, Bud looked eighty. He was stooped and drawn, and
  his suit, which Joe remembered from Bud and Missy’s wedding six years ago, hung loose and baggy on him. The collar of Bud’s Western dress shirt gaped at least an inch. He peered out of
  it like a turtle looking out of its shell, Joe thought, and Bud’s pants hung around his legs. Bud held his Stetson in his right hand, and reached out with his left from chair top to chair top
  for balance as he proceeded toward the bench.


  “My God,” Marybeth whispered. “Look what’s happened to him.”


  Joe was surprised when Bud glanced over as he passed. His eyes were rheumy and unfocused, but for a split second Joe could see the man he remembered somewhere in that shell. Bud seemed to
  acknowledge the spark of recognition.


  Joe nodded his head slightly. Bud nodded back.


  It took a minute for Bud to get settled into the witness stand. He didn’t seem to know what to do with his hat. Schalk gently took it from him and put it on the
  prosecution table. Now there was a cowboy hat on both tables and it looked, Joe thought, like Wyoming.


  After he’d been sworn in, Schalk asked Bud to state his name and address.


  “Bud C. Longbrake Sr. I live at 2090 Main Street, here in Saddlestring. Apartment A. It’s called that on account as it’s the only apartment above the Stockman’s
  Bar.” His voice was familiar but tinny.


  Joe heard a titter among the bar regulars behind him.


  He leaned over to Marybeth. He whispered, “It’s more than the Jim Beam and hard living. There’s something really wrong with him.”


  Marybeth nodded in agreement. Unconsciously, she was lacing and unlacing her fingers on her lap. Joe couldn’t tell if the reason for her anxiety was because of Bud’s appearance, her
  mother’s trial, the offer just made, or all three.


  For the next ten minutes, Schalk patiently referred to her legal pad and established Bud Longbrake for the jury. His history in the county, the marriage to Missy Vankueren, the divorce and the
  loss of his ranch, the restraining order Missy had placed on him. Bud answered each item simply, but the time it took him to respond to each question dragged on longer each time. The long silences
  seemed to add to the tension in the courtroom. Joe noticed spectators glancing at each other, wondering if Bud was up for this. Joe wondered the same thing.


  Schalk signaled to Jack Pym to cue the PowerPoint projector, and once again the list of phone calls between Bud and Missy was shown.


  She said, “This document was produced by the phone company. It lists a series of telephone calls between your cell phone and the main landline at the Thunderhead Ranch or from Missy
  Alden’s private cell phone. Do you recall the telephone conversations that took place?”


  Joe noticed that Bud hadn’t turned his head to look at the screen.


  “Mr. Longbrake?” Schalk asked gently. “Can you please turn your attention to the screen?”


  As if suddenly awakened, Bud jerked on the stand and swung his head over at the list, squinting.


  Judge Hewitt cleared his throat and held up an outstretched palm to Schalk to wait on the next question. Hewitt said, “Mr. Longbrake, are you all right to continue? You seem to have a
  little bit of trouble focusing on the proceedings here. Do you need a glass of water or a break before we continue?”


  Bud looked dolefully at Hewitt. “Nah, Judge, I’m okay,” he said.


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yep,” Bud said. Then: “I’m real sorry, but sometimes I kind of fade in and out. I think it’s getting worse. It is getting worse. You see, Judge,” Bud
  said, reaching up and tapping his temple with the tips of his fingers, “I got this inoperable brain tumor the size of a baseball in my head.”


  Marybeth gasped and dug her fingers into Joe’s knee.


  Dulcie Schalk stood her ground, but she was clearly shaken. She shot a murderous look to Sheriff McLanahan that Joe caught. Either she wasn’t aware of the tumor, or McLanahan—who had
  supervised the depositions—had downplayed its effect on Bud to her.


  “I have good days and bad days,” Bud continued, “and believe it or not, this is one of the good days. I’m okay. Sometimes I just need things repeated, is all.”


  Hewitt’s face softened as Bud talked. He said, “Then let’s continue.” To Schalk, he said, “Please keep Mr. Longbrake’s condition in mind as we
  proceed.”


  “I will, Your Honor,” she said.


  “Please repeat the question,” Hewitt said.


  She asked him again if he recalled the phone conversations.


  He said, “Yep. Every damned one of ’em.”


  Joe, despite himself, sighed with relief. Bud seemed to be back, at least temporarily.


  Schalk was also visibly relieved. She looked down at her pad for her next question. As always, she was faultlessly prepared and her questions scripted to elicit a clear narrative in the mind of
  the jurors.


  Marybeth prodded Joe with her elbow, and when he looked over, she chinned toward Missy at the defense table. Missy had tears in her eyes, and she dabbed at them with a tissue. When she looked up
  at Bud, her face was not angry but sympathetic.


  Joe was surprised. Didn’t she hate this man? He thought about the offer Missy had made Marybeth minutes before. He looked at his mother-in-law in a sudden new light.


  And under that light, other things fell into place. The reason for Bud’s mood and personality changes now made sense. Joe recalled the collection of medications in Bud’s bathroom
  over the bar, and kicked himself for not noting the names of the drugs. Then there was the fact of Bud Jr. and Sally coming back. Plus, Orin Smith’s reference to a rancher who was ill. And
  Keith Bailey saying Bud was “under a shitload of pressure and pain right now.”


  He wanted to punch himself for not putting it together.


  Dulcie Schalk said to Bud, “Let’s begin with this first phone call back on July 2 that was placed from the Thunderhead Ranch phone to your cell phone. Can you tell
  the jury who called you and what was discussed during that call?”


  “Yep.”


  Joe, like the jury and everyone else, waited. Bud just sat there.


  “Mr. Longbrake,” Schalk said, “can you tell the court the subject matter of that July 2 call?”


  “I can.”


  “Well, please tell the court, Mr. Longbrake.”


  Bud rotated his head as if stretching out a stiff neck. He said to her, “Miz Schalk, can I just cut to the chase?”


  Behind Joe, one of the bar regulars chuckled at the response.


  “I’d rather we do this methodically, Mr. Longbrake,” Schalk said, gesturing with her legal pad filled with questions.


  Bud squinted at the pad and said, “I might be dead by the time we get through that whole damn list.”


  Several people in the galley laughed at that, and Hewitt looked up in warning. The judge turned back to Bud and seemed to assess his condition, then said to Schalk, “Given the
  circumstances and Mr. Longbrake’s condition, let him cut to the chase. The prosecution can follow up with background questions later if necessary.”


  Schalk said, “Your Honor, in order to establish—”


  “I know how much you adore your lists,” Hewitt said, cutting her off. “But if we can move along here, we might avoid a very uncomfortable situation.”


  His meaning was clear: Let’s get this over before the old man dies right here on the stand.


  “Cut to the chase, Mr. Longbrake,” Hewitt said.


  “Thanks, Judge,” Bud said. He took a moment to gather his thoughts, then cleared his throat. Joe found himself holding his breath waiting.


  “Here’s the deal, Miz Schalk,” Bud said. “I’m dying. I knew I was sick, but I didn’t know how sick. I know I shoulda gone to the doctor years ago when I started getting headaches and blacking out, but I just thought I was hung over. Now it’s too damned late and nothing can be done. My brain is
  being replaced by a damned orange. But I can’t go to my grave knowing what I know without coming clean.”


  Dulcie Schalk stood there helplessly, with her arms at her side, pleading with her eyes to the judge.


  Bud said, “I shot that son-of-a-bitch.”


  Joe felt Marybeth dig her fingers into his leg so hard it made him cringe.


  Bud said, “I planned it for a while, and I got madder every time one of those god-awful turbines went up. I started calling McLanahan there telling him Missy was up to no good. Setting her
  up. I knew McLanahan would fall for it because he’s dumber than a box of rocks and he needs to get reelected somehow.


  “I knew how to get into the house through a basement window that didn’t lock and I took that Winchester out of my old gun case. I drove right up on old Earl and shot him in his
  goddamned heart, which was so small I shoulda used a scope. Then I threw him in the back of my pickup and drove him to his goddamned wind farm and hoisted him up and chained him to the blade of
  that windmill. And to get back at all Missy done to me, I hung it all on her by putting the rifle in her car and calling the sheriff.”


  Joe was stunned. He wasn’t alone.


  Bud turned to Missy. He said, “I’m so sorry, Missy. I wanted to make your life as miserable as mine was. But something changes when you find out you’ve got maybe a few weeks to
  live, and that’s what the doctor told me this weekend. It tends to focus the mind, and I figured that if I can’t savor my revenge, then what’s the damned point of getting it?
  Plus, if I’m meeting God in a few days, I don’t want to have to explain what I done, because there’s no way He will let me off the hook. So I was gonna say you asked me to kill
  him, and when I said no, you did it yourself. But now I just can’t.


  “Don’t get me wrong,” he said directly to her. “I don’t feel bad about Earl. He was a prick. But damn, I never shoulda blamed it on you.”


  Schalk stood stock-still, her mouth open. Hewitt was frozen behind the bench, his eyes blinking madly. Sally Longbrake suddenly shrieked a long, mournful wail.


  Missy sat back in her chair with her fists clenched at her chin, her eyes streaming tears.


  Behind Joe, one of the Stockman’s regulars said, “It’s like fuckin’ Perry Mason!”


  Bud Longbrake wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve. He looked pale and spent. He said to Judge Hewitt, “Judge, I said what I wanted to say. But right now I’m
  not feeling so good all of a sudden.”


  Marcus Hand stood up slowly and said, “Your Honor, I move for an immediate acquittal.”


  Dulcie Schalk seethed. She strode the courtroom floor and slammed her pad of questions on her table, her eyes boring holes into Sheriff McLanahan, who looked away.


  Joe sat astonished. It was like Perry Mason. All that buildup and a last-minute courtroom surprise? He was happy for Missy—well, happy for Marybeth,
  anyway—but something loomed just beyond the peripheral vision of his mind’s eye.


  Why did he feel like a large rock was about to drop on his head?



     
  


  SEPTEMBER 15


  Entia non sunt multiplicanda praeter necessitatem.


  
    (Occam’s Razor: “The simplest explanation is usually the correct one.”)

  



     
  


  39


  THE ROCK FELL the next day.


  It was the season opener for pronghorn antelope in the rest of the hunting areas throughout Twelve Sleep County, and Joe called to Tube and they were out of the house two hours before dawn.


  As he rolled down Bighorn Road in the dark, he called dispatch. “This is GF53 heading out.”


  “Morning, Joe,” the dispatcher said.


  He ate his sack lunch of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and an apple on the same sagebrush knoll he had used weeks before when he discovered Earl Alden’s body. He
  tore off small pieces of bread crust and fed them to Tube while he looked over vistas of sun-drenched terrain complicated by sharp draws and hidden arroyos. The mountains filled his rearview
  mirrors.


  He could be seen for miles. His presence on the perch, his green Ford Game and Fish pickup, was enough to remind most of the hunters to keep their noses clean and follow regulations.


  All the work that had once been going on at the wind farm had ceased. He saw no Rope the Wind employees or vehicles out. The Tinkertoy assemblage of wind turbine parts sat where they had when he
  first saw them. And the assembled turbines turned slowly in the wind, generating empty power that went nowhere.


  He’d spent the morning checking hunters and inspecting their harvest, but he’d done it by rote and felt disconnected to his task the entire time. Joe’s mind
  was still in the courthouse, if his body wasn’t.


  Cars and pickups were scarce on the two-lane blacktop of the state highway leading up to the mountains. He paid no attention to them unless they slowed and left the pavement and turned into the
  hunting areas.


  For some reason, though, he noticed the yellow van towing a trailer on the highway, and swung his spotting scope toward it. It was the same van he’d seen leaving Earl Alden’s
  funeral. The back of the van was covered with bumper stickers. The van was moving slowly, as if the driver were looking for something. Joe zoomed in on the plates: Montana. Then he focused on the
  driver.


  Bud Longbrake Jr. was at the wheel. His sister, Sally, sat next to him, slumped over. Joe sighed and sat back, assuming the vehicle would continue on. But then it slowed and turned onto the
  gravel road and under the elk antler arches to the Thunderhead Ranch. Were the siblings out to take a last look at the place they grew up? And why take a trailer?


  The van stopped at the gate, and Bud Jr. got out and worked the keypad. It swung open.


  He watched the van roll down the distant gravel road until he could confirm that it took the road that led to the former Longbrake ranch. He watched it through his scope until all that was left
  of its appearance was a long trail of settling dust.


  He was wondering how Shamazz knew the keypad combination when Marybeth called on his cell phone.


  “Mom called,” she said. “They’re having an acquittal party at the Eagle Mountain Club tonight.”


  “An acquittal party?”


  “That’s what she called it. She wants to know if we’ll come.”


  Joe winced.


  She said, “If she asks us about her offer, what are we going to say?”


  “You mean, do we want to take over a multi-million-dollar ranch and never have to worry about financial difficulties ever again in our lives?” Joe said.


  “When you put it that way...” Marybeth said, but didn’t finish her sentence. “Did you hear about Bud?”


  “No,” he said, expecting the worst.


  “He’s in a coma. No one expects him to come out of it.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” Joe said.


  “It’s awful. It’s just awful. I suppose I should feel good about all this—not about Bud, of course, but about how the trial went—but I guess I can’t wrap my
  mind around it yet.”


  “Me neither,” Joe said, thinking about Bud Jr. and Sally driving to the ranch with a trailer attached.


  When it hit him, he felt something cold and sharp shoot through his stomach and chest. The calls between Missy and Bud. The rifle in her car. Bud’s last-minute revelation and recanting.
  Missy’s odd behavior from the arrest to the end of the trial. As if...


  He said, “I’ve got to go now. I’ve got to check something out.”


  “So what about tonight?”


  “I may not be able to make it. I’ll let you know,” he said, closing the phone.


  He tossed the rest of his sandwich out the window, put his pickup in gear, and nosed the vehicle off the knoll in the direction of the wind farm.


  Joe parked next to the wind turbine where he’d discovered Earl Alden’s body. He got out and called for Tube to follow him.


  His dog was ecstatic to be out of the truck on such a fine clear day. He wasn’t as pleased when Joe looped a chain around his middle and started hoisting him up inside the tower.
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  A FEW MINUTES before midnight, Joe saw a sweep of headlights across the interior walls of the house and heard the crunch of
  gravel outside in the ranch yard. The garage door opener growled, and he stood up in the dark, approached the window, and parted the curtains to see Missy’s Hummer enter the open door. She
  was alone, it appeared. Good. He doubted she’d been able to see his vehicle, which was hidden behind the shop.


  He checked to see if anyone was right behind her, but there were no other headlights on the entrance road. Yet. He sat down on a plump leather couch burned tastefully with Thunderhead and
  Longbrake Ranch brands, checked the loads in his shotgun, and waited.


  In a minute, sounds came from the kitchen; the clinking of glass and the scuffling of cabinets being opened and closed. As he approached, he could hear her humming lightly to herself.


  Joe stood at the threshold of the kitchen in the dark hallway, watching her fill the coffeemaker with grounds and water and pull down a half dozen mugs and set them on the counter. She held a
  full glass of white wine and sipped from it as she worked. She looked stunning, Joe thought, in a snug dark blue dress and oversized pearls. She’d kicked her heels off on the floor and padded
  around on small bare feet.


  When she saw him standing there, she gasped and let out a squeak and dropped the glass to the floor.


  “Joe!” she said, hopping back from the broken glass and spilled wine. “What are you doing here? You scared me to death.”


  He said, “I assume Marcus Hand and his crew are on the way. How long before they get here?”


  She looked up at him, quickly regaining her composure. Her brows furrowed and her face became the porcelain mask she’d perfected. “They won’t be long. Everybody had plenty to
  drink, and I wanted to have some coffee ready. You missed the party.”


  He nodded and entered the kitchen and put the shotgun on the counter next to him, letting her see it.


  She shook her head, then let some anger seep through the mask. “Does Marybeth know you’re here? What are you doing, measuring the drapes? Checking out your new office?”


  He tried to smile, but couldn’t. He said, “I saw Bud Jr. and Sally today on their way to move in to their new digs. You don’t actually expect them to live there and work it, do
  you?”


  A flash of terror—finally!—shot through her eyes and her nose flared. She didn’t breathe for a moment. Then, almost as quickly, she raised her chin and set her mouth
  with bitter resignation. “No,” she said, “I expect them to sell it back to me after a reasonable length of time. The old place was appraised at six million dollars, you
  know.”


  Joe said, “You probably could have bought their silence for less than that.”


  “Probably,” she said. “But Bud told them the price, and I suspect they’ll hold me to it.”


  Joe nodded. He said, “It’s just you and me here. You can’t be retried for murder, and we both know it. So walk me through how it all worked.”


  She looked at him as if she was determined not to give an inch.


  He said, “When you decided to make your last upgrade, your last trade-up, and get rid of Earl, you contacted Bud. You knew he’d take your call because for some reason he still loves
  you, despite everything. And you offered him his ranch back if he’d take Earl out of the picture. After all, you still had this place and all the other property holdings you and Earl combined
  when you got married. You probably even hinted that the two of you could get back together someday. Am I right so far?”


  She rolled her eyes.


  Joe said, “And Bud said of course, he’d do it. But he was sick. He didn’t know at the time how bad off he was, and it turned out he wasn’t sure he was physically capable
  of pulling it off. But he sure wanted that ranch back, if not for him, then for his kids. He always wanted them to have it.”


  She shook her head and said, “Even though they shit on him all their lives, he still wanted them to have it.”


  “That kind of selflessness just doesn’t work for you, does it?” Joe asked.


  Her eyes drilled into him. “Some children these days can be so ungrateful. They feel entitled to things they didn’t earn.”


  Joe ignored her and continued, “So you and Bud talked it over, back and forth, for a month or so. He wanted to help you out with your Earl problem and get the ranch back, but you were
  running out of time. Was it at that point you figured out Earl had consolidated all his assets and put everything into the wind farm? I bet that didn’t make you very happy.”


  “It was reckless and irresponsible,” she said, her anger palpable. “Taking everything we had together and leveraging it to build that idiotic thing out there on the
  ridge. He was not only risking everything he had, he was risking everything I’ve spent my life trying to get—and had finally achieved. And for what? He had no right to do
  that.”


  “Plus he wanted to get rid of you,” Joe said. “That must have hurt.”


  “It did,” she said simply.


  “You found yourself in a dilemma, though,” Joe said. “Bud was in it with you, but he couldn’t perform. And you couldn’t risk him talking about it, either. So you
  told him you’d let him set you up with the sheriff and you’d have it done as long as he’d wait until the trial to take the rap. He agreed to that, but you could never be
  absolutely sure he’d follow through when crunch time came. In the back of your mind, you must have worried that Bud might screw you the way you screwed him. That must have made for some
  sleepless nights.”


  She didn’t react, but stared at Joe with ice-cold eyes.


  “In the middle of your discussions with Bud, you both realized that you’d tried to contact Nate to work for you along the same lines, but Nate refused. Which meant there was another
  person out there who knew what you were capable of. You urged Bud to tell that woman Laurie Talich where Nate lived to get Nate out of the picture. It almost worked, too. But Alisha Whiteplume was
  killed instead of Nate. I hope that’s on your conscience, too. If you have one.”


  “I had nothing to do with that,” she spat back. “Bud did that on his own. He thought it would please me, I guess.”


  Joe shrugged. He said, “Nate would have never talked, so what you did was pointless. And right now, he is at my house. He still wants revenge.”


  Her eyes got large. “But...”


  “All I have to do is tell him,” Joe said. “Unlike the court, he has no rules about double jeopardy.”


  “Please don’t,” she said. “Think about what I’ve offered you.”


  “I don’t want your blood money,” Joe said, dismissing her. “Back to where we left off. You drove right up to your husband and shot him in the heart. Then you drove his
  body to the wind turbine. I tested the hoist system today with my dog and found out how easy it is to crank a body up to the top. I figured it would require a lot more upper body strength, but
  it’s easy. Easy enough for you. So why did you hang him up there, anyway? Out of spite, or to throw everyone off?”


  She sighed and looked away, apparently deciding it wasn’t worth it to pretend any longer.


  Joe said, “The one thing I can’t quite wrap my mind around is how you hung the body from the blade. Earl was heavy.”


  She pursed her lips. “I admit nothing,” she said, “but I can tell you when you’re a small person all of your life, you learn how to use leverage to get what you want. You
  learn to use the power of objects to work in your favor and to use people’s superior strength against them.”


  Joe whistled and shook his head. “So you looped the chain around the body and threw the loose end over the blade while it was turning. You let the spinning blade lift him out of the
  nacelle.”


  Missy arched her eyebrows, acknowledging Joe’s theory. “I suppose it could work like that,” she said coyly.


  “But why the wind turbine at all?”


  She said, “Admitting nothing, one might have thought the sheriff or Miss Schalk would pursue the wind angle. One would assume Marcus would go that direction and come to find out about
  Earl’s dealings with unsavory people and his fraud. Once that information was out, there would be people on the jury Marcus could convince. But it couldn’t come from me—that would
  have been too obvious.”


  Joe shook his head. He said, “So you set yourself up. You made it plain and simple. So simple, that people like your daughter and me would automatically assume there was more to it. That
  you’d been framed.”


  She was quiet, because there was no need to say anything.


  “Hand’s investigators learned there had been a contract put out on Earl in Chicago,” Joe said. “That’s what they told him in the courtroom yesterday. If you’d
  just waited, it would have all been taken care of without you even getting involved.”


  She said, “That came as a surprise, but what if they’d botched it?” She looked squarely at Joe. “I don’t count on people to take care of me, I never have. I’m
  the only one who will take care of me, Joe, and I trust no one but me. If my daughter had learned that lesson, maybe she wouldn’t be what she is today: a part-time librarian in a crappy
  little town with you as a husband.”


  “I know,” he said. “And against my better judgment, I was burning up the miles and my reputation trying to get you off.”


  Nodding, she said, “I knew I could count on you, Joe. I knew you’d dig into the wind farm scheme and lead Marcus to it. So even if Bud died or forgot about our agreement or went back
  on it, I was covered. There would have been reasonable doubt.”


  She paused and looked at her hand, assessing the shade of red on her painted fingernails. She said, “I’ve spent my life working simple men like you and Bud.”


  Joe reached over and wrapped his hand around the shotgun and pulled it up.


  She looked at him with disbelief. “You’ll never do it.”


  “I might surprise you,” Joe said through clenched teeth.


  “The offer still stands,” she said, suddenly shaken. “If you do this, you get nothing. Your family gets nothing.” Then: “Does Marybeth know?”


  “Not yet. But we talk to each other. Imagine that.”


  “So you’ll tell her?” Missy said. “You’d tell her that her mother is a murderer after all? You’d tell my grand-daughters?”


  “I haven’t decided yet,” he said. “It depends on you.”


  “What do you mean?” she asked, tears in her eyes. “What do I have to do?”


  He couldn’t determine if the tears were authentic, and he didn’t care.


  He outlined his proposal.


  When he was done, he said, “If you don’t do the right thing here, you’re dead. And in the future if you try to go back on what’s right, I’ll let my friend Nate know
  who was responsible for Alisha.”


  The porcelain mask was off. She said, “You’re such a bastard, Joe Pickett. You’re as conniving as I am.”


  “I wouldn’t say that,” he said. “You’re in a class all your own.”


  The sounds of motors rose outside. Headlights flashed in through the windows as Marcus Hand and his associates arrived.


  “They’re here,” she said.

  “And I’m gone.”


  
    *

  


  Joe slipped into bed as quietly as he could, but Marybeth reached over and put a warm hand on his thigh. With a voice drugged by sleep, she said, “You’re really
  late.”


  “Openers,” he said. “Lots of hunters out there. I also stopped by the hospital to see Bud.”


  “How is he?”


  “Dying.”


  “Mmmmmm, that’s so sad. I’m glad his kids came back, though. That probably made him feel good.”


  “He was a simple man,” Joe said. “He took care of his family.”


  She yawned and said, “I’m exhausted. This has been a long couple of weeks.”


  “Yup.”


  “Dulcie called,” she said, more awake now. “She feels terrible how this all went. She said she let her competitive nature get the best of her. It was kind of an apology and I
  told her we were still friends. That seemed to make her feel better. And she is a good person, Joe.”


  “I agree.”


  He reached over and pulled her to him. She was wide awake. “Mom called, too,” she said ominously.


  “Really?”


  “She said she’s thinking about going on a long cruise around the world, then selling the ranch and moving. Something about how everything around here reminds her too much of Bud and
  Earl. She sounded a little drunk.”


  “That’s probably a good idea,” Joe said.


  “She said she’s creating a college fund for our girls and a trust fund for Alisha’s ward,” Marybeth said. “She’s going to talk to Marcus Hand about setting
  them up before she goes. I’ll tell you all the rest in the morning. I’m too tired now. I guess that means her offer for the ranch is off the table, but this is better and she sounded
  very humble. Even thoughtful.”


  “That’s great.” He buried his face in her hair. “I’m tired, too,” he said.


  “She was very sweet,” Marybeth said in a whisper. “It was an odd conversation, because it seemed like she had a lot more to say. And it almost seemed like she was saying
  good-bye.”


  Joe didn’t respond.


  “I might even miss her a little,” Marybeth said.


  “Yeah,” Joe said. “Me, too.”



     
  


  SEPTEMBER 20


  Therefore pride compasseth about as a chain; violence covereth them as a garment.


  —Psalm 73:6



     
  


  EPILOGUE


  NATE ROMANOWSKI ONCE lived in the stone house on the banks of the North Fork of the Twelve Sleep
  River. Across the river, to the east, a steep red bluff rose sixty feet into the air. The morning sun lit up the red face of the bluff. The river was so low that it was no more than a series of
  pocket water pools kept on life support by an artery of underground springs. To the east was a long flat dotted by sagebrush. A two-track cut through the flat from the highway and was the only road
  to the place.


  Nate awoke in his blankets near the trunk of the single ancient cottonwood on the side of the house to discover that the peregrine had found him during the night. The falcon
  sat high and silent above him on a branch of the same tree. The bird didn’t look down and acknowledge him, and Nate didn’t call to it. It was just there. That was the nature of their
  partnership.


  He kicked off his blankets, hung his weapon from a peg in the bark of the tree, and stood up naked and stretched. Although the stone walls of his house still stood, the rest had been vandalized
  over the years he’d been gone. The windows had been kicked in. There were two dozen bullet holes in the front door and a few shotgun blasts. Someone had entered the place and started a fire
  on the floor, which had burned down through the joists. A family of skunks now lived under the floorboards, and an owl nested in the chimney.



  Nate walked down to the river and lowered himself into one of the deeper pools. The water was icy and bracing, and he washed his skin and most of the black out of his hair.


  Shivering, he dressed in his best shirt and jeans. Then he pulled on his boots. He cleaned and roasted a sage chicken he’d killed the night before. He ate all the meat and tossed the bones
  aside for his falcon.


  Joe and Marybeth were due anytime. They’d agreed to go with him to the res and to help him find the right words to use with Alisha’s mother. He was curious to hear
  more about the trial, too. He already knew the result. And he knew that Bud Longbrake Sr. had died three days before. He’d never come out of the coma, and to Nate it was a bittersweet ending.
  An incomplete ending. He was not satisfied.


  When Nate heard the sound of a car motor coming from the west, he wasn’t alarmed. He squatted and repacked his things into his duffel bag. When he returned, he’d
  begin rebuilding his stone house, making it habitable and secure for the winter ahead. He’d need to lay in meat and wood, and repair the well that had been knocked over by yahoos.


  Although he couldn’t see the vehicle yet, he recognized the particular sound of the motor. It wasn’t Joe’s pickup or Marybeth’s van.


  Squinting toward the sound, Nate took his holster down from the peg and slid it on and strapped it tight.


  
    *

  


  Large Merle’s 1978 Dodge Power Wagon ground over the top of the distant western rise, and the cracked windshield caught a brilliant flash of morning sun. Nate stepped
  behind the trunk of the cottonwood tree and waited. Merle drove slowly, and swerved from side to side, the front wheels climbing out of the two-track and wandering away a few feet before being
  turned back in.


  Was Large Merle already drunk so early in the morning?


  Slowly, the old 4x4 drew closer. Nate could see Merle’s unmistakable woolly profile through the windshield. There was no passenger. Nate expected Merle to brake to a stop
  next to his Jeep, but he drove slowly right by it. As he did, Nate could see Merle’s head slumped forward, chin on his chest, eyes closed.


  “Merle!”


  The vehicle rolled over Nate’s old vegetable garden, headed straight for the stone house.


  “Merle, wake up.”


  And he watched the Dodge drive head-on into the side wall of his house with a heavy crunch. The wall was solid, though, and didn’t collapse. The motor coughed twice and died.


  As Nate approached the rear of the Dodge with his hand on his .500, ready to draw, Merle’s door opened and the big man tumbled out and landed sloppily and heavily on the dry grass. His
  feet remained in the car and he lay on his back, his mouth open and gasping, his blood-soaked hands clutching his belly.


  “Jesus,” Nate said. “Merle?”


  Large Merle rolled his head over toward Nate. His face was ashen. He spoke through gritted teeth. “That girl... that Montana girl. She was a scout.”


  Nate didn’t understand at first. Then he did. The girl who’d seduced Merle, who’d asked him to come to Montana with her. She had been sent out to find him. And to find Nate as
  well. And she’d succeeded.


  He winced as he got closer to Merle and could see that his friend was clutching at his huge belly in an attempt to keep slick yards of blue-colored intestines from rolling out. He’d been
  gutted.


  “The Five,” Merle said. “They’ve deployed.”
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  For Gordon Crawford, falconer

  And Laurie, always . . .






      
        
          Turning and turning in the widening gyre


          The falcon cannot hear the falconer;


          Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;


          Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,


          The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere


          The ceremony of innocence is drowned;


          The best lack all conviction, while the worst


          Are full of passionate intensity.


          —William Butler Yeatrs, “The Second Coming”
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  THE MORNING AFTER


  HIS NAME WAS Dave Farkus, and he’d recently taken up fly-fishing as a way to meet girls. So far, it hadn’t worked out very well.


  It was late October, one of those wild fall days containing a fifty-five-degree swing from dawn to dusk, and Farkus stood mid-thigh in waders in the Twelve Sleep River that coursed through the
  town of Saddlestring, Wyoming. River cottonwoods were so drunk with color the leaves hurt his eyes.


  Farkus was short and wiry, with muttonchop sideburns and a slack expression on his face. He’d parked his pickup under the bridge and waded out into the river at mid-morning just as a
  late-fall Trico hatch created clouds of insects that billowed like terrestrial clouds along the surface of the water. A few trout were rising for them, slurping them down, but he hadn’t
  hooked one yet. Trico flies were not only tiny and hard to tie on his line, they were difficult to see on the water.


  He was at wits’ end since he’d relocated to the Twelve Sleep Valley from southern Wyoming.


  He’d landed in Saddlestring with no job, and he didn’t intend to look for one, except the damned natural-gas pipeline company was challenging his disability payments, claiming
  he’d never really been injured. And his ex-wife, Ardith, had contacted a lawyer about several missed alimony payments and was threatening to take him back to court.


  FARKUS WAS intently aware of each car that sizzled by on the bridge over his shoulder. When he heard a car slow down to look at him, he made a long
  useless cast that, he hoped, looked practiced and elegant, as though he was Brad Pitt’s double in the movie A River Runs Through It. He wondered how long it would be before a pretty
  doe-eyed twentysomething tourist would come down to the river and ask for a lesson. But he was starting to believe it would never happen.


  He tied on a new fly—something puffy and white that he could see on the water—and felt the power of the current push against his legs.


  That’s when he heard, upriver, the distinctive hollow pock sound of a drift boat striking a rock.


  He barely looked up, so intent was he on tying the nearly invisible thin tippet through the loop of his fly. Drift boats filled with fishermen were common on the river. There were several
  commercial guide operations in town, and it seemed like every other home in Saddlestring had a drift boat on a trailer parked in front of it. The river was shallow because it was late fall and
  water was at a premium, and it wasn’t unusual for guides to miscalculate and hit a rock.


  But when he heard a series of mishaps—pock-pock-pock, rock-rock-rock—he glanced up from his knot.


  The white fiberglass drift boat was coming right at him, sidewise, bumping along the river rocks in a shallow current. No one was at the oars. In fact, no one seemed to be in the boat at
  all.


  Farkus squinted and cursed. If the boat continued on its path it would hit him, maybe knock him right off his feet. Farkus couldn’t swim, and if his waders filled with water and he was
  sucked into that deep pool under the bridge . . .


  He uneasily shuffled a few steps back. The river rocks were slick and the current pushed steadily at his legs. The boat kept coming and seemed to pick up speed. He looked around at the bank,
  then at the bridge, hoping someone would be there to help. But no one was there.


  At the last second, before the boat hit him from the side, Farkus cursed again and managed to turn toward it and brace himself with both feet. His fly rod dropped into the water at his side as
  he reached out with both hands—“Goddammit!” he cried out—to grasp the gunwales of the oncoming boat and stop its momentum.


  The boat thumped heavily against his palms and he felt the soles of his boots slip and he was pushed a few feet backward. Somehow, though, his right boot wedged between two heavy rocks and
  stopped fast. So did the boat, although he could feel the pressure of it building, wanting to knock him down. He was sick about his lost fly rod, and thought that if nothing else he could wrestle
  the boat to shore and sell it for three or four grand, because he sure as hell wasn’t going to return it to the idiot who let it get away from him in the first place.


  As he stood there in the river, straining against the pressure, he realized it was harder work than it should have been. There was real weight inside the boat, but he was at an angle, bent
  forward with his head down and his arms straining and outstretched, so he couldn’t rise up and look inside without losing his balance and his footing.


  Over the next ten minutes, muscles trembling, he worked the boat downstream and closer to the bank. Finally, he stepped into a back eddy of calmer water with a sandy bottom and pulled the boat
  into it as well. Sweat coursed down his neck, and his thigh muscles twitched with pain.


  Then he looked over the gunwale into the bottom of the boat and said, “Jesus Christ!”


  He’d never seen so much blood.





  1


  THE EVENING BEFORE


  NATE ROMANOWSKI approached the stand of willows from the north with a grim set to his face and a falcon on his fist. Something was going to die.


  It was an hour until dusk in the foothills of the Bighorn Mountains, near the North Fork of the Twelve Sleep River. Storm clouds that had scudded across the big sky all day now bunched to the
  southeast as if they’d been herded, and they squeezed out intermittent waves of snow pellets that rattled across the dry grass and shivered the dead leaves. A slight breeze hung low to the
  ground and ferried both the scent of sage and the watery smell of the river through the lowland brush.


  The peregrine falcon was blinded with a leather hood topped by a stiff white bristle of pronghorn antelope hair. The bird sat still and upright, secured to the falconer’s hand by thin
  leather jesses tied to its talons and looped through his gloved fingers. The falcon, Nate thought, was still and regal and hungry—tightly packed natural explosives encased by feathers, just
  waiting for a fuse to be lit.


  Although slightly less than twenty-four inches tall, the female he held, once released, was the fastest species on the planet, capable of speeds during its hunting dive of more than two hundred
  miles an hour. When it balled its talons and struck a bird in flight with that velocity, the result was a concussive explosion of blood, bones, and feathers that still took Nate’s breath
  away.


  The falcon, like all his raptors over the years, had no name. And every time he released one to hunt there was a chance she would fly away and simply never return.


  He slowed his pace and listened as he approached the wall of willows. Through the brush was a shallow, spring-fed pond not more than three acres across. It was hard to see from the ground but
  was obvious from the air, and it was the only substantial body of water for miles around except for the river itself. Therefore, it attracted passing waterfowl. And when the breeze shifted he could
  hear them: the rhythmic, almost subsonic clucking of paddling ducks. The peregrine heard them, too, and responded with an instinctive tightening of her talons on his hand.


  Nate raised the bird so he could whisper directly into her hood, “They’re here.”


  NATE WAS TALL and ropy, with long limbs and icy blue eyes set in a hawklike wind-burned face. The hair he’d cut and dyed months before was
  growing back long and blond but hadn’t reached its customary ponytail length. He wore stained camo cargo pants, laced outfitter boots, a faded U.S. Air Force Academy hooded sweatshirt, and a
  thick canvas Carhartt vest. Strapped to his rib cage on his left side, between the sweatshirt and the vest, was a scoped five-shot .500 Wyoming Express revolver. A three-inch braid of jet-black
  human hair was attached to the thick muzzle by a leather string.


  He reached across his body with his right hand and gently untied the falcon’s hood and slipped it off. The peregrine cocked her head at him for a moment, then returned to profile. The
  single eye he could see was black, piercing, and soulless—the amoral eye of a killer.


  Nate opened his left hand to free the jesses, and raised her up. Her wings unfurled and stretched out for a moment, then her talons bunched and pushed off his glove. He turned his face away as
  he was pummeled with thumping blasts of air from her beating wings and brushes of her wingtips. The first moment of flight was ungainly; she dropped slightly and thrashed to the left, the jesses
  swinging through the air, her feet long and extended, until she found invisible purchase and began to rise. She cleared the tops of the willows ahead by inches.


  The falcon climbed in circles that were tight at first and then larger as she rose above the treetops and found a current. Then, as if she’d burned through the first stage of a booster
  rocket, she catapulted into the sky.


  THE PAST MONTH had been spent in a state of training and trepidation, ever since his longtime colleague Large Merle had shown up gutted at his front
  door. Nate had transported all seven feet and four hundred fifty pounds of Merle toward the town of Saddlestring in his Jeep, with his friend gasping for breath through chattering teeth. The last
  thing Large Merle had said before he collapsed was: “The Five. They’ve deployed.”


  Nate knew exactly what that meant. The showdown he’d been anticipating for years was at hand, and Merle was the latest victim. Large Merle had died with a moaning death rattle five miles
  out of town, and Nate had flipped a U-turn and returned to his stone house on the banks of the North Fork. He’d said a few private words over the body and had it shipped via Freightliner to
  Merle’s only living relative, a sister in North Dakota. Then he began to prepare for visitors.


  THE PEREGRINE FALCON was little more than a pinprick in the sky, a tiny black speck set against roiling thunderheads. Nate watched the bird circle in
  the ellipse of a lazy thermal spiral. The falcon was so high in the air it took a knowing eye to see it. But the ducks knew the falcon was there because none had attempted to fly.


  Nate nodded to himself and tugged on the end of an empty burlap sack he’d tucked through his belt. He flipped the sack over his shoulder to keep it out of the way, and approached the
  willows in silence.


  Before he entered the brush, he paused and looked over his shoulder and scanned the terrain. His small house was far below in the river valley, his Jeep parked next to it. The old structure was
  bordered by massive old river cottonwood trees with gnarled gray bark and skeletal limbs. Because most of the leaves were gone, he could see his clapboard mews for housing falcons, and an upturned
  flat-bottomed boat on the bank of the river he used for crossing. On the east side of the North Fork, a steep red wall rose sixty feet into the air. The top was flat and dotted with scrub. Beyond
  the flat the country rose at a gentle pitch in a series of waves and folds until it melded into the multicolor pockets of aspen and then the dark timber fringe of the mountains. Rounded peaks above
  the timberline were dusted with the fresh first snow of the fall.


  To the west was an undulating treeless sagebrush flat that continued for miles. A single two-track road cut through the sagebrush and meandered its way through cuts and draws to the stone house.
  There was no other way in, and if someone was coming he could see them from miles away. On the sides of the sections of road out of his vision, he’d installed motion-detection sensors and
  hidden closed-circuit cameras that would broadcast images of visitors into his house well before he could see them with his naked eye or through his binoculars.


  From his vantage point on the plateau where the willows hid the pond, Nate noted how the river had risen. Although there had been little rain and only a few bursts of fall snow, the thirst of
  the river cottonwoods for water had subsided as the trees withdrew their appetite and focused inward, preparing for winter. Without thousands of trees sucking water from the Twelve Sleep, the level
  of the river rose high enough to be navigable again.


  All was quiet and still in every direction.


  Nate turned back around, reached out and parted the stiff willow branches, and stepped inside.


  AS THE BRUSH closed around him he could no longer see the peregrine, but he knew she was there by the nervous tittering of the ducks ahead. The ducks
  weren’t alarmed because of his presence or the noise he was making as he pushed through the willows, but because of the falcon in the sky.


  He sensed an opening through the branches a moment before he was knee-deep in stagnant water. The bottom of the pond was silty beneath his boots but solid underneath, and with a few more steps
  he was waist-deep in the pond as mallard and teal ducks scattered in his path, motoring across the surface of the water and sending the alarm to the entire population of twenty or twenty-five
  ducks. The silt he’d disturbed underfoot plumed through the dark pond water and turned it the color of chocolate milk near his legs.


  But not one of the ducks took flight. Nate smiled to himself as he beheld one of nature’s brilliant secrets.


  For ducks, geese, and other waterfowl, the very silhouette of a peregrine falcon in the sky—even if they’d never encountered one before—was deeply imprinted into their
  collective psyche. They knew somehow the predator thousands of feet in the air would kill them in an instant if they became airborne, just like they somehow knew the falcon would not hit them on
  the ground or on the surface of the water. So as long as the ducks didn’t fly, they were safe. Their instinct was so ingrained that it superseded even his own intrusion into their world.


  He waded across the pond with the burlap sack and gathered up four mallard drakes and dropped them inside as if selecting ripe zucchini. As he chose them, the others swam away and bunched
  against the reeds, practically climbing over one another to get away. Four was enough, he thought, for two good meals and duck soup later. He’d use the wings as lures for falconry exercises
  and the feathers as stuffing for training dummies.


  Knotting the open end of the sack, Nate waded across the pond and grabbed a fat mallard hen from the flock. As he lifted the bird, her bright orange feet windmilled under her belly, as if she
  was trying to run through the air. Droplets of pond water beaded on her feathers.


  He leaned back and looked up into the sky and held the duck out from his body in full view. Peregrines had incredible eyesight, and he could almost sense the falcon locking in on him and the
  object in his hand.


  Nate drew the hen in close and said, “God bless you and thank you,” something he always said to wild creatures before he took an action that would result in their death, then hurled
  the duck into the air, where it had no option but to fly or drop back to the earth like a rock.


  He called out: “For my hunting partner.”


  The duck came alive with a burst of energy, and started to climb. It flew horizontal and fast, skirting the top of the brush in a mad dash toward the far river.


  Hundreds of feet above, in a move made silent by its distance, the peregrine deftly shrugged out of the thermal, tucked its wings tight against its body, balled its talons so they resembled twin
  hammers, and began to drop headfirst through the sky.


  Nate could hear it coming as it shot earthward like a missile. The sound was a kind of high-pitched whistle that increased in volume as it built up velocity.


  He glanced over toward the retreating duck. The hen had cleared the willows and was aiming for the river valley, its wings beating so fast they were blurs. It didn’t fly in a straight line
  but seemed to know its only chance was to feint and zigzag through the air.


  Somehow, while dropping through the sky at incredible speed, the peregrine homed in on the flying duck and was able to make microscopic flight adjustments in its stoop attack so that when the
  two objects intersected—with an audible whap sound and an explosion of feathers that seemed to fill the sky—Nate took a sharp intake of breath and almost fell back into the water
  from the sheer bloody beauty of it all.


  AS HE MADE his way down the slope toward the river with the sack of wriggling mallards, he paused next to the peregrine. The falcon was eating the
  remains of the dead duck. Flesh, guts, bones, and feathers filled its gullet to the size of a billiard ball, and its hooked beak was shiny with bright red blood. The bird paused and looked up,
  their eyes locked, something was exchanged, then the falcon resumed eating.


  Nate untied the sack and reached in and grasped a drake by its neck and pulled it out. He cinched the top to contain the others and stashed the sack of live ducks beneath a mountain ash tree and
  weighted it with a rock. He would have the duck for dinner. This completed the circle—hunt, kill, eat—and always reminded him he was of the natural world and not simply striding atop
  it.


  KNEE-DEEP in the cold water, Nate wrung the neck of the duck with a sharp swing of his arm and held it out away from him as its wings beat in death
  throes. A full gust of wind roared up the river, roiling the surface of the water and shaking the trees. Golden spade-shaped cottonwood leaves fell into the water like upturned palms and bobbed and
  floated in the current.


  He pushed both thumbs through the taut belly skin of the duck and worked them under its breastbone. The blood inside was hot, and the smell was metallic and pungent. With his left hand, he
  grasped the body of the duck and with his right he broke the entire breast away until it came free. After tossing the carcass toward the bank, he bent and dipped the breast into the water to clean
  and cool it. Spirals of dark blood snaked between his knees.


  The gust of wind played out and silence returned and he thought he heard a sound. Nate looked up at his falcon to see she had stopped eating and was focusing on something upriver. He followed
  her gaze as the pointed snout of a drift boat emerged from around a grassy bank.


  The wind had overridden the distinctive noises of an approaching boat—the slight lapping of the current on the sides of the fiberglass hull, the squeak of oars being dipped through
  oarlocks, the shuffle of boots on the boat deck, the scrape of a shallow river rock against the flat bottom.


  He was caught, he thought. There was no way he could turn and splash toward the shore and find cover before he was seen. Warning jolts fired through his nerves.


  His vest was open, and he reached up and slipped the thong loose that secured his .50 caliber weapon in its shoulder holster. Instinctively, he flexed his fingers in and out and stood up tall as
  the boat made the turn and came into full view. It was a low-profile open McKenzie-style Hyde drift boat, off-white in color, with a green-and-brown horizontal stripe on the side. There were three
  men in the boat—one standing behind the casting platform in front, one at the oars, and the third seated in the back. The man in back was slumped over and looked to be injured—or
  sleeping.


  “There’s somebody,” the man standing in front said over his shoulder to his companions. Then: “Hey, mister. We’ve got a hurt man here. Can we pull over and call for
  some help?”


  Nate didn’t answer. They certainly weren’t making any effort to sneak up on him. He made several quick determinations. First, the assassins sent for him in the past had been
  professionals and had come from out of state. These men looked like locals. Second, it was hunting season, and therefore not unusual to see hunters about. Third, he’d been spotted and
  would have to deal with them one way or the other.


  “Hey,” the man in the front of the boat called out, standing and straining forward over the casting platform. “Did you hear me, mister? We need help. We’ve got
  a hurt man here. . . .”


  Nate could see the boat and the occupants clearly now. The big man in the bow was thick and tall, with a full black beard and hair curling out from beneath an orange cap. Red hands grasped the
  top of the casting platform so he could lean over it. Dark eyes pierced out from beneath a flat, wide forehead. He wore a camo jacket and black jeans. The orange cap and the tip of the compound bow
  that jutted above the hull indicated he was a hunter, not a fisherman. Nate thought he’d seen him before and tried to place him.


  Seated low in the center of the boat was a hunched younger man with a knob for a head and tiny hands that wrapped around the grips of the oars. He had a couple of fingers missing. Nate guessed
  the oarsman to be in his mid-twenties, but there was something shrunken and repellent about him. He had a wide nose that had been smashed flat against his face, high cheekbones, and large ears that
  ended in points: a gargoyle of sorts.


  The slumped man in the back wore a thick jacket and a slouch hat, and his head was dropped forward so Nate couldn’t see his face.


  “Man, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” the dark man in the front said to Nate, knowing his voice would carry through the quiet valley as if he were standing next to him.
  “We’ve been looking for someone—anyone—for a while now. We haven’t even seen a house anywhere.”


  “There aren’t any,” Nate said.


  “No shit,” the gargoyle spat, spinning the boat so the front of it faced the other bank. He began to pull the oars to propel the drift boat toward Nate.


  Nate assumed the three men had put their boat in at a public access six miles upriver and had planned to float to another access closer to town. The route was used often in the summer fishing
  months but rarely in the fall or winter, when the level of the river dropped and the locals turned their attention from fishing to hunting. All of the river miles between the put-in and
  Nate’s stone house were through private ranch land owned by an out-of-state mogul. The mogul’s house was miles away from the river, tucked in a valley, and it wasn’t likely he
  would have been home, anyway, even if the men in the boat had gone there. Wyoming law allowed the public to float any river, but it was considered trespassing if the boaters got out or even
  anchored. The landowners were notorious for prosecuting anyone who pulled ashore, even if the reason was an emergency, so most fishermen chose to float much farther downriver toward Saddlestring,
  where there was more public land and the fishing was better.


  “Do you have a phone we can use?” the man in front asked.


  Nate had a satellite phone but ignored the question. He asked, “What’s the problem, anyway?”


  “Old Paul,” the dark man said, pointing at the slumping man. “He’s got a bad heart and some kind of nerve condition. He just seized up about an hour ago and started
  jerking. Shit, he was even foaming at the mouth. He needs to see a doctor fast.”


  “He’s my dad,” the gargoyle said with a nasal twang, “and I ain’t gonna lose him.”


  Nate noted that Paul still hadn’t moved, and even the shift in the boat hadn’t caused him to lift his head.


  As the gargoyle pulled back on the oars and moved the drift boat across the current toward Nate, the dark man in front said, “We seen a few deer but nothing to get excited about. Them damn
  things just stand in the river while we float right past ’em. We coulda killed a half dozen of them if we’d wanted to.” He laughed. “God, they’re stupid.”


  “No,” Nate said, taking a long second look at the big man and seeing a dangerous idiot. “That’s just the way they are.”


  Like ducks that wouldn’t fly when a peregrine was above, big-game animals—even during hunting season—didn’t perceive that a threat could come from the water. Nate had
  harvested deer on the banks or in the river from his own boat. He’d also encountered elk, bears, and moose on the river who watched him float silently by with a mixture of curiosity and
  familiarity.


  “Are you the only one hunting?” Nate asked the dark man as the boat drew closer. The gargoyle and his father weren’t wearing blaze orange, and Nate couldn’t see
  additional compound bows or hunting rifles in the craft.


  “Yeah,” the dark man said. “Stumpy ’n Paul wanted to come along to see a master at work.”


  “Shit,” the gargoyle said in response, shaking his head and making a face.


  “I know you,” Nate said to the dark man, recalling the circumstances.


  “I don’t think so.” The dark man smiled. But his eyes showed sudden caution.


  “You’re known as the Mad Archer,” Nate said. “My friend Joe Pickett put you in jail a few years back for shooting wildlife with your bow and leaving the meat.”


  The time he’d encountered the Mad Archer, Nate was with the game warden Joe Pickett in northeastern Wyoming. Joe had handcuffed the man to the bumper of his own truck and called another
  game warden to come out and pick him up. The Mad Archer, Joe had said, was both evil and bloodthirsty. He was suspected of using his arrows to kill dogs and cats as well, and had wounded the dog
  Joe rescued, a Labrador/corgi mix named Tube. Nate had heard Joe use the Mad Archer’s real name, but he couldn’t remember it.


  The man flushed. “That might have been,” he said, “but it was before I went straight. I play by the rules now, man,” he said, gesturing toward his orange hat. He patted
  his back pocket. “I even got my license back if you want to see it.”


  “Show it to Joe,” Nate said as the bow of the boat came within reach. The gargoyle expected Nate to grasp the bow and pull the boat to the bank. Instead, Nate shoved it away and the
  boat swung back into the current. A redheaded duck had swum out of the reeds with ten little ducklings in tow in a straight line behind her, and she angled to her right to avoid the floating
  boat.


  “Keep moving,” Nate said to them.


  “Hey, what about my dad?” the gargoyle asked, his face contorted. He did several front-strokes on the oars to pull the boat back into the calm eddy. “You’re fuckin’
  heartless.”


  “I’ll call the clinic and have them send an ambulance to the takeout,” Nate said, stepping backward toward the bank, keeping the men and the boat in front of him. “They
  should be waiting when you get there. You’re not saving any time bringing him onshore now and calling them, anyhow. It would take them longer to get here than it will for you to float to the
  take-out.”


  Nate didn’t want the Mad Archer anywhere near his house. If the man was as unstable as Joe claimed, his friends Paul and Stumpy were suspect as well. Men who hunted together shared certain
  characteristics and values, and this was guilt by association with the Mad Archer. Nate had never been troubled making judgments of this kind.


  Plus, he’d been seen and the men would talk. Which meant the minute they were gone, he’d have to clear out.


  The Mad Archer glared, his fists clenched at his side. As Nate neared the shore, his boot slipped off a river rock and he had to wheel and crow-hop to keep standing.


  Then before Nate could look back over his shoulder at the boat and the three men to confirm they were floating downriver, he heard a single whispered word: “Now.”


  Nate spun around in the river and reached across his chest for his weapon. The soles of his boots again slipped on the moss-covered rocks, and he stumbled to his left but not far enough. An
  arrow tipped with a razor broadhead sliced through the air and hit him between his left shoulder and clavicle.


  The figures in the boat who had been still just a moment before were now a blur of motion. The gargoyle was sliding a pump shotgun out of a saddle scabbard that had been hidden beneath his boat
  seat. The old man Paul was awake and standing, and his long coat was open and he was swinging the muzzle of a military-style carbine toward Nate.


  The Mad Archer cursed because his shot had been misplaced due to Nate’s stumble, and he was frantically fitting a second arrow into the nock of his bow before drawing the bowstring back
  again. Because both the old man and the Mad Archer were now standing, the boat pitched slightly from side to side.


  Although his left shoulder screamed with pain, Nate pulled his big revolver out from its holster and cocked the hammer and leveled it with a single motion and fired.


  The first bullet hit the Mad Archer in the right center of his wide forehead and blew his orange hat straight up into the air. His body collapsed forward across the casting platform.


  Nate cocked the revolver on the down stroke from its tremendous kick and swung it left and shot the old man through the heart. Old Paul stiffened and sat straight back onto his swivel seat. His
  rifle fell into the water. Blood, bits of bone, and tissue pattered across the surface of the water behind him. He slumped forward into the same posture he’d assumed before.


  Stumpy the Gargoyle nearly had his shotgun clear of the scabbard, and he looked up at Nate and their eyes met for an instant before he was hit under the right armpit with such great impact that
  it threw his body to the other side of the boat. The bullet exited clean and smacked the surface of the water a few inches from the other bank, nearly taking out the mother duck.


  NATE STAGGERED onto the gravel bank. His ears rang from the three explosions, and the hum blocked out any natural sound. The entire left side of his
  body felt as if he was hooked up to pulsing electric cables. He holstered his weapon and touched the feathered end of the arrow that was buried in his body. He looked over his left shoulder and
  could see the bloody tip of the razor broadhead poking out. The arrow was stuck fast, but as far as he could tell it hadn’t pierced a major artery or broken bone. All that was destroyed was
  shoulder muscle.


  Out on the river the drift boat turned slowly from left to right and rocked slightly from the fallen crashes of the three dead bodies that were crumpled within it. The still air smelled of acrid
  gunpowder and the metallic odor of pooling blood.


  The mother duck and her ducklings continued downriver in an undulating line, speeding up to get as far away as they could from the disturbance.


  On trembling legs, Nate approached one of the thick old cottonwoods that hugged the bank of the river. As he neared it he turned so he faced the water and his back was to the trunk. Slowly, he
  stepped backward until he felt a jolt of pain as the tip of the broadhead bit into the soft gray bark. Reaching up, he grasped the aluminum shaft with both hands to steady it and leaned back with
  all his weight, burying the arrow as far as he could into the wood and pinning himself to the tree.


  Standing as still as possible, Nate stripped the fletching off the back end of the arrow until it was smooth. Then he took a breath, gritted his teeth, and walked forward, letting the arrow
  slide through his shoulder.


  When it was clear, he glanced over his shoulder at the bloody shaft that remained embedded in the tree trunk. Hot blood coursed down his skin in both front and back, and his shirt was stained
  dark with it.


  As he lurched toward his home for his medical kit, he noted that the boat had drifted away a few hundred yards downriver and was spinning slowly in the current.


  He cursed himself. Like the deer and elk in the valley, he hadn’t anticipated the threat to come from the water. Or from locals.
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  THE NEXT MORNING, a Wyoming game warden swung his green Ford pickup and stock trailer into a pull-through site in Crazy Woman Campground in the Bighorns
  and shut off the motor. He glanced at his wristwatch—0900, a half hour before he was to meet the trainee—and checked for messages on his cell phone. There were none.


  It was Monday, October 22, the heart of elk-hunting season in the mountains. Although opening day had been a week before, the lack of heavy snow meant the hunters wouldn’t be out in force
  yet because they couldn’t track the herds.


  He got out and pulled his gray wool Filson vest over his red uniform shirt and buttoned it up. Over the right breast pocket of the vest was a two-inch brass pin that read JOE
  PICKETT GAME WARDEN. On his shoulder was a patch embroidered with a pronghorn antelope. His badge, pinned over his heart, indicated he was GF-48—number forty-eight of the fifty-two
  game wardens in the state, ranked by seniority. He had once been up to number twenty-four before being fired and later rehired. Unfortunately, when they sent him the replacement badge, he was
  relegated to starting in the numeric system again. He’d thought about contesting it, but when he considered going up against the thoughtless maw of the bureaucracy it didn’t seem worth
  the trouble.


  Joe exhaled a small cloud of condensation. The morning had not yet warmed above freezing, and the sun hadn’t risen high enough to melt the scrim of frost on the pine tree boughs all around
  him or the frozen mat of grass. He loved the snap of a fall morning in the mountains.


  The stock trailer door moaned as he opened it, and he led both geldings, the older paint Toby and sprightly young sorrel Rojo, out of the trailer and around the side of it and tied their halters
  to the barred windows. He saddled Rojo and slid his shotgun into the right saddle scabbard and a scoped Winchester .270 into the left. The saddlebags were already packed with maps, permits, gear,
  and lunch, and he lashed them to the skirt of the saddle. Toby pawed the ground and blew through his nostrils impatiently, wanting to get going.


  “Soon,” Joe said to his wife’s horse. “Just chill.”


  Joe Pickett was in his mid-forties, lean, and of medium height and build. He wore a battered gray Stetson and faded Wranglers over lace-up outfitter boots. His service weapon that he rarely
  drew, a .40 Glock 23, was on his hip, along with handcuffs and a long cylinder of bear spray. A citation book jutted from his back pocket.


  With the hot engine block ticking behind him, Joe Pickett leaned against the grille of his unit and speed-dialed his daughter Sheridan, a freshman at the University of Wyoming. She’d been
  at school since late August.


  Her phone rang five times before she picked up.


  “What’s going on?” he asked. “Sleeping in on your birthday?”


  “No, Dad. I just got back to my room from the shower. I don’t have class until ten on Mondays.” Her voice was clear but she sounded tired, he thought. “Mom already called
  me, but I guess you know that.”


  He smiled. Since Sheridan had been born at 6:15 a.m. nineteen years before, Marybeth always woke up her daughter at exactly that time on her birthday. It used to mean opening her bedroom door
  and rousting her. Now it was an early-morning call. He pictured her in her dormitory room in Laramie with wet hair, speaking in a low tone so she wouldn’t wake her roommate.


  “You guys aren’t going to do that forever, are you?” Sheridan said softly but with a slight exasperated edge. “I mean, no one in their right mind is up at that hour here.
  Some people are just getting in.”


  Joe chuckled. “How are things going, kiddo? Are you settling in? Making some friends?”


  “Both, I guess,” she said. “The classes are the easy part. You know how that goes. I know a lot of kids here from high school, but everything’s different. I miss you guys
  . . .” she said, then caught herself.


  “It’s okay,” Joe said. “We miss you. I miss you.”


  “April doesn’t,” Sheridan said with a laugh. April was their sixteen-year-old foster daughter who had taken over Sheridan’s vacant room. Previously, she’d had to
  share it with fourteen-year-old Lucy. Marybeth, Joe’s wife, had discovered a bag of marijuana in April’s underwear drawer during the move. Battle lines had been drawn. April had been
  grounded and had one week left before she could go anywhere other than school, and they’d confiscated her cell phone. But having her at home all the time was no picnic for the rest of the
  family, either, because no one could darken a room like a sullen April. Lucy did her best to avoid April and all the drama by staying late at school for rehearsals and keeping her bedroom door
  closed at home.


  “I just know she’s wearing all my clothes and using all my stuff without asking,” Sheridan said. Joe thought about it and recalled April wearing one of Sheridan’s
  sweaters just the day before. “She’ll stretch everything out with her big . . . chest.”


  “No comment,” Joe said. Then: “What about friends?”


  “A couple,” Sheridan said. “One girl in particular named Nadia. We’ve got a couple of classes together and we started hanging out. She’s pretty cool.”


  “Where’s she from?”


  “Maryland somewhere. She says she really likes Wyoming.”


  “Wait to see what she says this winter,” Joe said. “There’s already some snow in the mountains here.” Then: “Hey—you’re coming home for
  Thanksgiving, right?”


  “At this point, yes,” Sheridan said with hesitation.


  Joe felt his ears get hot. “What do you mean, ‘At this point’?”


  “Nadia asked me if I wanted to go east with her. I’ve never been east before. I’d like to see D.C.”


  Joe tried to think of what to say.


  “Her parents will cover the ticket,” Sheridan said quickly.


  “It’s not that,” Joe said. “I think your mom and your sisters would like to see you. In fact, I know they would.”


  Silence.


  “You’re making me feel guilty,” she said.


  “That’s my job.”


  He heard Sheridan chuckle again. “It might be cool coming home without having Grandmother Missy around.”


  Joe nodded. Marybeth’s mother was supposedly on a world cruise, burning through some of the money she’d inherited from her former husband’s death. Joe had encouraged her never
  to come back.


  “Talk to your mother about Thanksgiving,” Joe said.


  “I will.”


  As they talked, Joe looked up to see a banged-up green Game and Fish pickup with state plates turning into the campground off Hazelton Road. His trainee had arrived. Joe waved at the pickup, and
  it turned into the pull-through and swung around the stock trailer.


  “Hey!” Joe shouted. “Watch those horses.”


  The driver hit the brakes with his front bumper just eighteen inches from Rojo’s hock, then reversed so he could park in back of the trailer. The trainee looked fresh-faced and humiliated
  already.


  “Where are you?” Sheridan asked.


  “Up in the mountains. Area thirty-three and thirty-four—Middle Fork and the Upper South Fork Twelve Sleep River areas. It’s time I get out and check all the elk-hunting camps
  up here. Unfortunately, the department assigned me a trainee to tag along. He looks to be about your age but dumb, based on how he drives.”


  Sheridan said, “You know, Dad, I miss going with you to do stuff like that.”


  The statement caught him by surprise. “You do?”


  “Yeah,” she said. “I miss the mountains, and our horses. I even miss Nate, even though he sort of hung me out there as far as our training goes.”


  Sheridan had been an apprentice to the master falconer. At one point, she’d desperately wanted to fly her own falcon, but circumstances and Nate’s situation had prevented it.


  “Maybe someday,” Joe said, doubting there would be a someday. “Sheridan, I’ve got to go before this trainee does something stupid. But happy birthday, kid.”


  “Thanks, Dad.”


  He closed the phone and dropped it into his vest pocket as the trainee appeared from around the horse trailer. He was short and stocky, with a thatch of brown hair with highlights in it. He had
  a square jaw and a nose that had been broken and a walk with an athletic spring in it. He seemed easygoing and eager to please, and he didn’t look much older than Sheridan. A good-looking
  kid, though, Joe thought.


  “Joe Pickett?” the trainee asked.


  Joe nodded.


  “I’m Luke Brueggemann. I’m your trainee. Sorry about nearly hitting your horses.”


  “You’d have had to answer to my wife if you had,” Joe said. “And believe me, it wouldn’t be pretty.”


  Brueggemann nodded. He had a large duffel bag thrown over his shoulder. His red uniform shirt was fresh out of the box, as were his denims.


  “Can I say, sir,” Brueggemann said, “it’s a real thrill for me to meet you. I’ve heard about you over the years.”


  Joe took Brueggemann’s measure. He remembered being a trainee sixteen years before, when he was right out of college. His mentor had been a man named Vern Dunnegan, and it was in the days
  when game wardens often made their own law within their districts. He’d learned more from Dunnegan than he’d wanted to. But some of the legitimate skills and lessons from those years
  still stuck with him.


  “I hope it was good,” Joe said.


  “Most of it,” Brueggemann said, grinning and looking away.


  “Are you from around here?”


  The trainee nodded. “I grew up in Sundance,” he said. Sundance was located in Wyoming’s Black Hills country, in the northeast section of the square state. “Then I worked
  with my uncle as a commercial fisherman in Alaska to get money for college. When I came back, I did my four in Laramie and graduated with a wildlife biology degree.”


  “Good for you,” Joe said.


  “Thank you.”


  “My daughter’s at UW now,” Joe said. “I was just talking to her.”


  “Go, Pokes,” Brueggemann said, nodding in recognition.


  “That’s Toby,” Joe said, gesturing toward the paint horse. “Do you know how to put on a saddle?”


  By his expression, Joe could tell Brueggemann had never been this close to a horse before.


  “Here’s what you need to know about horses: the front end bites and the back end kicks and the middle bucks you off,” Joe said. “Come on, I’ll show you. And after
  we get Toby saddled, you need to go through that big bag and figure out what you can tie behind the saddle, because that’s all the storage you’ll have.”


  WITH BOTH HORSES saddled and ready, Joe spread a topographical map across the hood of his Ford and pointed at the eleven outfitter camps they would try
  to inspect over the next two days. Brueggemann paid close attention, and stubbed a finger near one of the first camp locations.


  “Isn’t that a road that goes right to it?” he asked.


  Joe nodded.


  “Then why don’t we drive there?”


  Joe looked at him. “Are you nervous about the horses?”


  Brueggemann hesitated, but his answer was obvious: “A little.”


  “I understand,” Joe said. “Always be cautious around horses. As soon as you start to count on them, they’ll stab you in the back.”


  “Then why don’t we drive to the camps?” Brueggemann asked softly, not wanting to seem obstinate.


  Joe said, “We could drive right to most of them. But they’d hear us coming miles away. And even though most of these guys are good hunters, there are a couple I don’t want to
  know we’re out there. So instead of driving right up on them and giving them a chance to hide or stash illegal carcasses away where we can’t see them, I’d rather approach them in
  silence. That way we can circle the camps up in the timber from all sides before we decide to ride in.”


  Brueggemann sighed and nodded.


  “If someone’s doing something illegal, like too many elk or dead cow elk in an antler-only area, they’ll likely hang the carcasses within walking distance of the camp but out
  of sight from the road. It works better to know what the situation is before we talk to the hunters.”


  Joe continued, “I know most of these guys. Half of them are local, and three run guide operations, so they’ll have clients in the camps. Of the eleven camps, ten are familiar names.
  There’s only one new guy this year, and I want to find out who he is and what he’s up to.” He tapped his finger on Camp Five, which was four and a half miles away along the old
  logging road they’d soon be riding on.


  Joe’s cell phone rang in his pocket. He grimaced as he pulled it out and looked at the display. It read TWELVE SLEEP COUNTY SHERIFF’S OFFICE.


  “This is never good,” Joe mumbled out loud. Then: “Joe Pickett.”


  “Joe, this is Sheriff McLanahan.”


  Joe rolled his eyes. He and McLanahan had a long history, mostly bad.


  “Joe,” McLanahan said, “a fisherman down in the river in the middle of town just called me in a panic. He saw what he thought was an empty drift boat floating toward him in the
  current. When he looked inside, he found three dead bodies.”


  Joe felt his scalp crawl.


  “I need you to come in and take a look at these guys,” the sheriff said. “I think they’re friends of yours.”


  “Friends?”


  McLanahan hung up.


  Joe looked to Brueggemann. “Now you’ll learn how to unsaddle a horse and lead it into the trailer. We’ve got a hitch in our plans,” he said.
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  JOE LOCATED the sheriff, the boat, and the bodies in the garage adjacent to the old county building in Saddlestring. On the way into town he’d
  listened to the chatter over the radio. Word of the triple homicide was rocketing across the state. Although nearly every resident had several guns at home and many carried weapons in public, there
  were only fifteen to twenty murders a year in Wyoming. So three at once was big news, and Joe understood the magnitude, just as he was puzzled by McLanahan’s mention of the victims as his
  “friends.” He had a dark premonition that one of the bodies might belong to Nate Romanowski, although the idea of anyone actually getting to Nate seemed incomprehensible.


  As he entered town he was greeted with a new REELECT OUR SHERIFF KYLE McLANAHAN billboard. On it, the sheriff leaned out of his pickup window to
  offer a carrot to a horse. Joe shook his head.


  Sheriff Kyle McLanahan had it in for him, and their professional relationship had gotten worse in the past few months. McLanahan had made it clear to his deputies that they wouldn’t be
  chastised for making Joe’s life miserable. They did it in subtle ways, such as not responding to help requests and losing or delaying paperwork Joe filed. He’d gotten around it somewhat
  by working directly with County Attorney Dulcie Schalk and bypassing the sheriff’s department.


  As election day neared, McLanahan had spent a good deal more time than usual out of his office, meeting voters and playing up his persona of a western caricature. Joe had heard from a few
  residents that the sheriff cited him in particular as one of the biggest reasons why he’d been humiliated during the trial of Missy, Joe’s mother-in-law, who’d been accused of
  murdering her former husband. Up until the trial, McLanahan seemed to be cruising toward reelection. Not anymore.


  JOE PARKED next to a sheriff’s department SUV outside the garage. Three other departmental vehicles were lined up on the other side of the open
  garage door, as was an ambulance and Sheriff McLanahan’s pickup. Dulcie Schalk’s red Subaru wagon was also out front. Dulcie was also stinging from the outcome of the trial and was
  still cool to Joe, but he thought he sensed a warming. Dulcie was young, tough, professional, and one of Marybeth’s friends. Their mutual love of horses and riding was strong enough that the
  trial hadn’t derailed their friendship.


  Joe killed his motor and jumped out and took a deep breath before going inside.


  “Hey,” Luke Brueggemann called out. He’d parked behind Joe’s pickup. “Should I tag along, or what?”


  After all he’d been thinking and worrying about, Joe had forgotten about his trainee. Joe put his hands on his hips and thought about it.


  “Well?” Brueggemann asked, stopping short of reaching Joe.


  “Have you ever seen a dead body?” Joe asked.


  “Sure,” Brueggemann said, hitching up his pants.


  “You have?”


  The trainee looked above and to the right of Joe. “My grandma. At her funeral.”


  Joe smiled, despite the situation. “It’s up to you, Luke. I won’t force you, but I won’t keep you away.”


  With that, Joe turned and headed for the garage. No footsteps sounded behind him.


  “RON CONNELLY,” Joe said, as he fought to keep his stomach from churning, “He’s known as the Mad Archer. I arrested him twice.
  The other two are Stumpy and Paul Kelly. They have a shady outfitting business outside of Winchester. I’ve been trying to catch them poaching for years.”


  The sheriff had arranged to have all of the county vehicles moved out of the big garage to make space. The three victims were laid out next to one another on thick plastic sheeting on the
  concrete floor. When Joe first saw them, he was reminded of Old West photos of dead outlaws on display. All three were stiffened into the unnatural positions in which they’d been found.


  Joe asked, “Why didn’t you just pull their wallets to see who they were?”


  Before McLanahan could answer, Dulcie Schalk said, “I told the sheriff not to touch the bodies again until the forensics people could get here.”


  McLanahan made a face, obviously displeased that Schalk had taken over.


  Joe looked around.


  The boat they’d arrived in was on the concrete next to the bodies. It smelled of blood. Joe imagined there were gallons of it congealing inside, but he didn’t look to confirm it. He
  did note that the Mad Archer’s compound bow and a Savage twelve-gauge pump shotgun with a synthetic stock had been tagged and placed on a tarp.


  “See?” Sheriff McLanahan said to Dulcie Schalk, who stood off to the side, holding her hand over her mouth in horror. “I told you he’d know ’em. They’re of
  his ilk.”


  Joe ignored the comment and spoke directly to Schalk. “Ron Connelly killed dozens of game animals with his bow and arrows over the years. Down in southern Wyoming where I was stationed for
  a while, he took potshots at cows and horses, too. I know he wounded an eagle once, and that time I caught him and threw him in the clink. But the penalties for poaching and injuring animals
  are so weak he didn’t spend much time in jail.


  “Our department has—I should say had—alerts out on him,” Joe said. “All the game wardens in the state kept a good eye out for this guy. He used to be a
  tweaker, but I’d heard he cleaned up his act. Apparently not well enough,” he said, nodding toward the body.


  “The Kellys are real backwoods types,” Joe said. “Paul Kelly and his wife, Pam, run a few cows and lease out their stud horse, but other than that they survive off welfare
  payments and some kind of disability pension Paul got from an accident he’d had when he worked for the county road crew. The disability didn’t stop him from running illegal guided
  hunts, though. Both Paul and Stumpy got the boot from the Wyoming Outfitters and Guides Association a few years ago because of client complaints and their general lack of ethics. One client claimed
  they dropped him off up in the Savage Run country and forgot to come back and pick him up so he had to walk out for two days. I’ve had my eye on them for years, but they’re pretty
  slippery.”


  He nodded toward the bodies. “Or they were, anyway. What doesn’t work for me is how the three of them got hooked up. The Mad Archer was too nuts to keep any friends, and the Kellys
  stayed completely to themselves.”


  Two of McLanahan’s deputies bookended him. Both were young, muscle-bound, and menacing, and both wore large campaign buttons that read reelect our sheriff. Deputy Sollis smirked at Joe
  through heavy-lidded eyes. Sollis wore a uniform shirt that was a size too small, to show off his biceps and pectorals, and a black mock turtleneck underneath that didn’t fully hide the acne
  rash on his neck from steroid use. Behind the sheriff and his men was Deputy Mike Reed, McLanahan’s opponent in the election, who was older, rounder, and balding. Joe liked Reed, and tipped
  his hat brim to say hello. Reed nodded back.


  The sheriff hadn’t gotten rid of Reed, which had surprised Joe before he learned the strategy behind it. Keeping him in the department showcased the sheriff’s good-guy credentials,
  but the idea had actually come after McLanahan watched The Godfather II and heard Michael Corleone say, “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.” Although Reed was the
  senior investigator, McLanahan steadily undermined him in the eyes of voters and observers by assigning him to the most menial tasks, such as supervising random DUI roadblocks, overseeing county
  road cleanup crews, and in one case sending his deputy on a meth-house raid to the wrong address.


  Joe asked the sheriff, “They were all in the same boat?”


  “Literally,” McLanahan guffawed.


  Joe shook his head. “Did they get into a tussle and start blasting at each other?”


  Deputy Reed said, “We can’t say for sure, but we doubt it.”


  The sheriff acted as if Reed hadn’t spoken.


  Dulcie Schalk parted her fingers to talk. She was clearly nauseated by the scene in front of her, and likely the enormity of the crime itself. When she spoke, she bit off her words in a
  tight-mouthed way, as if trying to avoid breathing the fetid air. “Coroner Will Speer is on his way here to take them for autopsies, Joe, but from what we can tell they were all shot to death
  at the same time. It appears each was killed by a single fatal gunshot. From what the sheriff told me, the firearm used was . . . huge.”


  She attempted to continue but had to look away. Joe had an odd impulse to go over and hug her, but he knew she’d be embarrassed by the gesture in front of the sheriff and his men.


  Sollis said, “Huge as in fucking massive. There’s entry wounds as big as most exit wounds. And the exit wounds, well, look at that Connelly guy. Half his head is just
  gone.” He said it with what sounded like twisted admiration, Joe thought. He refused to look closely at Ron Connelly’s wound, despite Sollis’s prompting. Joe didn’t
  think he could take it.


  “Which means,” McLanahan said, “we may not recover the slugs because they passed right through. Even Stumpy there with a full body shot. It looks like the slug went in under
  one arm and out under the other.”


  Schalk said through her fingers, “That’s why I asked Sheriff McLanahan to call DCI and bring the FBI in. He may not think we need their expertise, but we do need their
  resources.”


  Joe looked over to the sheriff. McLanahan’s gunfighter mustache was trimmed, but it still obscured his mouth. He wore a battered cowboy hat and suspenders over his uniform shirt.
  He’d traded his departmental Glock for a low-slung Colt .45. McLanahan was from West Virginia but chose to look, dress, and talk like a frontier rube. Some were fooled. Joe wasn’t. The
  sheriff’s response to Dulcie Schalk’s suggestion was to roll his eyes.


  Joe knew the sheriff well enough to know he hadn’t been called there simply to identify the bodies.


  McLanahan rocked back on his boot heels and stabbed his thumbs through his belt loops. To Joe, he said, “Who do we know that is rumored to live upriver from time to time and carry a great
  big gun?”


  Joe was thinking the same thing, but he didn’t reply.


  “Tell me,” McLanahan said, “when is the last time you saw your buddy Nate Romanowski? The fugitive?”


  Nate was still being sought by the Feds because Joe had arranged a temporary release the year before and Nate had never turned himself back in. Instead, his friend had gone to ground and had
  managed to elude them. Which is why Joe saw very little of his friend these days and rarely communicated with him. It was protection for the both of them.


  Joe felt Schalk’s eyes on him as the sheriff talked.


  “It’s been a while,” Joe said.


  “What’s a while?” McLanahan asked. “I mean, being that you’re sworn to uphold the law and all? It’s hard to believe you know the location of a wanted man but
  you don’t find it within yourself to turn him in or arrest him.”


  “It’s not that simple,” Joe said. He knew he was flushing. And he knew McLanahan had a point and was making it so the county attorney would hear it.


  “Rumor is,” Sollis said, cutting in, “your buddy Nate has a history of violence. Some even say he had something to do with the disappearance of our former sheriff, although we
  could never get enough evidence to make that case. You wouldn’t know anything about any of this, would you?”


  “Not really,” Joe said, grateful the sheriff hadn’t asked him about things he did know about, like Nate’s habit of ripping ears off suspects. In regard to the end of
  former Sheriff Bud Barnum, Joe had a suspicion about Nate’s involvement, but he’d never voiced it with anyone except Marybeth.


  “So,” McLanahan said to Joe, shooting a glance at Dulcie Schalk to make sure she was fully engaged in the implication, “you probably wouldn’t want to go with us in a few
  minutes when we drive upriver to check out Nate Romanowski’s alleged place of residence? To see if he knows anything about these yahoos that lay before us?”


  Joe avoided Schalk’s eyes. He said, “I’ll go.”


  McLanahan feigned surprise. “You don’t need to put yourself out. Besides, you’ll probably get in the way. You always do.”


  “I said I’m going.”


  Behind Joe, he heard a sudden retching sound. He turned to see Luke Brueggemann covering his mouth. His eyes were bulging and wet. He turned and threw up on the concrete floor.


  “For Christ’s sake,” McLanahan said to Sollis, “call maintenance and get them to clean that up.” To Joe he said, “Can’t you control your
  people?”


  JOE PUT his hand under Brueggemann’s arm and led him outside. “It’s okay,” he told his trainee. “It happens.”


  “Has it happened to you?”


  “Yup.”


  “Those guys aren’t going to let me forget about this, are they?”


  Joe said, “No, they won’t.”


  Brueggemann wiped at his mouth with the back of his sleeve. “I’ve seen plenty of dead things before. You know, deer and elk. And I’m not squeamish when it comes to things like
  that.”


  Joe nodded, walking them toward a strip of grass on the edge of the parking area in case Brueggemann had to get sick again.


  “I did a full head mount of an antelope once, and an eight-point buck,” Brueggemann continued, “and I like my venison bloody.”


  “You can stop,” Joe said, wondering what it was his trainee had just said that struck an odd note. But before he could follow it up, Deputy Mike Reed called his name.


  “Stay here,” Joe said to Brueggemann. He met Reed in the middle of the parking lot.


  Reed spoke in low tones that likely couldn’t be overheard by his colleagues inside. “You know what’s going on here, don’t you?”


  “What’s that?”


  Reed said, “The sheriff needs a big win right now. He thinks he’s slipping with the voters. Bagging a guy like Romanowski and solving a triple murder would put him back on
  top.”


  Joe nodded and looked closely at Reed. “Is this the candidate talking?”


  Reed looked up sharply. “What do you mean?”


  Joe said, “You know how I get along with the sheriff, but this is a triple homicide. He’s got to do everything he can to close it fast. I understand that.”


  “Yeah,” Reed said, looking down at his boots. “I guess you’re right. But with this guy,” he said, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder toward the open garage,
  “there’s always an angle. We both know him well enough to know that.”


  “What’s the angle?” Joe asked.


  “You mean besides making you look bad in front of the county attorney?” Reed asked.


  Joe sighed and conceded the point.


  “All I’m saying,” Reed whispered, “is watch your back.”


  Joe thanked him and said, “You, too.”


  Reed smiled bitterly. “For me, it’s a twenty-four/seven operation.”


  Joe nodded and left Brueggemann and went back inside the county garage.


  WHILE THE SHERIFF gathered his deputies around him and issued orders for arming up for the raid, Dulcie Schalk gestured for Joe to follow her outside.
  Once they were clear of the garage and the odors inside, she said, “Tell me what he was saying isn’t true. Tell me you don’t know about a fugitive who might be a cop
  killer.”


  Joe looked over his shoulder to make sure Brueggemann and Reed were out of earshot. Reed was back inside the garage. He saw the trainee over by his truck, leaning his head against the front
  bumper. Joe said to Dulcie, “Like I said. It’s complicated.”


  Her eyes flared. “I’m riding out there with you, and you’re going to explain everything to me. And if I’m not satisfied, Joe, there will be hell to pay.”


  He nodded and held her eyes. He said, “I’ll tell you the truth. But I want to give you some advice. It’s something Marybeth and I agreed to a long time ago when it comes to
  Nate Romanowski.”


  “And that is?” she asked, skeptical.


  “Don’t ask me things you may not want to know. Just think real hard about that before we talk.”


  She looked at him quizzically. She whispered, “You aren’t threatening me, are you, Joe?”


  He shook his head quickly. “Not at all, not at all. It’s just that sometimes it doesn’t help to know everything there is to know about someone else. That’s all I’m
  saying.”


  “Marybeth knows Romanowski?” she asked.


  “Oh, she does,” Joe said. “She does.”


  DULCIE SCHALK went to get fitted for body armor, and Joe used the opportunity to speed-dial Marybeth on his cell phone. His wife worked from nine to
  three at the Twelve Sleep County Library, and he knew she’d likely just dropped off April and Lucy at school and was settling into her desk. Marybeth was blond with green eyes, and she was
  slim and attractive. Joe was always surprised he’d landed her. So was his mother-in-law.


  “I’m surprised you’re calling,” she said when she picked up. “I didn’t think you’d have a signal up there.”


  “I’m not in the mountains,” he said, and quickly recapped the morning. He heard her gasp when he told her the sheriff was preparing to storm Nate’s home.


  “Should I warn him?”


  Joe closed his eyes. Nate had a satellite phone, and he’d given them both the private number. He’d asked them not to call him unless it was a dire emergency.


  “No,” Joe said after a few beats. “You shouldn’t. I don’t want you to get involved in this. Who knows if the sheriff or the Feds can trace back a call? It’s
  possible, you know. And if Nate’s involved in this, you could go to jail for tipping him off.”


  “I don’t mind taking that chance,” she said defiantly. “After what he’s done for us . . .”


  “Marybeth, we can’t risk it. You can’t risk it. Besides, Nate is smart. If he’s involved, he’ll expect the sheriff to show up, and he’ll take
  precautions. And if he wasn’t involved, he has ways of knowing that we’re on the way.”


  “This feels rotten, Joe.”


  “It has to be this way.”


  “I don’t have to like it, and I’m not making any promises.”


  “I don’t like it, either,” he said. He said he’d call her as soon as he could to let her know what happened.


  “Joe,” she said, “don’t let any of McLanahan’s goons get trigger-happy. I could see one of them going over the top.”


  He agreed. After they’d disconnected, he made sure the coast was clear in all directions—Brueggemann was still recovering, and Schalk wasn’t back with her vest—before he
  stepped behind his pickup and called Nate’s number.


  There was no answer.
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  “THIS REMINDS ME a lot of the first time I ever met Nate Romanowski,” Joe said to Dulcie as they sped down the state highway in the midst of
  the sheriff’s department caravan of SUVs. “Nine years ago, different sheriff, similar situation.”


  Joe recounted how Nate had been arrested for murder, beaten, and jailed. The former sheriff considered it a slam-dunk case, but Joe was able to prove Nate’s innocence, and the outlaw
  falconer had pledged to protect Joe and his family.


  “Over the years,” Joe said, “we’ve been through a lot and he’s never broken his word. We’ve had our disagreements, and I don’t want to get into all the
  details, but he’s been there for us. So I hope you understand that it isn’t an easy thing to turn him over to the Feds. That’s where he comes from, and we’re not sure
  he’d make it out alive.”


  Dulcie recoiled. “What do you mean, he might not make it out alive? This is our government you’re talking about, Joe.”


  He nodded. Luke Brueggemann was in the caravan as well, his pickup hovering in Joe’s rearview mirror.


  Joe recalled other incidents over the years, things he’d stored in his memory drawer but never reopened. When they’d first met Nate he mentioned he’d just come from Montana.
  Because of Nate’s sudden violent appearance and the way he’d said it, Marybeth was curious and did some research on the library computers, and keyed on a headline from the Great
  Falls Tribune that read “Two Dead in U.S. 87 Rollover.” The story said that a damaged vehicle with out-of-state plates had been called in to the Montana Highway Patrol twenty-one
  miles north of town near Fort Benton. The identities of the occupants were unknown at the time, but authorities were investigating.


  On the next page, a smaller story identified the victims of a multiple-rollover accident as two men, aged thirty-two and thirty-seven, from Arlington, Virginia, and Washington, D.C.,
  respectively. Both were killed on impact. The highway patrol suggested that judging by the skid marks, it was possible that the engine to the late-model SUV had lost power or died as the vehicle
  approached a sharp grade with several turns, and that the driver was unable to negotiate the sharpest of the turns and blew through a guardrail and rolled to the bottom of the canyon, flipping at
  least seven times. The passenger was thrown from the vehicle, and the driver was crushed behind the wheel.


  “Witness Sought in Rollover Investigation,” the third, and smallest, headline read. In the story, the highway patrol reported that they were seeking a potential witness to the
  rollover on U.S. 87 that killed two men from out of state. Specifically, they were looking for the driver of an older-model Jeep with Montana plates that was seen passing a speed checkpoint near
  Great Falls. The authorities estimated that the Jeep may have been in the vicinity of the rollover near the time it occurred, and that the driver could have seen the accident happen.


  Joe later learned that Nate drove a Jeep, and that his preferred weapon at the time, a five-shot .454 Casull manufactured by Freedom Arms, in Freedom, Wyoming, was the only handgun designated a
  “car killer” by the U.S. Secret Service because the bullets had the power to penetrate the engine block of a vehicle and render it useless.


  Several years later, a man named Randan Bello arrived in Saddlestring from Virginia and started asking around about Nate Romanowski. He found a source in the former sheriff, Bud Barnum, and the
  two became fast friends. One particular fall morning, a housekeeping employee at the Holiday Inn observed Barnum arriving at the hotel and waiting for Bello to join him in his SUV. The two left
  together and didn’t come back. The sheriff’s vehicle was never located, although two years later a couple of elk hunters reported that they’d seen wreckage deep in the bottom of
  Savage Run Canyon. Joe had investigated, but their directions were poor and he’d never spotted anything.


  He remembered Large Merle, a restaurant owner who lived on the road that led to Outlaw Canyon, where Nate had relocated after federal warrants were issued for him, asking Joe, “Did Nate
  ever tell you about that time in Haiti? When the four drugged-out rebels jumped him?”


  “No.”


  Merle shook his head and chuckled, the fat jiggling under his arms and under his chin. “Quite a story,” Merle said. “Especially the part about guts strung through the trees
  like popcorn strings. Ask him about that one sometime!”


  Joe never did. But he’d heard that Merle was missing as well. He’d simply not shown up to open his little restaurant in Kaycee one morning a month before.


  JOE SAID, “I’ve never gotten the whole story from Nate, and I’ve never wanted to hear it. He’s tried to tell me a few times,
  but I shut him down because I don’t want to know. But it involves something he did in Special Forces. It’s one of the reasons he moved out here—to get away.”


  Dulcie asked about Nate’s age and background.


  “Late thirties, early forties,” Joe said. “I don’t know his birthday or where he grew up, but I’ve always been under the impression he was familiar with Wyoming and
  Montana from his youth because he seems to know his way around. He’s also familiar with Idaho.” Joe let that just hang there and hoped she wouldn’t ask about Idaho in
  particular.


  She didn’t, but she asked how Nate supported himself. “From what you say, he seems to have no problem getting weapons and equipment.”


  Joe shrugged. “I don’t think it’s criminal, but I wouldn’t swear to it. All I know is he’s never seemed to be hurting for money. He’s tried to tell me some
  things, but I wouldn’t listen.”


  “You have a strange relationship,” she said.


  “Yup.”


  “Do you think he’s capable of something like what we saw back there in the garage?”


  Joe didn’t hesitate. “Nate is capable of anything, but he’s not random. That’s the thing about him. He has his own code and he can be ruthless and cold, but he
  doesn’t do things like that unless provoked. Unless they drew down on him first. And presuming the sheriff is right, why would three low-rent characters like Connelly and the Kellys even want
  to tangle with someone like Nate? That’s why this doesn’t make any sense.”


  She shrugged. “Maybe they were involved with him in some way? In the way he makes his mysterious money?”


  “Not possible,” Joe said. “He wouldn’t associate with people like that. Not to say he doesn’t know some unsavory types—he does. But he operates on a whole
  different level.”


  “Maybe they were after his money?”


  Joe said, “In that case, they were even stupider than I thought. But as soon as we get clear of this, I’m going to go out to the Kelly place and talk to Paul’s wife and
  Stumpy’s mother. Pam is her name, I believe. She might know something, and I don’t trust the sheriff to follow up with her.”


  Dulcie rubbed her chin. “Was there a federal reward out for him?”


  “If there was, this is the first I’ve heard of it,” he said, tumbling that idea over in his mind.


  She said, “And even if there wasn’t, one or all of these three might have trouble with the Feds over something or other. It’s possible they went after Nate as a bargaining
  chip.”


  “It’s a possibility,” Joe said. “I never thought of that.”


  “Let’s keep an open mind,” she said.


  Joe eyed her skeptically and held his tongue.


  “I learned a few things in Missy’s murder trial,” she said defensively. “One is never to fully trust McLanahan’s theories or judgment. The other is never to
  underestimate the depth of depravity of the criminal mind.”


  “You’re being a little rough on yourself, Dulcie,” he said after a beat. “You’re young. Don’t get too hard.”


  She looked over at him, puzzled.


  “When it comes to folks, I always try to err on the side of goodwill,” Joe said. Then: “It’s gotten me in a lot of hot water, but it’s better that way.”


  She laughed, surprised, and asked, “How is that?”


  Joe said, “I’ve never tried to find out what terrible thing Nate was involved in that drove him out here. I just take him at face value. From what he’s shown me and what he’s done for my family, that’s good enough. That was what I meant earlier about not always needing to know everything. When a man wants a
  whole new life, I guess I’m okay with that.”


  A minute later, she said, “And Marybeth—she’s okay with you knowing him? From what you’ve told me I don’t think I’d want him around my children, provided I
  had any.”


  Joe looked ahead. Deputy Sollis was in the lead, followed by two other deputies, Mike Reed, and Sheriff McLanahan. It was less than four miles to the turnoff to Nate’s place on the bank of
  the river.


  “We’re both comfortable with him,” Joe said. “In fact, he’s been the master falconer to my daughter Sheridan, who is his apprentice. Marybeth and Nate, well,
  let’s just say they have a special friendship.”


  “Explain.” Her eyes sparkled wickedly, Joe thought.


  He tried to think of the right words. He decided on, “Marybeth and I have a marriage based on trust. But if we didn’t . . .”


  She grinned. “So he’s hot.”


  “So they tell me,” Joe sighed.


  “I’ll have to ask her about him the next time we go riding,” she said.


  Joe moaned. “He might not even be at his place. Nate has a habit of vanishing for weeks and then suddenly showing up where you don’t expect him to be. He might have been gone this
  whole time, and this entire deal we have going here might be a waste of time and effort.”


  “I’m looking forward to meeting him,” she said, as if she hadn’t heard a word Joe said. Dulcie Schalk was attractive and unmarried, and he’d heard the local gossips
  having coffee at the Burg-O-Pardner restaurant speculate about her sexuality, but Joe had never doubted she liked men. As Marybeth had said, pickings were slim in Twelve Sleep County, Wyoming.


  Sollis began to slow down on the highway. The two-track road that led three miles to Nate’s had no markings or signs. In the winter, it drifted over and was inaccessible.


  Joe looked to the southwest. A lazy curl of black smoke rose from where the river coursed through the valley where Nate’s place was located.


  “Trouble,” Joe said, chinning toward the smoke.
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  NATE ROMANOWSKI watched the procession of vehicles stream down the two-track through binoculars. He counted seven of them—four look-alike
  sheriff’s department SUVs, the sheriff’s pickup, and two green pickups with decals on the doors bringing up the rear.


  “Joe,” he said aloud. He glanced down at his satellite phone. An hour before, Joe had tried to call him but he hadn’t picked up. Five minutes later, there had been
  another call from Marybeth Pickett that he declined to answer. But both calls coming so close to each other told him all he needed to know.


  Nate was on his belly in a tangle of aspen high on the slope not far from where he’d hunted ducks the day before. His peregrine and prairie falcon were hooded a few feet behind him in the
  gold carpet of fallen leaves. The birds stood erect like still little sentinels, waiting to be unleashed.


  For the hundredth time that day, he cursed his actions the evening before. He’d let himself be taken in by the three men in the boat simply because they were locals, and he hadn’t
  connected their presence with The Five, the Special Forces unit he’d been in. That had been his first mistake. His second was that in the pain from the arrow through his shoulder, he’d
  let the boat simply float away downriver where it would eventually be found.


  The two calls from Joe and Marybeth confirmed that it had.


  So he’d been off his game. But an arrow in his flesh and the killing of three men had focused his mind, and he knew he was in the midst of a battle that might turn out to be his last. The
  rules hadn’t changed as much as they’d been adapted to his location and circumstances. And he hadn’t seen it coming.


  THAT MORNING, he’d made his plan. Through a haze of pain and with the use of only one arm, he’d sunk his boat, burned the mews to the
  ground, and gathered all his gear and clothing into piles on the floor of his house before torching that, too. He’d smashed his electronic gear into bite-sized pieces and thrown only a few of
  his possessions into an old military duffel bag, along with the last bricks of cash, to take with him.


  On a gravel bar in the river, he’d found the carbine the old man Paul had aimed at him. The rifle was in good shape after he’d dried and cleaned it. It was an all-weather Ruger
  Mini-14 Ranch rifle chambered in 6.8-millimeter with a thirty-round clip and a scope. He’d decided to keep it because the weapon would be good for precision work and for laying down cover
  fire, if necessary. The stock was black synthetic. The rifle, along with his .500, would serve his needs, he thought.


  NATE HAD KILLED an antelope several days before and packed the carcass in ice in a dug-out icehouse fifty yards downriver. After cleaning his wounds
  with alcohol and taping on compresses, he’d sliced off the tenderloins and back straps and ate one of the back straps whole after searing it and seasoning it with salt and pepper. The light
  and flavorful lean meat seemed to help speed the replenishing of his blood supply. It was pure protein from the wild, and he thought it had healing properties.


  IN HIS CIRCUMSTANCES, he’d decided to trim his life down to the bone. He’d taken only what he could carry. He’d eat only wild game
  and fish that he caught. And he’d get rid of his phone now that he’d made three calls on it; one to the Wind River Indian Reservation, the next to colleagues in the Idaho compound, and
  the third to a man in Colorado Springs.


  IT HURT TO SHIFT his position, even to follow the oncoming procession through his field glasses. His shoulder screamed at him, and he’d noticed
  that his skin was purplish near the entry wound, and the dark wine color was expanding out. He had no painkilling drugs available and had spent most of the previous night fighting back waves of
  delirium. He’d lost a lot of blood.


  As the caravan neared, he removed the satellite phone from its cover and placed it on a rock and smashed it into pieces with the butt of the rifle. In the pile of shards, he located the memory
  chip and therefore his call record, and flicked it into a mud bog on the edge of the aspens. By doing so, he was eliminating the last object in his possession that would leave a digital trace of
  his whereabouts.


  THE FIRST SUV entered his yard and stopped with a lurch in front of his smoldering house. A strapping sheriff’s deputy in full assault gear
  blasted out of the door with a semiautomatic rifle and aimed it toward the front door. The other SUVs roared in on both sides of it, and the occupants flew out of their vehicles in a similar
  fashion. They were so far away that he couldn’t hear their shouts and warnings but assumed what they were yelling by their gestures and body movements. Nate had done enough assault training
  that he knew all the moves and objectives. These guys were sloppy and predictable and wouldn’t have lasted long if he’d decided to make a stand against them, he thought. They were
  overgrown boys playing army with real weapons. Considering their leadership, he wasn’t surprised.


  He shifted his field of view over to the sheriff, who had parked his truck behind the row of SUVs. McLanahan ambled out, shouting instructions to the deputies in front of him and talking on a
  handheld radio to someone else. The first green pickup continued on through his yard and braked to a stop near the river. Another green pickup stuck close behind it. Nate sharpened his focus a
  bit.


  Joe Pickett and the county attorney climbed out of the first truck. Joe wasn’t armored up and didn’t carry a long gun of any kind. Nate watched as Joe fitted his gray Stetson on his
  head. Even from that distance, and through undulating waves of condensation from the still-moist earth, Nate could tell that Joe had a pained expression on his face.


  “Sorry, my friend,” Nate whispered.


  AS THE DEPUTIES cautiously approached the smoldering structure and the sheriff walked around uselessly behind them, Nate kept his binoculars on Joe. He
  watched as his friend ordered another Game and Fish employee to lead Schalk away from the open to cover behind the SUVs.


  Then he shifted back to Joe, as the game warden kicked through the remains of the falcon mews, then walked down to the river and gazed into the water. On the bank, he leaned back and scanned the
  horizon on top of the high bluff. Apparently, the sheriff shouted something at him—probably for walking around in the open without a long gun in his red uniform shirt—but Joe waved him
  off.


  Joe walked over to the side of the stone walls of the house where Nate parked his Jeep, and bent over to look at the ground. Then he walked a distance downriver, surveying ahead of him in the
  mud and sand. What was he following? Nate’s tracks?


  The game warden stopped suddenly near the old river cottonwoods as if jerked on a leash. He stared at the tree trunks, then cautiously looked over his shoulder toward the SUVs and the assault
  team.


  With a feeling like a slight electric shock through his bowels, Nate realized what Joe was looking at. He’d made three mistakes.


  “Uh-oh,” Nate whispered. The arrow he’d been hit with was still embedded in the bark of the tree. An arrow likely covered with dried blood and his DNA. If the arrow was
  analyzed, the investigators would know that Nate had not only been there, but he’d been wounded. And so would The Five.


  Nate said, “What are you going to do, Joe?” He felt for his friend. Joe was straight and upright and burdened with ethics, responsibility, and a sense of duty that had gotten
  him into trouble many times. It was something Nate admired about Joe, and a trait he’d shared many years before it had been destroyed.


  He watched as Joe checked again to make sure no one was looking, then reached up quickly and wrenched the arrow from the tree. Then he ambled down to the river with the shaft hidden tight
  against the length of his leg and he flipped it into the fast current.


  Nate closed his eyes for a moment and said, “Thank you.”


  LATER, after the assault team had finally left and the sun was slipping behind the western mountains, Nate freed the jesses and unhooded both birds.
  With his good right hand, he raised the prairie falcon and released him to the sky. He lifted the peregrine, and she cocked her head and stared at him with her black eyes.


  “Go,” he said, prompting her by lifting her up and down. She gripped his hand, and her talons tightened painfully through the glove.


  “Really,” he said. “Go.”


  Although she was likely hungry and there were ducks and geese cruising the river to find a place to settle for the night, she didn’t spread her wings.


  “I mean it,” he said. “It’s been good. You were a great hunter, but we both need to be free right now. We’ll meet again in this world or the next. Now
  go.”


  As he flung her into the air, his wounded shoulder bit him like a jackal and the pain nearly took him to his knees.


  The peregrine shot out her wings and beat them until she grasped the air. He watched her climb, but she didn’t seem to be concentrating on the river, the ducks, or the geese. She rose
  almost reluctantly, he thought. It wasn’t supposed to be this way, he told himself. When a falconer and falcon parted, it was supposed to be the falcon’s idea.


  But she was still up there, a dot against the evening clouds, when he hiked down the other side of the rise to where he’d hidden his Jeep in a tangle of junipers.
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  IT WAS UNNATURALLY dark on the wide, rutted roads of the Wind River Indian Reservation because, Nate guessed, someone had once again decided to drive
  around and shoot out all the overhead lights. He confirmed his suspicion when he heard the crunching of broken glass from the shattered bulbs beneath the tires of the Jeep as he slowly cruised down
  Norkok Street toward Fort Washakie. Despite the chill of the evening, he kept his windows down so all his senses could be engaged. Dried leaves rattled in the canopy of old trees and skittered
  across the road. The last sigh of the evening sun painted a bold red slash on the square top of Crowheart Butte in his rearview mirror.


  In the 1860s, Chief Washakie of the Eastern Shoshone tribe ended a war with the encroaching Crow by fighting one-on-one with Chief Big Robber, the Crow leader. Washakie killed Big Robber and cut
  his heart out and stuck it on the end of his war lance in tribute to the fallen enemy. Hence the name of the butte. The reservation itself was huge, 2.2 million acres—the same size as
  Yellowstone Park. It was home to 2,500 Eastern Shoshone and 5,000 Northern Arapaho. In the old cemetery Nate drove past the last shard of sun glinting off rusted metal headboards and footboards
  that reached up out of the ground. Because the Indians interred their dead on scaffolds and the Jesuits insisted on burial, a compromise was reached: the bodies had been buried in their
  deathbeds.


  Nate felt a sudden dark pang as he looked over the cemetery when he thought of Alisha, his lover. He had left her body on scaffolding of his own construction just two months before. He
  hadn’t been back to the canyon where she’d been killed. He’d never go back.


  All that remained of her except for his memories was the braided strand of her hair tied to the barrel of his .500 Wyoming Express revolver.


  AS NATE slid down the roads in the dark, he glanced at still-life scenes of the residents through their windows. For some reason, the Indians seldom
  closed their curtains. He saw families gathered for dinner, people watching television, and in the lit-up opening of a single-car garage, a pair of young men in bloodied camo skinning a mule
  deer.


  Alice Thunder’s faded white bungalow was located just off Black Coal Road, and Nate cruised by it without slowing. Muted lights were on inside, and her GMC Envoy was parked under a carport
  on the side of her house. She lived alone there, and it appeared she didn’t have company.


  He did a three-point turn in the road and came back and turned onto a weedy two-track behind her house and parked where his Jeep couldn’t be seen from the road.


  Nate padded up the broken concrete walk to her back entrance and tapped on the metal screen door. Dogs inside yipped and howled, but through the sound he could feel her heavy footfalls approach.
  She didn’t turn on the porch light but stood behind the storm door and squinted at him. Small mixed-breed dogs boiled around and through her stout legs.


  “Is that you, Nate Romanowski?” she asked.


  He nodded and leaned his head against the peeling doorframe. His legs felt suddenly weak from his injury.


  “If I invite you in this house, am I committing a federal crime?”


  “Maybe,” Nate said.


  She yelled at her dogs to get away from the door, then cracked it open. He smelled a waft of warm air mixed with the smell of baking bread and wet dog hair.


  “Get in here before someone sees you,” she said. “You’re hurt, aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” he said, letting her lead him into the kitchen. Four or five dogs sniffed at his pants and boots. Alice Thunder was not a hugger or a smiler or an open enthusiast.


  “Do you want to sit?” she asked, gesturing toward the table. She’d not yet set it for her evening meal.


  “I brought you some ducks,” he said, handing over the burlap sack.


  “I love duck,” she said.


  “I remember you saying that. Careful, they’re live.”


  “I’ll twist their heads off in a minute,” she said, ushering him to the table. “We can eat two of them. Do you want to eat duck?”


  He sat heavily. His shoulder pounded at him, each pulse of blood brought a stab of pain. “Duck would be good,” he said.


  ALICE THUNDER was short and heavy, and her face was the shape and size of a hubcap. She had thick short fingers and a flat large nose and warm brown
  eyes. As the receptionist for the Indian high school for twenty-two years, she knew everyone and everyone knew her. She’d befriended Nate’s lost lover Alisha when she’d moved back
  to the reservation to teach, and after Alisha’s grandmother died, Alice Thunder had stepped in. Alisha’s high school basketball photo was balanced on the top of her bookcase. Nate knew
  the two of them were related in some way, but he wasn’t sure of the details. It was often the case on the reservation.


  Her house was small, simple, and very lived-in. There were few pictures on the walls and a noticeable lack of gewgaws. Unlike some of the other Indian homes Nate had been invited into, there
  were no romantic portrayals of noble Plains Indians or rugs depicting maidens or warriors. Only the doll made of bent, packed straw and faded leather clothing on a shelf hinted at sentimentality.
  She’d once told Nate that her grandfather, an important tribal elder, had made it for her when she was a child.


  “First I’ll kill the ducks,” Alice said, “then I’ll see what’s wrong with you. And I’m telling you now I want to eat most of the duck fat. I hope you
  don’t want any.”


  “I already know what’s wrong with me,” Nate said. “I just need some help with the dressing. And you can have all the duck fat.”


  “So why are you bleeding?”


  “I got shot with an arrow.”


  “Where’s the arrow?”


  “I pulled it out.”


  Alice Thunder paused at the back door with the sack of ducks and looked Nate over slowly. He couldn’t tell whether she was amused at him or puzzled, or both. She had a way of making her
  face still while her eyes probed.


  “Did you think an Indian woman would be able to help you more than the docs at the clinic because you were shot with an arrow?”


  He said, “I can’t go to the clinic.”


  “Ah, yes,” she said. “You’re an outlaw, I almost forgot.” Then she bumped the back door open with her big hip and went outside to kill and clean the birds.


  The little dogs gathered at the back door to whine and watch.


  HE SAT without saying anything when she came back into the kitchen with three bloody duck breasts. She dipped them into a bowl of buttermilk, dredged
  them in flour and cornmeal, and dropped them into a cast-iron skillet bubbling with melted lard. She covered bits of bright-yellow fat in the flour as well and dropped them into the lard to create
  rich cracklings.


  “Take off your shirt and let me take a look at your wound,” she said over her shoulder. “Was it an Indian who shot you?”


  “No,” Nate said. “A redneck.”


  “There are Indian rednecks.”


  “This wasn’t one of them,” he said, rising painfully and reaching up with his right hand to unzip his vest.


  Alice never said “natives” or “Native Americans.” She always said “Indians.”


  While the duck breasts sizzled, she turned around and put her hands on her hips and closed one eye as she observed the bloody compresses he’d taped on himself.


  “Sloppy,” she said. “But keep it on until after we eat. Then I’ll change it.”


  NATE LOOKED away as she stripped the old bandage and bathed the wounds with alcohol swabs and taped them.


  “Does it sting?” she asked.


  “It does,” he said, and chinned toward her ticking woodstove. “Make sure to burn the old bandages and everything you’re using to clean me up. Don’t leave a trace of
  it in your house.”


  She paused, then continued cleaning. “You don’t want to leave your DNA?”


  “That’s right.”


  “But you’ve been here in the past. I can’t get rid of everything you might have touched.”


  “You don’t need to,” he said. “Just the blood.”


  “I don’t think there’s any infection,” she said, shuffling her feet so she could get a good look at the holes in front and back, “but I’ve got some
  antibiotics and anti-inflammatory drugs I’ll send with you. I’m not a doctor. You may need to go see one.”


  He grunted his thanks. Finally, he asked, “Don’t you want to know what happened?”


  She said, “I think I know. I heard about the boat they found in Saddlestring. Everybody’s heard about that.”


  “I suppose so.”


  “There is one thing I want to know,” she said.


  He waited.


  “Why did you come to me? Why didn’t you go to see your friend, the game warden, and his wife?”


  “Too risky,” Nate said.


  “But you don’t mind risking me?” she asked. It was a flat statement, and not accusatory.


  “I’ve been meaning to come by for a long time,” he said. She stood aside as he got to his feet and pulled his shirt and vest back on. His shoulder ached, but the binding was
  tight and clean, and he gained a bit more movement in his left arm.


  Nate went out the back door and returned with his duffel bag. He unzipped it and gave her a block of cash.


  Alice took it from him and put it quickly on the table.


  “It’s ten thousand dollars,” he said. “I wanted you to have it.”


  She shook her head. “Are you buying my silence?”


  “No. I want you to use it however you see fit. But maybe you’d consider using some of it in Alisha’s memory. Maybe a scholarship fund for her students, or memorial or
  something.”


  Surprisingly, he noted moisture in her dark eyes. “I miss her,” she said.


  “I miss her, too,” he said, and gave her a thin braid of Alisha’s hair. It was similar to the strand he’d attached to his gun. She took it from him and sniffed it and
  worked it through her fingers and held it there.


  “It’s my fault, I know that,” he said. “If it wasn’t for me, she wouldn’t have been in the wrong place. I know that.”


  “Tell me what happened,” she asked. “I’ve heard rumors, but no one else was there.”


  Nate said, “Two intruders breached my security and attacked the place I lived. Alisha was visiting for the weekend. I was outside when it happened. Alisha wasn’t. She didn’t
  suffer, at least.”


  “But you have,” she said. It was a statement.


  “If my life was more normal . . .”


  Alice shook her head as if to discount him. She said, “Don’t take all the blame. You’re talking to someone who lives in a place that’s never been normal. It’s not
  so unusual to me, and it wasn’t unusual to her. She would have followed you anywhere, I’m sure.”


  “I found the men who did it,” Nate said. “I put them down.”


  She looked away.


  “I need to go,” he said.


  She stepped aside. As he neared the door, she said, “A man came by the school last week and asked about Alisha. But I knew he was really asking about you.”


  NATE PAUSED and turned. “What did you tell him?”


  “The truth,” she said. “I told him Alisha no longer worked there, that she had left the school and the res.”


  “But no more than that?”


  “No. Then I waited. He acted kind of put-out and asked me where he could contact her. I told him I didn’t know. He asked me if I knew anyone who might know of her location. Any
  friends, for example.”


  Nate leaned against her kitchen counter, waiting for more.


  She continued, “He asked me, doesn’t she have a friend who is a falconer? Did I know where he can be reached?”


  He arched his eyebrows.


  “I told him I didn’t know where you were. And I didn’t, either. I told him if he wanted to try and find you he should ask the local game warden, Joe Pickett.”


  Nate felt a chill. “You mentioned Joe?”


  “I thought that might make him go away. He seemed like the kind of guy who wouldn’t really want to talk to a law enforcement officer.”


  “Describe him,” Nate said.


  She closed her eyes, as if conjuring up an image. “Tall, white, maybe six-foot-two or -three. He was older than you by ten years or so, but in good shape. He had light brown hair and blue
  eyes. His eyes were set close together, and he had a long thin nose. High cheekbones, but Scandinavian, not Indian. His face was angular and his mouth was small. He had a mouth like a pink rose, I
  thought. Like he wanted to kiss somebody. But he gave me a bad feeling.”


  She opened her eyes.


  Nate nodded. “Did he give you a name?”


  She said, “Bob White.”


  Nate snorted.


  “It seemed like a fake name,” she said.


  “It is. Did you see what he was driving?”


  She shook her head. “I didn’t look out in the visitor’s parking lot. I didn’t think of it until later, and by then he was gone.”


  Nate asked, “How much vacation time do you have?”


  She cocked her head to the side, puzzled at the question. “I have a lot,” she said. “I never take any days off.”


  “Alice,” he said, “I want you to take some of that money and go someplace you always wanted to go. Take a couple weeks. Just please promise me you’ll go away for a
  while.”


  “Do you think he’ll come back? Do you think he’d hurt me?”


  Nate shrugged. “I don’t know, but we don’t want to take a chance.”


  She thought about it. “I always wanted to go to Austin and see the bats. You know, the bats that come out every night from under that bridge and fly? I like bats.”


  “Then go to Austin,” he said. “See the bats. And when you get bored with them, go somewhere else and see some other bats. Just get out of this place for a while.”


  She looked at him for a long time. Her face never moved.


  “Start packing tonight,” Nate said.


  “Who is this man?” she asked.


  Nate said, “Someone I used to work with. And believe me, he’s not someone you want to see again.”


  He recalled Large Merle’s last words, and it all made sense to him.


  They’ve deployed.
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  AFTER LEAVING Alice Thunder’s home, Nate saw lights through the roadside trees and turned in to an alleyway that led behind the small lighted
  building. The sign in front flickered from ancient fluorescent bulbs inside, but it read BAD BOB’S NATIVE AMERICAN OUTLET. It was a convenience
  store at the junction that sold gasoline, food, and inauthentic Indian trinkets to tourists. Three old pickups were parked at odd angles in front. One, an older model blue Dodge, had its back end
  aimed to the side and Nate could read the bumper sticker. It showed a graphic of four Apaches holding rifles and it read HOMELAND SECURITY: FIGHTING TERRORISM SINCE 1492.
  Another sticker read MY HEROES HAVE ALWAYS KILLED COWBOYS.


  Bad Bob, the owner of the pickup, also rented DVDs and computer games to boys on the reservation. The back room was where the men gathered to talk and loiter and Bob held court. On the side of
  the store was one of the few remaining pay telephone booths still in operation on the res. Nate pulled up next to it and dropped two quarters into the slot and punched numbers.


  “Dispatch,” answered a woman with a nasally voice.


  “Hey,” Nate said. “I need to report a game violation. Is this the hotline I’m supposed to call?”


  “It can be,” she said. “This is the general state dispatch center, but we can take your information and forward it to the proper agency. What is your name, where are you
  calling from, and what is the nature of the call?”


  He hesitated for effect, then said, “My name’s not important, but I’m calling from a pay phone in Twelve Sleep County. I just saw a crime, and I want to report it.”


  Nate described a scenario where someone in a pickup with a spotlight—he used Bad Bob’s vehicle for inspiration—was firing indiscriminately at a herd of mule deer just off
  Hazelton Road near Crazy Woman Creek. He said it was awful, and gave her the location.


  “When did this happen?” she asked.


  “Just a few minutes ago,” he said. “I just got to a phone. You’ve got to send someone up there.”


  “Are you sure you can’t give me your name?” she asked. “We might need to follow up and contact you for better directions.”


  “The directions are perfect,” he said.


  “I’ll contact the game warden in the district and relay your report,” she said. “I can’t promise he’ll be there right away, though. It’s a huge
  district, and he may be off duty right now.”


  “Thank you,” Nate said.


  “Thank you for calling the Stop Poaching Hotline,” she said, obviously reading from a screen.


  WHEN NATE hung up the phone, he looked up to see Bad Bob coming around the corner of the store holding a lever-action rifle. Bad Bob was shaped like a
  barrel and had a wide oval face pocked with acne scars. His hair was black, and it glistened from the gel he used to slick the sides down and spike the top. He was wearing a Denver Broncos jersey,
  baggy trousers, and unlaced Nike high-tops. When he saw Nate, he said, “Jesus!” and jumped back and raised the rifle.


  Nate didn’t reach up for his weapon. He said, “Bob, it’s me. Put the rifle down.”


  “You fuckin’ scared me, man,” Bob said. “I heard something and I was going out back to see if them bears were in my Dumpster again. I’ve been asking the tribe for
  some bear-proof garbage cans for months, and they keep saying they’ll bring some, but here we are and I still got damn bears.” He patted the rifle. “I’m gonna smoke one if I
  catch him and make me a bearskin rug.”


  Bad Bob was Alisha’s brother. Nate hadn’t seen him since her death.


  “I’m sorry about your sister, Bob,” Nate said.


  Bad Bob lowered the rifle and lowered his voice. “Yeah, she was always too good to be true, you know.”


  Nate didn’t respond to that. Bob was Alisha’s older brother, and they’d had a strained relationship and rarely spoke to each other. Alisha had left the reservation after high
  school, got a degree, married, and moved comfortably in Denver social circles. After her divorce, she’d returned to the res on a mission to try and help the students move up and out. She
  believed in entrepreneurship and individualism, and fought against a group mentality. Bob, on the other hand, rarely ventured off the res and gave talks encouraging the tribes to secede from the
  union. But he never mailed back a government check, either. The convenience store had been passed down from an uncle who died of cancer, and it had become Bob’s headquarters. The sign in
  front lured white tourists into the store so Bob could insult them face-to-face.


  Bob said, “I heard that the couple of guys who did it are taking the dirt nap.”


  “They are,” Nate said.


  Bad Bob nodded with satisfaction. “So what are you doing here, man? I thought you left the country.”


  “I’m passing through,” Nate said. “Just using your phone before I leave.”


  “Why don’t you come in? I got some coffee on, and there’s some wine getting passed around in there.”


  “No, thanks,” Nate said. “I’ve got to go. But I’ve got one question for you.”


  Bob leaned the rifle against the brick wall of his store and walked forward and slumped against Nate’s Jeep and looked down at his shoes. “You want to know when you’ll be
  getting some of that loan back, I know. But times have been really tough around here. When there’s all that unemployment out there outside the res, you can imagine what it’s like
  inside. Shit, I run credit accounts for all these mooks until government check day and then I just hope they’ll come in and pay off their tabs.”


  “It’s not that,” Nate said. “I was wondering if you or any of your friends have seen a guy.” He described “Bob White.”


  Bad Bob took a long time answering. “I think he might have got gas last week,” he said. “At least it sort of sounds like him, man. All you white people look alike to me.”
  Bob grinned.


  “Not now,” Nate said impatiently. “Was it him?”


  “Maybe. I don’t know. He pulled out front, gassed up his rig, and left. We didn’t have a conversation, really. Oh—he asked how to get to the school.”


  Nate nodded. It would have been the same day the man met Alice Thunder.


  “What was he driving?”


  Bob rubbed his chin. “I’m trying to remember. Oh, yeah, It was a nice rig, one of these crossovers; part luxury car and part SUV. An Audi Q7. First one I’ve seen on the res. It
  was dark gray or blue.”


  “Plates?”


  “I don’t remember, but I think if they was out-of-state I would have noticed. But maybe not.”


  “Anybody with him?”


  “Naw,” Bob said. “He was alone. But I do remember he had a bunch of shit piled in the backseat. Gear bags or luggage or something. Nobody could have sat back there because
  there wasn’t room.”


  Nate asked, “How did he pay?”


  “Cash,” Bob said. “That I remember. Not many people pay in cash these days, they all use cards. But he peeled some twenties off a roll and I gave him change. That I
  remember.”


  Nate nodded. Then, “Bob, we didn’t have this talk. You never saw me tonight.”


  Bob looked over, wanting to hear more.


  “That’s all. Forget I was here.”


  “All right,” Bob said with hesitation.


  “And forget about the loan,” Nate said, restarting his Jeep.


  “Thanks, man,” Bob said, stepping away from the Jeep. It was perfunctory. As far as Nate knew, Bob had never repaid a loan, and he didn’t expect him to start now.


  A FEW HUNDRED YARDS up the reservation road toward the mountains and Hazelton Road, Nate saw a sow black bear in his headlights and swerved to miss it.
  In the red glow of his taillights he watched her amble down the faded center stripe of the asphalt en route to Bad Bob’s Dumpster.
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  CRAZY WOMAN CAMPGROUND was empty except for two travel trailers full of elk hunters in the farthest reaches of the campsite. Nate could hear the hunters
  whoop from time to time, and he hummed along with old country music emanating from one of the closest RVs. Because of the possibility of being seen by any of the hunters if they chose to go for a
  walk in the dark, he moved his Jeep out to Hazelton Road, drove a mile away from the entrance of the campground, and backed it deep into the trees on an old logging road and waited.


  It was nearly midnight when he saw a glimpse of distant headlights coming down the road. Just as suddenly, the lights doused. Joe, he thought, had hit his sneak lights as he got close to where
  the poacher had been reported. Sneak lights were mounted under the bumper and threw a dim pool of light out directly in front of the vehicle so potential violators couldn’t see him coming up
  the gravel road.


  It was a cool, clear night and the stars were brilliant. The only sound was the occasional eerie and high-pitched elk bugle from the wall of thick trees on the rising mountains behind him. Upper
  Doyle Creek tinkled lightly on the other side of the road, deeply undercutting the grass banks on its circuitous route to the Twelve Sleep River.


  Joe was almost upon him before he realized it. Nate saw the dull orb of light from beneath the front of the pickup, got a whiff of exhaust and heard the low rumble of the engine, and there he
  was, creeping along the gravel road, windows open so he could hear shots.


  “Joe,” Nate said aloud.


  The pickup braked to a stop. “Nate? Where are you?”


  Nate fished a mini-Maglite flashlight out of his vest and swept it along the road in front of him until the light reflected from the headlights of his Jeep in the brush.


  “This way,” he said, stepping aside.


  As Joe turned off the gravel road and rumbled by Nate, his friend said, “There are no poachers, are there?”


  “No.”


  NATE USED his flashlight to see ahead as he led Joe deeper into the trees to the edge of a small clearing. He jabbed the beam of light on a fallen tree
  trunk and said, “Have a seat,” while he kicked enough grapefruit-sized rocks free from the soil to make a small fire ring. Nate bunched a handful of dried grass in the center of the
  ring, lit it with a match, and started feeding the flames with dried pine needles and twigs.


  He said, “I couldn’t risk calling you or coming to your place because I don’t know if you’re being watched and I can’t afford to leave any physical or digital
  records of my location or movements. The last thing I want to do is involve you or your family in what’s happening.”


  Joe cleared his throat and sat back. “Good thing I showed up alone, then. The department assigned me a trainee, but when I called the TeePee Motel he wasn’t in, so I didn’t
  bring him along. I don’t know where he is.”


  “That would have been unfortunate,” Nate said.


  Joe leaned forward with his elbows on the tops of his knees and squinted at Nate. “So what is happening, Nate?”


  Nate continued to feed twigs to the flame and didn’t look up. “Those three guys in the boat. They drew on me and I put them down. One of them shot me in the shoulder with an
  arrow.”


  “Ron Connelly, the Mad Archer, I’d guess,” Joe interjected.


  “Yes. They took me by surprise because they were locals. I let my guard down and they took advantage of it, which I think was the strategy all along. It was self-defense, Joe. Two of them
  were pulling guns as I shot them, and the one in front—the Mad Archer—had already put an arrow into me. I want you to know that even though you can’t really help me, because I
  know how you are. I understand it’s too late for that anymore.”


  Nate took Joe’s lack of response as agreement. He said, “When you go off the grid, there are advantages and disadvantages. I always knew that. I’m not accountable for anything
  except to my own code, which is how I want it, because I trust my code more than any set of laws manipulated by those with their hands on the levers. But that’s an old story,” he
  said.


  Joe nodded for him to go on.


  Nate said, “I’m nonexistent as far as the government is concerned, and that’s harder these days than you’d think. But when something like this happens—or what
  happened to Alisha—I can’t respond through normal channels. I can’t let anyone know. I smashed my phone and there’s no way to find me. But I can’t call the cops or get
  a lawyer to defend me because then I’m back in the system and that’s where the bastards want me to be.”


  Joe nodded, thinking it over, and finally asked, “How are you doing? You said you got hit with an arrow.”


  Nate tented a half dozen bigger sticks over the fire and watched as the flames licked around them like tongues tasting peppermint sticks before they ignited. “I’m okay,” he
  said. “I can barely use my left arm, but it’s healing. I’m okay. I’ll be in yarak soon.”


  “‘Yarak’?”


  “Falconry term. Look it up,” Nate said, waving the exchange away.


  “I can’t take you into town, but I could take you to the clinic on the res,” Joe said. “We might be able to work something out with them to keep it confidential.
  You’ve got lots of friends there.”


  Nate shook his head. “No—I won’t involve anyone else in this. This thing I’m in is mine alone. And anybody who comes near me could get into trouble that’s not of
  their doing. I learned that when I stopped in to see Alice Thunder. I can’t risk anybody else, Joe. It’s not right.”


  Joe looked confused.


  “Alice promised me she would take a flight out,” Nate said. “But I could see her finding an excuse not to leave. The only thing I’ll ask you is to tail up and make sure
  she goes on vacation. Can I ask you that?”


  “Done,” Joe said.


  “What I couldn’t figure out,” Nate said, nodding, “is why. Why would three locals decide to try to rub me out? I didn’t even know them very well, and
  I’d never had any trouble with them. And I’m pretty sure the people I used to work with who want me dead wouldn’t associate with rubes like that. The Mad Archer and the Kellys
  weren’t professionals. They were rednecks with guns, and like everybody around here, they knew how to aim and shoot, but that didn’t qualify them as anything special.”


  Joe said, “I might know something about it.”


  Nate looked up, surprised. There was enough flickering orange light now that he could see Joe’s face.


  “This afternoon, I went out to the Kelly place,” Joe said. “Two of the men you killed were Kellys—Paul the father and his son Ronald, better known as Stumpy.”


  “The gargoyle,” Nate said with derision. “I’ve done it before, but don’t take any pleasure killing the mentally or physically handicapped, even if they want to kill
  me.”


  Joe hesitated, looking Nate over. Then he said haltingly, “No one I’ve ever known would make a statement like that.”


  Nate shrugged, and Joe continued, “Yeah, him. Anyway, I talked to Paul’s wife and Stumpy’s mom, Pam Kelly. She’s in a state of rage because you took two of her men away,
  and it wasn’t a very pleasant conversation,” Joe said.


  Nate asked, “You went and talked to her? Is this after the sheriff interviewed her?”


  Joe shook his head. “McLanahan did a cursory call to her saying he was sorry for her loss. But he didn’t interview her.”


  “But you did,” Nate said as a statement.


  “She’s a piece of work, and I wouldn’t want to cross her. She’s mad at Paul and the world in general. She was literally tearing her hair out. I mean, she had strands of
  it in her fingers when I showed up.”


  Nate said, “It didn’t have to happen.”


  “I know,” Joe said. “But try telling that to Pam Kelly. The weird thing was I didn’t get the impression she was crazy from grieving as much as angry that Paul and Stumpy
  had let her down. Anyway, I asked her why she thought Paul and Stumpy went out in their boat with the Mad Archer. At first, she acted like she had no idea at all, but I could tell she was lying
  about part of it.”


  “Which part?”


  “I don’t think she knew anything about the boat trip in particular. For all she knew, they were going hunting. It took a while to get to the bottom of why they were with the Mad
  Archer. Apparently, they’d met him just a couple of weeks ago and he recruited them into some scheme that would make them big money. Pam Kelly didn’t know what it was, but she
  really liked the idea of big money and didn’t ask a lot of questions.”


  Joe sighed and said, “It’s no secret that all the trouble Stumpy and Paul got into with their illegal guiding operation was all run out of Pam’s home office. She wants nice
  things but she was stuck with a loser. Paul’s disability checks didn’t go very far, I guess. I’ve heard it said that she wore the pants in that family, and my talk with her
  confirmed that.”


  Nate said, “Someone was going to pay them to kill me?”


  “That’s what I got out of it,” Joe said.


  “Did she say who it was? It sure as hell wasn’t the Mad Archer, I’m sure.”


  Joe said, “There are probably fifty-four game wardens across this state who aren’t very busted up about what happened to that guy. So at least you’ve got that going for
  you.”


  Nate smiled.


  “No, I don’t think it was Ron Connelly behind anything. He was a dupe just like the Kellys,” Joe said. “I asked Pam Kelly who might have been behind it and she said she
  saw a man with them a couple of weeks ago. She’d gone to visit her sister in rehab in Riverton and wasn’t expected back for a couple of days, but her sister had flown the coop. So she
  got home before she was expected back and apparently surprised them all—Paul, Stumpy, Ron Connelly, and a mystery man—when she walked into the kitchen and found them sitting at her
  table. The man she didn’t know got up and walked out and drove away and she never saw him again. When she asked her husband who the man was, he said he didn’t know his name but he was
  the one who had the big money. She called him the Game Changer. She said Paul seemed to be scared of this Game Changer guy and didn’t want to talk about him at all.”


  “Did she describe him?” Nate asked.


  Joe fished his small spiral notebook out of his breast pocket and flipped it open. “Tall, pale, mid-fifties. Dressed well. Kind of handsome in a scary way, she said. He had
  ‘creepy’ eyes and a mouth like a girl model. That’s what she said, ‘a mouth like a girl model.’”


  Nate shook his head in recognition.


  “So you know about him?” Joe asked.


  “Yes, and now it’s starting to make some sense. He also went to the school to ask about Alisha. What I don’t know is why he came himself, and why now.”


  “Does this guy have a name?” Joe asked.


  “John Nemecek,” Nate said.


  Joe repeated the name phonetically, “John Nemma-check.”


  “Yes. He was my master falconer. I was his apprentice. We used to work together. He saved my life more than once, and I saved his.”


  Joe asked, “So he’s a friend?”


  “He was once. But that was years ago.”


  “Not anymore, then?”


  Nate paused, then said, “Joe, he’s the most dangerous man I’ve ever met.”


  Joe simply stared. Then he asked, “Why would he pay the Kellys and the Mad Archer to take you down?”


  Nate said, “Because that’s one of their tactics: recruit local tribesmen.”


  Joe sat up straight and asked, “What?”


  Nate said, “Even with the name, you’re not going to find out anything about him. Like me, he’s been off the grid for years. But unlike me, he’s been hiding in plain
  sight.”


  Joe said, “Local tribesmen?”


  Nate stirred the fire so the flames erupted and the dry pine lengths popped sparks. He said, “COIN. Counterinsurgency tactics. How much do you want to know? I’ve tried to tell you
  before, but you didn’t want to hear it.”


  Joe cocked one eye. “And I’m not sure I want to hear it now. Just tell me: how much trouble are you in?”


  Nate sat back on the cool ground and met Joe’s eyes. He said, “He’ll probably kill me. I’m just being realistic. He’s that good.”


  Joe’s face fell.


  “In a way, I deserve it,” Nate said. “In fact, I’m resigned to the fact. Considering what I carry around with me, it may even come as a relief. I’d welcome some
  kind of conclusion. Except for one thing.”


  “What’s that?” Joe asked, almost in a whisper.


  “John Nemecek deserves it even more than I do.”


  NATE THOUGHT Joe looked like he was in physical pain, the way he kept writhing around while seated on the log. Nate could guess at the source: Joe
  wanted to know almost as badly as he didn’t want to know. And Nate understood. Joe was a sworn officer of the law. He took his oath seriously. He’d managed to stay just over to the
  right side of the line all these years because he wasn’t keeping Nate’s secrets—secrets that might lead Joe to turn his friend in or arrest him outright. Not to mention what Joe
  would think of him if he knew.


  Nate said, “I’ll let you off the hook for now so you can relax.”


  Joe looked up with the quizzical Labrador-type expression he sometimes had, even if he didn’t know it.


  “I’ll save it for when you have to know,” Nate said. “When there’s no choice. It might be sooner than you think, but for now we can move on.”


  Joe seemed to be okay with that. He asked, “Do you have a game plan for this Nemecek guy?”


  Nate shrugged, “I’m still working it out. But what I do know is that something has happened to cause him to come out here for me in person. In the past, as you know, he sent
  surrogates. I was able to, um, make them go away.”


  As he said it, he could see Joe withdrawing a little, so Nate brought it back to vagaries.


  “Anyway, I need to do some investigating of my own,” Nate said. “I’ll find out what’s happened that made him feel like he had to come out here and take care of
  things himself. He’s secretive and cautious, and he’s always been an expert when it comes to getting things done and not leaving any fingerprints of his own on the operations. So for
  him to leave his lair, well, something is pressing him hard. If I find out what it was, I might have an angle.”


  Joe said, “Did he send someone out here to take care of Large Merle? Get him out of the way? No one’s seen the guy in a month.”


  Nate was surprised Joe was aware of the disappearance of Large Merle, but he didn’t give it away. Joe once again impressed him with his innate ability to dig deep and look at the world
  through his own eyes.


  “Yes,” Nate said. “He sent a young woman. He knew Merle well enough to know his soft spot, and that’s how he got to him. Merle should have known better. Not many young
  and attractive women show interest in a giant.”


  Joe asked, “Is Merle the last one of your friends from the old days?”


  Nate shook his head. “Not entirely. I’ve still got some allies, but there aren’t many left. A few of them died of natural causes. A couple went straight and won’t even
  acknowledge our old unit. A couple more are in prison, where they tried to put me. And there is a small group of them . . . in another state. They’re off the grid, too.”


  “Can they help?” Joe asked. Nate wasn’t sure Joe knew about the conclave in Idaho, but he’d made references in the past and his friend was probably aware. For one thing,
  Joe knew Diane Shober, for whom they’d both searched in the Sierra Madre, was in Idaho. But Joe didn’t let on anything, and Nate didn’t press.


  “I’m going to find that out soon,” Nate said. “I’m going to go away for a while. Nemecek won’t hang around here if he thinks I’m gone.”


  “Can I help?”


  “I don’t want you any more involved, as I said. The farther you stay away from me, the better.”


  Joe sighed heavily. “I can keep an eye out, at least,” he said. “If this Nemecek is still in the area, I might get a lead on him. It’s a small town, Nate. Not much goes
  on somebody doesn’t talk about it.”


  Nate started to object, then thought better of it. Joe did have a wealth of contacts and was the kind of man people liked to talk to. Joe was empathetic. People told him things they
  shouldn’t, and Nate was guilty of that as well.


  “That might be okay,” Nate said. “As long as you don’t try to do anything. If you did and something happened and Marybeth and those girls lost a husband and a
  father . . . well, that can’t happen. I mean it, Joe.”


  Joe scoffed.


  “You think I’m kidding, don’t you?” Nate said. “And I don’t mean that as an insult. You’ve got a way of getting into the middle of things and you
  usually come out on top. But it’s a percentage game, Joe. The odds wouldn’t be with you if you got too close to him. He’s not like anybody you’ve ever run across.”


  Nate paused, and said, “I’ve always admired you, Joe, you know that.”


  His friend looked away, but even in the firelight Nate could see he was flushing and uncomfortable.


  Nate said, “You’ve got a beautiful wife, great daughters, and a house with a picket fence. I know it sounds trite, but there are assholes out there who think my life is hard, but it
  isn’t. Anybody can keep to themselves and be selfish. What you do every day is hard, Joe. Staying true and loyal, man, that’s not the easy path. I admire what you’ve got. . .
  .”


  Joe leaned back on the log and rolled his eyes, said, “Enough!” but Nate kept going.


  Nate said, “I want to defend it, even if I can’t ever get there myself. That’s what this has always been about: admiration. So I can’t let you get hurt trying to solve my
  problem. And this guy . . . he’s something else.”


  “He really scares you, doesn’t he?” Joe asked. “What is it about him?”


  Nate thought about it as the fire died down. He didn’t put any more fuel on it. “You know what I’m like,” Nate said. “You know what kinds of things I’ve
  done.”


  “Some of them,” Joe said, cautioning Nate again not to go beyond their conversation.


  Nate said, “There’s a certain kind of ruthlessness that can only be achieved by the coldest professionals or the truly deranged. The middle ground is mushy as hell, and
  unpredictable. Nemecek taught me professional ruthlessness. It takes a certain kind of mind-set to believe that whatever you do is correct and whoever gets hurt in the process is no more than
  collateral damage when it comes to achieving something greater. He has that mind-set. He’s the greatest asset imaginable to his masters and to a righteous cause. Those are the circumstances I
  met him under. But if things get warped . . .”


  Nate wasn’t sure he was making sense, based on Joe’s quizzical expression. Nate paused, thought about it, and said, “Nemecek is the greatest falconer I’ve ever seen.
  He’s better than I will ever be, and I’m good. But what you need to realize is that great falconers, master falconers, see the world differently than anyone else. Think about it, Joe. A
  falconer devotes his life to a wild raptor and develops a partnership based on killing prey. But at any time, the falcon—the wild, untamed weapon—can simply fly away. Imagine devoting
  years of your life to a potential lethal partnership that could dissolve in an instant. It takes a crazy devotion to a possible outcome that may never materialize. Falconry is as old as human
  civilization. It goes against the nature of things that a human and a killer bird should work together for a common purpose. But when it happens, man . . . it’s the greatest thing in the
  fucking world. When it does, all the normal human social conventions seem like bat shit. And humans become just another hunk of meat compared to the rapture of wild and man when they
  intersect.”


  Joe seemed stunned and said nothing.


  Nate said, “What I’m telling you is that really great falconers, like Nemecek, think they’ve transcended low human boundaries in regard to behavior and morals. Therefore,
  everything they do is on a different and higher plane.”


  Joe nodded.


  Nate said, “So you take a person like this and you have to understand that he’s worst when he’s cornered. He has nothing but contempt for those who put him in that position,
  because they’ve never experienced what he’s experienced, and they don’t even comprehend the sacrifice that he’s undergone. And something has made him feel cornered. Believe
  me, he’s capable of anything.”


  Joe shook his head, not fully comprehending what Nate was getting at.


  Nate said impatiently, “Once, in a country I won’t name, I watched him saw the face off of a child with piano wire in front of her father to make the old man talk.” Nate paused
  and said, “He talked.”


  “My God,” Joe said, as an obvious shiver ran through him.


  Nate said, “I’ve seen him do worse than that. But what you have to understand is that when you’ve devoted your life to studying and worshipping birds of prey, you can lose your
  empathy for mere humans. When you turn yourself over to the call of the wild and understand it, things we would consider cruel are just part of the game.”


  Joe looked even more uncomfortable than before, the way he was shifting his seat on the log. He said, “I guess what it comes down to is values. And I’m in no position to argue
  that.”


  Nate said, “You could argue, but this isn’t the time.”


  Minutes went by.


  Joe asked, “Tell me what I can do to help. Since you don’t have a phone, how can I reach you if I find anything?”


  “Give me your notebook,” Nate asked.


  Joe handed it over, and Nate flipped it open to a fresh page and jotted down the address for a website: www.themasterfalconer.com.


  “It’s an old website,” Nate said, handing the notebook back. “It hasn’t been updated since it was put up over ten years ago. It’s one of those sites where
  there are dozens of comment threads on it about different aspects of falconry. No one monitors the comments, and there are probably less than a few dozen people who even look at it anymore. But if
  you need to reach me, call it up. You’ll find a recent thread with words or references in it you know are mine. Register on the site and keep your comments brief and vague. I’ll
  understand.”


  Joe looked at the address. “How often will you check it out?”


  “I can’t say for sure. But at least every couple of days from a public computer somewhere.”


  Joe shook his head. “If there are dozens of threads, how will I know which one you’re using?”


  “Look for a recent thread with a question about flying kestrels.”


  “Why kestrels?” Joe asked. “Aren’t they little tiny birds?”


  Nate nodded. “Yes, they’re the lowest and the most unreliable of the falcons. There’s a royalty of falcons, starting with the eagle, who is the emperor. The gyr falcon is the
  king, the peregrine is the duke, and so on. On the bottom of the pecking order is the kestrel, which is considered the knave or servant. The reason I’m choosing a thread with a kestrel is
  because no self-respecting falconer would give a rip and look at it. Even so, don’t say anything directly that could be interpreted by a lurker.”


  “Can’t we do better than this?” Joe asked. “Can’t you call me from a pay phone or something?”


  “Not a chance,” Nate said. “Nemecek has his tentacles everywhere. It’s better to be low-key and obscure. And remember—don’t write anything that could possibly
  be used to tie you to me.”


  “Nate . . .”


  Nate stood and ground the last of the fire out with his boot heel. It was suddenly very dark.


  “One more thing, Joe,” he said. “If you get the word from me to evacuate, that means grab your family and fly away somewhere. Don’t even take the time to pack—just
  get the hell out.”


  From the dark, Joe asked, “Do you think he’d come after us to get to you?”


  “I told you,” Nate said. “He’s capable of anything.”


  AS THEY made their way through the downed timber back to the vehicles, Nate heard Joe clear his throat in a way that indicated he wanted to say
  something.


  Over his shoulder, Nate asked, “What is it?”


  “This thing you did,” Joe asked. “How bad was it?”


  Said Nate, “Worse than you can imagine.”


  “And Nemecek was there?”


  “Yes.”


  “It couldn’t have been that bad,” Joe said. “I mean, I know you pretty well after all these years.”


  As Nate reached his Jeep, he said, “You just think you do, Joe.”


  Joe reached out and grasped Nate’s hand. He said, “Be safe, my friend.”


  “I will.”


  Joe turned to leave. Nate said, “And if I don’t ever see you again, I just want you to know it was an honor to know you and you’re a good man and a good friend. As far as
  I’m concerned, there’s nothing better I can say.”


  Joe was uncomfortable, obviously, but he met Nate’s eyes and said, “Knock it off. When did you get so mushy?”


  And Nate said, “When he came here after me.”
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  JOE RETURNED HOME shortly after ten to find another Game and Fish pickup parked in his place in front of the garage. The lights were on inside the
  house, and Joe swung in next to his trainee’s vehicle.


  He got out and took a deep breath of the cold, thin air. Nate had rattled him and he didn’t want to show it.


  Luke Brueggemann sat on the living room sofa and looked up when Joe came in. He was wearing his uniform and cradling a can of Pepsi between his knees. He looked at him expectantly, his eyes
  wondering why Joe hadn’t called him.


  “I called your room,” Joe said. “I left a message. In the future, you need to be prepared or let me know your cell phone number.”


  At the same time, though, Joe was grateful Brueggemann hadn’t been along to see Nate Romanowski.


  His trainee plucked his cell phone out of his pocket and punched numbers. Joe’s own phone burred in his pocket and he leaned back to pull it out but Brueggemann said, “That’s
  me. You have my number now.”


  “Okay.”


  “Did you find anything up there?” Brueggemann asked.


  “Nope,” Joe said, as he turned and hung his jacket on a peg in the mudroom and put his hat on the shelf. “Somebody’s idea of a prank call, I guess.”


  Brueggemann shook his head. “I’ve heard that happens.”


  Joe sat down in a chair facing Brueggemann and said, “It does.” Then: “Why are you here?”


  The trainee grinned and his face flushed. “I got your message when I got back to my room. So I threw on my uniform and waited for you to pick me up. When you didn’t, I started
  driving up here thinking I’d meet you here. But when I got here, you were gone.”


  As he talked, Marybeth came into the living room from the kitchen, shaking her head at Joe. “My husband has forgotten what being a trainee is like,” she said. “Even though it
  should be scarred into his memory. It sure is scarred into mine.”


  “I said I left a message,” Joe said, sitting back in the chair.


  His wife looked casual and attractive in a pair of sweatpants and an oversized white shirt rolled up at the sleeves. Her blond hair was tied back in a ponytail, making her look young, Joe
  thought. She wore a pair of horn-rimmed glasses Joe referred to as her “smart glasses.” It was obvious she’d taken pity on Luke Brueggemann.


  She said, “I saw him sitting in his truck out on the road, so I invited him in and fed him some dinner,” she said. “I told him you’d be back soon. I didn’t think it
  would be two hours.”


  Joe shrugged.


  “I tried to call you on the radio,” Brueggemann said, looking away from Joe so as not to pile on too much, “but you must have been out of range.”


  “I guess so,” Joe said. He’d turned his radio off when Nate had appeared in the woods.


  “Anyway,” Marybeth said, apparently finished with her admonishment, “Luke here helped April with her math and listened to Lucy recite some of her part from the play. So all in
  all, a nice evening.”


  She winked at Joe to show Joe she was teasing. Joe shook his head at his wife. Those items would have been on his agenda for the evening.


  To Brueggemann, Marybeth said, “Remember this when you get married and move your new bride to your game warden quarters in the middle of nowhere. Advise her that you are always on call so
  she won’t be angry when you suddenly have to leave the house at any hour. In fact, before you get married, have her give me a call.”


  “Don’t do it,” Joe said to Brueggemann. “Keep her in the dark. It’s better that way.”


  The trainee looked from Marybeth to Joe, and to Marybeth again.


  “I’m kidding,” Joe said.


  Brueggemann visibly relaxed and realized he’d been played by both of them. “You had me going there,” he said.


  “And another thing,” Joe said. “Don’t ever go out on a call without your trainee.”


  “Ha! I never would.”


  MARYBETH SENT Brueggemann back to his room at the TeePee Motel with leftovers, which the trainee was enthusiastic about.


  “I’ve been eating too much fast food and microwave soup and drinking too many sodas,” he said. “A home-cooked meal is pretty nice.”


  “Anytime,” Marybeth said.


  Joe told Brueggemann he’d call him in the morning.


  “Are we going to check out those elk camps?” Brueggemann asked at the door.


  “Maybe,” Joe said. “It depends on the weather and circumstances. Everything’s fluid at all times.”


  Brueggemann nodded earnestly and shut the door.


  “I like him,” Marybeth said, giving Joe a delayed hello peck on the cheek. “He’s an eager beaver. He reminds me of you when you started.”


  Joe nodded, and realized how hungry he was. He asked, “Did you give him all of the leftovers?”


  “Oops,” she said.


  WHILE MARYBETH cooked Joe an egg sandwich in the kitchen, he said, “Nate was out there.”


  He noticed how her back tensed when he said it. She looked over her shoulder from where she stood at the stove. “I had a feeling about that,” she said. “In fact, I knew we
  could have reached you by cell phone, but I didn’t suggest it to Luke. I thought if you’d hooked up with Nate, you probably wouldn’t want your trainee showing up.”


  “You’re right about that,” Joe said.


  “So how is he? Was he . . . involved with those men they found in the boat?”


  Said Joe, “Nate’s injured, but he claims he’s okay. And yes, that was him who shot those men in the boat. He says they tried to ambush him and it was self-defense.”


  Her eyes got big and she started to ask Joe a question, when she suddenly looked around him and said, “Hello, Lucy. Time for bed?”


  “Yeah,” Lucy said. “I wanted to say good night.”


  Fourteen-year-old Lucy was in the eighth grade at Saddlestring Middle School. She was blond and green-eyed and lithe—a miniature version of her mother. She was still getting used to not
  having her older sister Sheridan in the house, but was using the occasion to bloom into her own personality, which was expressive and good-hearted. She was growing into an attractive and pleasant
  young lady, Joe thought.


  Joe said, “Sorry about missing your speech tonight.”


  “It wasn’t a speech,” Lucy said. “It was the first act of the play. I’ve got to have it memorized by the end of the week.”


  “And how’s it going?”


  “Good,” she said, and flashed a smile.


  Sheridan had been an athlete, although not an elite one. Lucy had opted for speech and drama, and had recently been chosen for one of the female leads in The Lion, the Witch and the
  Wardrobe.


  “My character is Lucy Pevensie,” Lucy said, and cued Marybeth.


  Marybeth said, “‘The White Witch? Who’s she?’”


  Lucy’s face transformed into someone younger and more agitated, and she said, “‘She is a perfectly terrible person. She calls herself the Queen of Narnia though she has no
  right to be queen at all, and all the fauns and dryands and naiads and dwarfs and animals—at least all the good ones—simply hate her. . . .’”


  When she finished, Joe said, “Wow.”


  “I always think of Grandma Missy when I say those lines,” Lucy said. “She’s my inspiration.”


  Joe laughed and Marybeth said, “Get to bed, Lucy. That was a cheap shot.”


  “But a good one,” Joe said, after Lucy had padded down the hallway to her room, pleased with herself for making her dad laugh.


  “Don’t encourage her,” Marybeth said.


  “Yeah,” sixteen-year-old April said, as she passed her sister in the hallway. “She gets enough of that as it is.”


  April was wearing her tough-girl face and a long black T-shirt she slept in that had formerly belonged to Sheridan. Although the shirt was baggy, it was obvious April filled it out. Joe caught a
  whiff of wet paint and noted that April had painted her fingernails and toenails black as well.


  April had come back after years of being passed from foster family to foster family. She’d seen and done things that couldn’t be unseen or undone. Marybeth and Joe had thought they
  were on a path to an understanding with April, and then Marybeth had discovered April’s stash of marijuana.


  “Good night,” April said, filling a water glass to take to bed with her. Then: “Seven more days of hell.”


  Joe and Marybeth exchanged glances, and Marybeth arched her eyebrows. For a second there, she seemed to communicate to Joe, April forgot she was angry with us.


  “Maybe,” Marybeth said, “the sentence could be reduced by a day or two for good behavior. But there will have to be some good behavior.”


  April turned and flashed a beaming, false smile and batted her lashes. “Good night, my wonderful parents!” she said. “How’s that?”


  Joe stifled a smile.


  “Not buying it,” Marybeth said. “But close.”


  “Why did you paint your nails black?” Joe asked.


  April recoiled as if shocked by the stupidity of the question. “Because it matches my mood, of course,” she said.


  “Ah,” Joe said.


  MARYBETH POURED herself a glass of wine and sat down at the kitchen table while Joe ate his egg sandwich. After April’s bedroom door closed, she
  said, “It’s been tough, but in a way this grounding might turn out to be a good thing for all of us, if it doesn’t kill me first.”


  Joe raised his eyebrows.


  “In a weird way, she seems happier.”


  “She does?”


  “Not judging by what she says, of course. But she seems to have an inner calm I haven’t noticed since she’s been back,” Marybeth said, sipping at her glass. “Maybe
  it’s because she finally knows where the boundaries are. Sheridan and Lucy just know, but April, I don’t think, has ever been sure. She probably doesn’t even realize it, and
  she’d never admit it. But I think she might be kind of like my horses: she just needs to know the pecking order and where the fences are and then she’ll be more
  comfortable.”


  Joe finished his sandwich and opened the cupboard door over the refrigerator, where he kept his bottle of bourbon.


  Marybeth said, “But judging by the way things usually go, something could always happen that screws things up.”


  “Are you thinking about Nate?” Joe asked.


  She nodded.


  “Me, too,” he said, thinking of what Nate had said earlier. Thinking of Nate’s devotion to Joe’s family, his tenderness toward Sheridan, his protection of Marybeth. How
  much he’d miss Nate if he never saw him again.
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  AT THE SAME TIME, fifteen miles upriver and four and a half miles to the east, Pam Kelly slammed down the telephone receiver and cursed out loud:
  “Fuck you, too, Bernard!”


  Bernard was her insurance agent. He didn’t have any good news.


  She spun around in her kitchen on the dirty floor—she’d quit scrubbing it years before when she realized Paul and Stumpy would never learn to take off their muddy boots
  outside—and jabbed her finger at two yellowed and curling photographs held by magnets to her refrigerator door, Paul squatting next to a dead elk with its tongue lolling, and Stumpy holding
  the severed head of a pronghorn antelope just above his shoulder, and shouted, “Fuck you, Paul. And fuck you, too, Stumpy! How could you do this to me?”


  SHE’D MET Paul Kelly thirty-two years before at a rodeo in Kaycee, Wyoming. She was chasing a bareback rider across the
  mountain west named Jim “Deke” Waldrop who had charmed her and deflowered her behind the chutes at her hometown rodeo in North Platte, Nebraska, and she was convinced he’d marry
  her if she could only get him to slow down long enough. So she’d borrowed her father’s farm pickup and stolen her mother’s egg money and hit the Professional Rodeo Cowboys
  Association circuit that July, trying to locate Deke and nail him down. She’d missed him in Greeley, caught a glimpse of him getting bucked off in Cody but couldn’t find him afterward,
  and had a flat tire just outside of Nampa, where she could hear the roar of the crowd in the distant arena as he rode to a 92, and Deke Waldrop, flush with cash, went off to celebrate with his
  buddies.


  With less than ten dollars, Pam had rolled into Kaycee on fumes and a mismatched left rear tire, feeling sick to her stomach—she suspected she was pregnant with Deke’s child—to
  find not only Deke but Mrs. Waldrop and two towheaded Waldrop boys waiting to watch their dad ride.


  She was devastated and furious, and as she returned to the parking lot, she saw a handsome, laconic cowboy climbing out of his ranch pickup that he’d just parked so closely to hers she
  couldn’t wedge in between them and open her door. It was the last straw. She set upon the stranger, pummeling his chest and shoulders with closed fists, but the man didn’t strike back.
  Instead, he smiled and said, “Whoa, little lady,” and leaned back so she couldn’t connect a punch to his jaw. She wore out quickly, and he gently clasped her wrists in his hands
  to still them and he asked if there was anything he could do to help her out, because she was obviously upset.


  She’d looked around him through tear-filled eyes and saw the rifle in his gun rack across the back window of his truck. “You can give me that rifle so I can shoot Deke
  Waldrop,” she’d said. Then a whiff of fried meat from the concession area wafted over them and the smell turned her stomach and she got sick on the hard-packed ground.


  He said, “You’re a pistol, all right,” and untied the silk bandanna from his neck and handed it to her to dry her face and wipe off her mouth. “Name’s Paul
  Kelly,” he said.


  FOR THE NEXT thirty-two years, she’d remind him that was the first and last act of kindness he’d shown her.


  But at the time, it worked. He bought her some ice cream and sat with her on the top row of the bleachers as she cried. Then he took her to his weathered old line shack in the Bighorn Mountains
  and offered her his bed and didn’t try to jump her. He was working for a local rancher, he told her, fixing fence and rounding up cows to earn enough money to go to college to become a
  mechanical engineer. He was, she told her mother over the telephone, “almost dashing.”


  They married, and Pam convinced her father to cosign on a loan for an ancient log cabin on twenty acres in the foothills of the mountains. It was to be their starter home, and they planned to
  burn it down and build a real house on the property. But Paul never went to college, and they never built a house, and his stint as a ranch hand was the last steady job he’d ever hold. If it
  wasn’t for monthly disability checks that came because that asphalt truck ran over his foot after he’d hired on that summer with the county road construction crew, they’d have no
  steady income during the months when Paul (and later Stumpy) weren’t guiding hunting clients.


  And now, she thought, the son-of-a-bitch went and got himself killed and took Stumpy—Deke’s son—with him, leaving her the place and six cows and two horses no one could ride.
  All that was left of her life was a stack of unpaid bills.


  “Fuck you, Paul,” she said again at the photo on the refrigerator. Earlier that afternoon, after the game warden had left, Will Speer, the county coroner, had called to ask her what
  plans she had for “making arrangements.” She’d asked him if she could donate Paul’s body to science.


  “Will they pay something for him?” she asked. “There’s got to be a college somewhere that wants to see what the inside of a loser looks like.”


  The coroner stammered that he didn’t know where to start.


  “Find out,” she said, and hung up the phone.


  PAM KELLY was still cursing to herself in the tiny cluttered mudroom as she pulled on a pair of knee-high rubber boots. On top of everything else, the
  cows and horses had to be fed. She normally ragged on Paul to go out and do it, but he wasn’t there to rag on. Inexplicably, she fought back tears as she buttoned up her barn coat.


  Several years before, she’d begged Paul to buy some life insurance. She made the appointment for him with Bernard, the insurance salesman she’d met in Saddlestring who said they
  could get $100,000 in term life for less than $20 a month. Paul drove to town with the checkbook and came back with a new hunting rifle. He shook it like a war lance and said, “This is
  all the life insurance I need.” Completely misunderstanding what she’d sent him to do, as usual. When she blew up, he’d promised he’d go see the insurance guy later. He
  never did, and Bernard had just confirmed it.


  She looked at her reflection in a cracked, flyspecked mirror next to the door. She was too old, too fat, too crabby, and too used up to ever get another man in her life now.


  “It just ain’t fair,” she said aloud.


  THE COWS milled around in a mucky pen on the north side of the collapsing old barn, and the two horses were in a corral on the south side. When she
  emerged from the cabin, the horses pawed at the soft dirt and whinnied. They wanted to eat. “Calm down,” she said to the mare and her colt.


  The cows just looked up at her dumbly, the way they always did.


  As she grasped the rusty door latch to the barn, she wondered what she could get for the stock. She’d heard beef prices were on the rise and she figured among all the cattle they weighed
  maybe five thousand pounds total. There should be some cash in selling the cows, and she sure didn’t want to have to keep feeding them. The hay supply was low, and the bales too heavy for her
  to stack on her own if she ordered a couple of tons. And the horses? They weren’t worth anything except to a slaughterhouse. The French could eat them, she thought. They liked eating horse
  meat, she’d heard.


  She swung the door back and reached for the light switch, which was mounted on the inside of the doorframe, when a hand grasped her wrist and twisted her arm back. The pain was sudden and
  excruciating, and she collapsed to her knees, gasping for air. She heard a muffled pop, and fireworks burst in front of her eyes. It felt like her arm had been jerked out of the socket.


  The light came on, and she looked through the tears and starbursts at the Game Changer, the man she’d seen at her kitchen table talking with Paul, Stumpy, and Ron Connelly. The man who
  gave her arm another wicked twist.


  He said, “I believe we’ve met.”
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  WHEN THEY WERE SURE the girls were in their rooms with their doors closed, Joe and Marybeth sat together on the couch and he told her about his
  conversation with Nate. He left out the part about the falconry website. Although it was his practice to share everything with his wife, in this case he felt the need to hold back a little for her
  own protection. She wouldn’t agree with his decision—he was sure of it—but Nate had spooked him.


  “Nemecek?” Marybeth asked.


  “Nate said we wouldn’t find out much about him,” Joe said. “He said he was off the grid as well.”


  “No one is completely without identity.”


  Joe shrugged.


  “I have my ways,” she said.


  He nodded. “I know you do.”


  Marybeth’s part-time job at the library gave her access to data and networks that rivaled those of most local law enforcement, and certainly the Twelve Sleep County Sheriff’s
  Department. She’d used that access to her advantage many times, and, through a coworker who had once worked for the police department, had obtained passwords and backdoor user names that
  allowed her into N-DEx, the U.S. Justice Department’s National Data Exchange, and ViCAP, the FBI’s Violent Criminal Apprehension Program.


  “I’m curious to hear what you find,” Joe said.


  “Of course, we could just go to the source and ask him,” she said.


  “I’m holding that in reserve.”


  She shook her head. If it were up to Marybeth, Joe knew, she would have had Nate spilling everything.


  They sat in silence for a while on the couch, each consumed by their own thoughts.


  Finally, Marybeth asked, “Do you think we’ll see Nate again?”


  Joe shrugged. “I hope so.”


  “If he said the things you told me, he must be really worried. I’ve never heard him talk like that.”


  “Me either.”


  She said, “I can’t help wondering what it was he did that drew him here. What was so awful that he thinks he deserves to die?”


  AT 2:30 IN THE MORNING, Joe slipped out of bed and pulled on his robe and walked quietly down the hallway to his tiny and cluttered home office. He
  shut the door, turned on the light, and sat down at his computer.


  Emails from Game and Fish headquarters flooded his inbox, but nothing looked urgent. The department was temporarily without a new director, and a search by the governor was under way. Governor
  Rulon, who in the past had employed Joe directly but off the books in a bureaucratic sense, had two years left in his second and last term and had seemed to have mellowed somewhat. Joe hadn’t
  received an assignment from Rulon in more than a year, which was fine with him, although if forced to admit it, he’d come to crave the adventure and uncertainty of his missions. The respite
  had been healthy for his family, though, and being able to stay home was something he’d never regret.


  It didn’t take long to find the falconry website Nate had given him. He took a few moments to register a username and a password, and he was in. The site was rudimentary and cluttered, no
  more than a screen filled with topics and comment threads:

  



  
    
      	
        
          
            WHAT KIND OF HOOD SHOULD I BUY FOR A PRAIRIE FALCON?

          

        

      

      	
        <17 COMMENTS>

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            FLYING SHORT-WINGS

          

        

      

      	
        <21 COMMENTS>

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            HOW LONG WILL MY BIRD KEEP MOLTING?

          

        

      

      	
        <7 COMMENTS>

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            HOW DO I RECOGNIZE A STATE OF YARAK?

          

        

      

      	
        <14 COMMENTS>

      
    

  



  Joe clicked on that one because he was unfamiliar with the word yarak and recalled Nate had used it earlier. The thread had begun more than ten years before, and
  the last comment was eight years old. Nevertheless, he read the thread with interest. Yarak was a Turkish word describing the peak condition of a falcon to fly and hunt. It was described as
  “full of stamina, well-muscled, alert, neither too fat nor too thin, perfect condition for hunting and killing prey. This state is rarely achieved but a wonder to behold when observed.”
  In order to achieve an optimum state of yarak, one commenter wrote, full-time care, exercise, diet, and training were required.


  “Don’t think you can get your bird into primo yarak by working with it at night or on weekends. This is a twenty-four/seven commitment, and there are no
  guarantees.”


  Joe didn’t expect to find a new thread with the word “kestrel” in it, and it wasn’t there.


  He wondered if Nate would launch the thread before he achieved his state of yarak.
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  FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, on the Wind River Indian Reservation, Bad Bob Whiteplume had a dream in which he was hunting for pronghorn antelope. As he raised
  his rifle, a car horn blared from somewhere behind him and spooked the buck. He watched in vain as the pronghorn he wanted zoomed away and turned its small contingent of does and fawns, and the
  herd raced away trailing a dozen plumes of dust. The horn wouldn’t stop, and he rolled over in bed and wrapped the pillow around his head and it helped a little. In his dream, the buck
  antelope he’d been after had run so far away Bob would never get a decent shot.


  When Rhonda next to him elbowed him in the ribs, he opened his eyes to total darkness. But he could still hear the horn.


  “Bob,” she said, “get up. There’s someone outside.”


  “Who is it?” he croaked.


  “How in the hell should I know? But it’s nearly three in the morning and somebody is sitting out front in their car, honking their fucking horn.”


  “Go make them stop,” he said, scooting farther away from her and her elbow and her yammering. He wanted to go back to the antelope hunt. “And don’t turn on the light or
  they’ll know I’m back here and they’ll keep honking.”


  The house had been built long before his grandfather had added the convenience store to the front of it. The two structures were joined via a metal door with several bolt locks on it he always
  forgot to secure.


  This came in handy because if Bob and his buddies did too much alcohol or weed, Bob could crash in his own bed without having to drive anywhere. But sleeping so close to his day job came with
  annoyances. Like this. All the Indians were family on the reservation, which was fine, usually. There was always someone to borrow tools or bullets from. But familiarity sometimes meant neighbors
  didn’t honor rules, like when a store was open or closed.


  “No,” she said, prying his hand and pillow away from his ear and leaning into him. “I’m not going out there. You go make them stop.”


  “Give it a minute,” Bob grumbled. “They’ll realize I’m not coming out and they’ll go away.”


  She huffed a long stream of air into the back of his neck from her nostrils as she sighed in frustration. There was a few seconds of silence.


  “See?” Bob said, closing his eyes.


  Then the horn resumed: a long blast, followed by several short blasts, followed by the long blast again.


  “They’re not leaving,” she hissed.


  “Okay, okay,” he growled, swinging his thick brown legs out from beneath the sheets. The floor was cold when his wide bare feet slapped it. “But I’m going to tear those
  knuckleheads a new one.”


  “Just make them stop,” Rhonda said, collapsing back into bed.


  Rhonda liked showing up around closing time and staying the night. She was a thick white woman with red hair and broad hips originally from Boston, who had shown up in Wyoming after a messy
  divorce looking for, she said, spirituality and something that would give her life meaning. Hence, she gravitated toward the folks on the res and provided free mental-health-care services at the
  tribal center one day a week.


  She ran the only psychology practice in the little town of Winchester to the north, and she said she liked the idea of being a shrink to ranch wives and other assorted miscreants during the day
  and sleeping with an angry Indian at night, that somehow it gave her existence a kind of balance. She told Bob she considered herself a liaison between white problems and Indian problems, and maybe
  someday she’d write a book about her experiences. Bob doubted anyone would buy or read such a useless book, but he didn’t tell her that.


  Before he could get her into bed, Bob had to answer her questions about native culture and beliefs and practices. He made them sound more mysterious than they were, and he made up a lot of it on
  the spot. For example, he had shown her the mottled scars on his chest and claimed they’d come from participating in a traditional sun dance where warriors pierced their pectoral muscles with
  sharpened bones and let themselves be hoisted into the air on rawhide ropes until they obtained their visions or the flesh ripped. Actually, the scars were a result of a motorcycle accident when
  Bob was a teenager. But no matter. It got her engine running, which was the point.


  She begged him to take her to a sweat lodge someday, to show her how to do a vision quest, to let her see the actual sun dance (where dancers no longer pierced themselves or hung from ropes). He
  told her she’d have to earn those privileges by submitting to him and “his hot-blooded ways.” He suspected at times she was onto him—she was a psychologist, after
  all—but she didn’t put up any objection or question his stories or his motives. So one or two times a week he took her to bed, where she showed dexterity and a youthful hunger that
  decried her appearance and profession. Afterward, she’d rise early and drive back to Winchester before he got up, so he didn’t even have to feed her.


  HIS MOOD was very, very dark as he stood and fished around on the chair through a pile of old clothes. He pulled on a pair of baggy gym trunks and a
  grease-stained hooded sweatshirt. His flip-flops were side by side under the bed, and he stepped into them.


  “Come back soon,” she sang from bed. “I’m wide awake now.”


  “Go back to sleep.”


  The .30-30 lever-action Winchester was propped in the corner, and he grabbed it by the barrel as he walked by and shuffled down the hallway.


  Maybe, he thought, the people outside honking their horn were visitors to the res, because locals would have known by now he wasn’t coming out. They’d know he meant business when
  they looked up and saw a big pissed-off Indian approaching the car with a hunting rifle.


  He pushed through the steel door into his retail store. It was dim inside; the only lights were from the drink coolers. He paused at the front of his store and squinted, trying to see who was in
  the offending car. But because the bulb on the overhead pole light had been shot out recently—teenagers Darryl and Benny Edmo and their new pellet gun, he suspected—he couldn’t
  see much more than the outline of a vehicle in the moonlight on the other side of the gas pumps. One of the pumps blocked his view of the driver, but he could see no other occupants in the car.


  Bad Bob slammed back the bolt locks and threw open the front door. Without the barrier, the blaring of the horn was louder and more infuriating than before.


  “Hey!” he yelled. “Knock it off!” But his voice was drowned out.


  Bob strode across the loose gravel on blacktop, ignoring the sharp little stones that wedged between his bare toes and between the soles of his feet and the flip-flops.


  “KNOCK IT THE FUCK OFF!” he bellowed, and worked the lever action on his rifle with a swift and metallic clatch-clatch sound.


  The horn ceased.


  Bob said, “Thank you!”


  Overhead, the full moon hung fat and low over the western mountains. As he glanced at it, he noticed a distant hawk cross over the white/blue surface like a miller moth dancing across a porch
  light. The hawk gave him pause, and something inside of him stirred a little. What? he thought. Does it have some kind of meaning? The old folks still talked as if everything that
  happened in the natural world had meaning outside of the obvious, but Bob never paid any attention to that stuff. But something tweaked him inside now and he couldn’t entirely ignore it.


  He squeezed between the pumps to confront the driver, when a flashlight beam blinded him.


  “Hey,” he said, raising his left forearm to block the light.


  “Bad Bob, right?” came a male voice. It was somewhat familiar. A white voice.


  “Get that light outta my face. I can’t see. Buddy,” Bob said, “do you know what fucking time it is?”


  Although the light clicked off, all Bob could see was a round green orb burned into his eyes. He heard the car door open, though, and just as quickly the rifle was wrenched out of his right
  hand.


  “Fuckin . . .” Bob started to say, but he heard the shuffle of someone behind him and something icy and sharp bit into his throat and squeezed off any further words as well as his
  breath.


  “I don’t want to hurt you,” the voice said calmly in his right ear. “But you’ll need to stop struggling. Do you understand?”


  Bob tried to draw air in through his nose, but the cord—or wire—around his throat restricted that, too. He reached up involuntarily with both hands to feel what was choking him, but
  the man slapped his hands down.


  “Relax. I’m not going to hurt you. I just need some information.”


  Bob could feel his heart whumping, and a voice inside his head told him to stay still. He lowered his hands and rocked back slightly, which lessened the pressure of the thin wire noose—or
  whatever it was. His eyes had readjusted to the dark, and he glanced toward his store, hoping Rhonda would see what was happening at the front door. She wasn’t there.


  “Do you remember me?” the man asked, his lips inches from Bob’s ear. “Do you recognize my car?”


  Despite the biting pain it caused, Bob managed to shake his head. Even though he remembered the Audi Q7.


  The man behind him chuckled. “Oh, we both wish it were so. Now, listen to me carefully, Bob. I’m going to ease up on you so you can talk. Like I said, all I need is information.
  Then, if you help me out and you don’t turn around and you walk straight back into your little store, everything will be fine. You’ll have an abrasion on your neck, but that’s
  all. Do you hear me?”


  Although spangles were replacing the stars in the night sky, Bob managed to nod.


  “Okay,” the man said, and the pressure eased, but the wire was still cutting into the soft flesh of Bob’s throat. “I’m looking for a house. Seven seventeen Farm
  Station Street. The street numbers here on the reservation—I can’t make heads or tails of them.”


  Bob knew that to be true, and it was something he was used to. No one ever used street or house numbers, anyway. They just said, “I’ll meet you at Mary’s house” or
  “turn west by where Jimmy Nosleep used to live.”


  “I don’t know the numbers,” Bob croaked. “Tell me who you’re looking for.”


  “Alice Thunder,” the man said. “She works at the school.”


  Bob felt a stab of pain in his heart. If this man would do this to him, what would he do to Alice? Everyone loved Alice. . . .


  As if the man could read his thoughts, the wire cinched tighter, and Bob groaned.


  “Where does she live?” the man asked.


  Bob thought, I’ll tell him. Then I’ll call Alice and tell her to run like hell and I’ll call the tribal police right after that. Then he’d call his buddies and
  tell them to grab their hunting rifles and meet him at Alice’s place, where they’d teach this son-of-a-bitch a lesson before the cops got there. He still couldn’t quite believe
  how quickly the man in the dark crossover—the man Nate Romanowski had asked him about—had taken his rifle and slipped the garrote over his head. He looked again at his store and
  wordlessly begged Rhonda to look out.


  Then, when the noose eased, Bob said, “Go down this street in front of us about a mile and a half and turn right on a dirt road just past a big stack of hay. Her house is half a mile from
  that, on your left.”


  “Ah,” the man said. “I was right by it earlier and didn’t see it. You people need to come up with a numbering system that makes sense.”


  Because of the wire around his neck and the man’s hands on the wire, Bob felt intimately connected to this person, and he could feel it when the man shifted his weight, as if he were
  digging something out of a pocket.


  His keys. There was a dull thunk of an electronic lock releasing. In his peripheral vision, Bob saw the trunk of the vehicle lift on its own and an interior light come on inside. Until
  that moment, he’d thought he had a chance. No longer.


  “We’re going for a ride now,” the man behind him said, and steered him toward the open trunk. Bob saw that thick clear plastic sheeting had been laid down inside.


  “I thought you said . . .”


  Bob never finished his question before the wire was cinched tight and his world went black and the last thing he saw was the afterimage of the hawk flying across the surface of the moon and he
  wished he’d understood earlier what it foretold.





  [image: ]
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  NATE ROMANOWSKI reached the outskirts of Colorado Springs as the morning sun lit up the fresh snowfall on the western slope of the mountains in a
  brilliant green and white palette. There had been a light snowfall during the night that was melting away in the high-altitude sun, and wisps of steam wafted up from the asphalt. His tires hissed
  on the wet surface. It was Tuesday, October 23.


  For the last seven and a half hours, he’d driven straight through the state of Wyoming from north to south on Interstate 25 and squeezed through Denver before the morning traffic
  approached its apex. Because he had no cell or satellite phone and he paid cash for food and fuel and therefore created no credit card receipts, his route and movements were untraceable.


  The U.S. Air Force Academy glinted like a glass-and-steel castle fortress in the foothills to the west as the highway expanded to three, then four lanes. Cars and pickups streamed onto the
  highway from entrance ramps, drivers sipping coffee and dressed for work. An SUV shot by him, driven by an attractive fortyish woman applying lipstick in her rearview mirror and singing along with
  a song on the radio. Nate smiled to himself because he’d been away so long he’d almost forgotten what it was like to experience the morning rush of normal Americans going to work at
  normal jobs for normal hours. The pure dynamism and hurly-burly of the scene made him wistful.


  SEEING THE ACADEMY brought back a flood of memories, several so powerful they made him wince. He recalled arriving there as a freshman just appointed
  by Montana senators, a tall and raw-boned middle linebacker with a buzz cut, still stinging from his goodbyes and from releasing his falcons to the wind. The upperclassman cadets jeered and
  confronted him, and he was paired with an older cadet named Vince Vincent who informed him that as of that moment he was his “dooley”—all freshmen were dooleys—and he had no
  past, no reputation, no rights, and no value as a human being. It was Nate’s responsibility, Vincent said, to start his life over at zero. And he could start by shining Vince Vincent’s
  boots. Nate gritted his teeth, said, “Yes, sir,” and dropped to his knees with a brush and jar of polish. Vincent stood there in the gleaming hallway with his hands on his hips and his
  chin in the air while other cadets walked by and laughed.


  The humiliation continued. Between classes, orientation, and football practice, Nate fetched Vincent’s lunch and dinner, ironed and hung his uniform, and cleaned up after him. Nate was
  asked to stand at attention outside the bathroom stall while Vincent had his morning bowel movement, and to note on a pad the shape and number of excrement bits Vincent called out to him.


  He spent days shadowing Vincent through the grounds so he was available do his bidding at any moment. The campus was numbered with similar relationships, and dooleys rolled their eyes at one
  another in shared humiliation as they passed in the hallways. But after a month, Nate observed that most of his classmates, although still designated dooleys, as they would be throughout the first
  year, spoke comfortably and freely with their assigned cadets. The pairs could be seen walking side by side on the campus, and the cadets became more like mentors and advisers. They even sat
  together in the cafeteria, where Nate was required to stand at attention beside his cadet in case Vincent dropped a napkin or fork and needed it retrieved immediately.


  And Vince Vincent didn’t let up.


  That lasted for forty-eight days, until Nate slipped into Vincent’s dorm room at three in the morning and crouched down next to the bed and hissed into the cadet’s ear: “I know
  how the game is played and I’ve played it without bitching. Your role is to break me down and build me back up. But you don’t know me, and you’ve let your power go to your head.
  My father is an Air Force technical sergeant who spent his life breaking me down. He’s a professional. Compared to him, you’re a bad joke and a fucking embarrassment to the uniform.
  You’ve had your fun, and I’ve taken it until now for your sake, not mine. I’ve been your dooley.”


  As Vincent started to sit up, Nate reached over and placed his fingers around Vincent’s windpipe and pushed him back down. The cadet’s eyes pleaded to him to stop. Nate said,
  “I’m a falconer. I’ve spent more time outside than inside. I’m a student of violent death in nature. I could rip your throat out right now and it wouldn’t make me
  blink. You’d bleed out before you got to the door, and I’d step over your body on the way out to brush my teeth for the night.”


  Nate tightened his grip. “We don’t have to be friends, and I don’t like you, anyway. But from this minute on, you’ll respect me and I’ll pretend to honor your rank.
  No one will have to know we’ve had this discussion. Do you understand?”


  Vincent blinked his eyes to indicate he did. Nate’s life improved after that, and Vince Vincent went on living.


  DISCIPLINE AND ROUTINE at the Academy was nothing new to Nate; he’d grown up that way. His father was an Air Force lifer, and they’d lived
  all over the country and the world on military bases: Goodfellow in San Angelo, Texas; Edwards in Rosamond, California; McChord in Tacoma, Washington; Ellsworth in Rapid City, South Dakota;
  Incirlik in Adana, Turkey; Mountain Home, in Idaho; and Malmstrom in Great Falls, Montana.


  He’d been a dooley all his life. Friendships with kids his age were fleeting and incomplete. Schools and teachers were temporary. Nate sought some kind of permanence and an anchor outside
  his family and found it outside. No matter where they were located there was hunting, fishing, camping, and wildlife. Sure, the weather and terrain varied. But outside the base housing and
  civilization, there was a whole world out there that was harsh, beautiful, tough—and didn’t judge him.


  While they were still stationed in Montana, Nate’s mother died from lupus and his father doubled down on Nate because he didn’t know what else to do. He instilled in his son, through
  thought and deed, an ethos of loyalty, duty, and love of country. In his father’s mind, warriors held an exalted place in society and should be honored even if they weren’t in the
  modern world. According to Nate’s father, it was more important to serve than it was to be recognized or appreciated for it by those soft and ignorant ninnies who benefited from the
  warrior’s service. Every right the ninnies and sissies enjoyed had been protected over the years by the blood shed by American warriors, despite the contempt shown them as a result.


  The message was pure and tough and noble, but Nate’s father was absent for long periods of time. And when he was gone, the world-view he described fascinated Nate, who wondered how much of
  it was true and how much of it was self-justification for a nomadic life and a dysfunctional family. To confirm or deny his father’s rationale, Nate sought out and found another ordered
  universe in the amoral world of nature. He found a place where the strong killed and ate the weak and the small. Nate came to realize the only difference between a warrior culture and the
  tooth-and-claw natural world were the values and compassion humans had but wild creatures didn’t. So to better understand the former, he became a student of the latter.


  That’s when he got his first falcon.


  When Nate was a junior in high school in Great Falls, his father was thrilled when his son was nominated by the Montana senators and accepted by the Air Force Academy, but it came with
  well-known caveats. As a lifer, he had very mixed feelings about college-bred officers, and he wasn’t shy about expressing them. When his father found himself in a situation that was chaotic,
  disorganized, or wholly screwed up, he described it as “worse than following a second lieutenant with a map.”


  AS NATE melded into the flow of traffic toward the center of town, he recalled standing in the end zone of the football stadium in uniform during a
  home game. He’d been in the Academy for a year and had been assigned a dooley of his own, whom he’d released the day before without humiliating him. The Air Force Academy Falcons were
  playing the Colorado State Rams. Because of a knee injury the year before, Nate was no longer on the team, but he’d been chosen for a role he relished even more: falconer for the
  school’s live mascots. It was an Academy tradition. The birds were released at the start of the game and at halftime, and they’d circle the stadium and return to fist.


  It was two minutes until the half, and the Falcons were up 21–14, when an officer he’d never seen before approached him and stood a few feet away, studying him up and down with a
  flat, superior expression, as if he were about to bid on him in an auction. The officer looked hard, and there was a palpable sense of purpose, dark menace, and explosive action about him. Although
  he had the single silver bar that designated the officer as a lieutenant, he had a black patch sewn onto his uniform sleeve Nate didn’t recognize. The patch was in the shape of a badge and it
  had no words or numerals. Just a white embroidered profile of a falcon slashing through the air with both talons outstretched. And above the lieutenant’s breast pocket was a black metal pin
  with the roman numeral V, or five.


  “This isn’t your first time handling falcons, is it cadet?” the lieutenant said.


  “No, sir. I’ve flown birds all my life.”


  “Name them.”


  “Started with a prairie falcon, sir. I’ve worked with three prairies. But I’ve flown redtails and kestrels, and a gyr.”


  The lieutenant cocked an eyebrow, but his mouth didn’t change. “A gyr? Isn’t that like flying a B-52 bomber?”


  “A little. It was a challenge.”


  “Ever hunt a peregrine?”


  “No, sir. But that’s something I want to do someday.”


  The lieutenant nodded knowingly. “Pound for pound, it’s the greatest hunter alive. Fastest, too.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “How did you get all those birds?” the officer asked.


  “Trapped them myself, sir.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The officer extended his hand and Nate shook it. The man’s grip was dry and hard.


  “I’m in command of a small Special Forces unit, and I’ve been looking for a couple of fellow falconers to round it out. The reason, I can’t disclose. Is that something
  you might be interested in?”


  Nate shrugged. “I’m not sure, sir. But I’d be eager to learn more about it.”


  “Our official team name is Mark V,” the officer said. “Informally, we’re known as The Five. But within the team, we call ourselves the Peregrines.”


  Nate grinned.


  That was the first time he met Lieutenant John Nemecek.


  NATE SLID into the right-hand lane and took the exit for Cimarron Street onto State Highway 24 west toward Cascade. It wasn’t long before the
  buzz of morning traffic was behind him. As he climbed into the foothills, he noted that the inch of snow from the night before still clung to the pine boughs of the trees and sparkled in the
  grass.


  The gravel road he took to the right wasn’t marked with a sign. Within a few minutes, the canopy of trees closed above him, and for half a mile it was like driving through a tunnel.


  The place he was looking for was a squat brick home nestled into a shaded alcove with a view of a sloping mountain meadow in front and the massive jagged horizon of Pikes Peak behind. A single
  stringy white cloud seemed to have snagged on the top of the peak like a plastic bag caught on a tree branch.


  He pulled into the circular driveway and drove around it until his Jeep was adjacent to the porch and front door. There were no signs of life, but a rolled-up Colorado Springs Gazette on
  the top stair of the porch and an American flag flapping on a pole indicated someone was there.


  Nate killed the motor and swung his legs out of the Jeep. He looked at the house through squinted eyes, trying to remember the last time he’d been there. And wondering why it seemed so
  lifeless. He slipped off his shoulder harness and holster, and bundled it under the front seat.


  Before he reached the front steps, the interior door opened and Nate’s father stood behind the storm door with a scowl on his face.


  All he said was, “You.”


  “Hey, Tech Sarge,” Nate said, hesitating on the porch. “Are you going to let me in?”


  Although his father was still tall and wide-shouldered, his body looked ravaged and sunken-in. His thin, pale hair was wispy, and his eyes looked out of deep sockets like dull chunks of
  basalt.


  “I’m thinking,” his father said.


  “WHERE’S DALISAY and the girls?” Nate asked, when his father finally stepped aside and let him enter.


  “Around,” Technical Sergeant Gordon “Gordo” Romanowski growled.


  “Is there coffee? I’ve been driving all night.”


  “In the kitchen.”


  Nate paused for a moment, then said, “It’s okay, I’ll get it myself.”


  “You know where the cups are.”


  The interior of the house hadn’t changed much, Nate noted. Despite the mountain location and the three-hundred-plus days of sunshine in Colorado, it was designed to be dark inside. The
  shaded windows were small, and the corners were lit with dim lamps. The wall of framed photographs of Gordo Romanowski in exotic locales was as it had always been, but there had been a few changes.
  As Nate poured a cup of coffee, he studied the photos.


  Gordo, Nate’s mother, and five-year-old Nate in Turkey. Gordo with a forty-pound tuna off the coast of Baja, Mexico. Gordo in full dress in his tech sergeant’s uniform.


  What was missing, Nate observed, was his Academy entrance photograph. And a shot of him with his first falcon. In their place were photos of Dalisay when Gordo first met her in the Philippines,
  and another of Gordo, Dalisay, and their two infant daughters. The girls were striking miniatures of Dalisay: petite, dark hair, big eyes, caramel skin. Because it was Colorado Springs and
  therefore a military town, Nate assumed Asian wives and children weren’t unusual at all in the community. But Nate had never met his stepmother or half sisters.


  “You look fit,” Gordo said.


  “Wild game meat and clean living,” Nate replied.


  Gordo snorted with doubt and disapproval. “Why are you here, anyway? Why now, after all these years?”


  Nate sipped the strong coffee and met the glare of his father with his own. “That’s why I called. I wanted to touch base.”


  “What’s that mean?” His father was uncomfortable, and looked away.


  “I wanted to see you one last time,” Nate said.


  “Shit,” Gordo said, and groaned.


  THEY SAT in overstuffed chairs on opposite ends of the coffee table. Gordo seemed stiff and edgy. Nate put his cup down on a coaster and sat back.


  “So Dalisay and your girls . . . they’re still with you, right?”


  Gordo nodded.


  “What, they’re at school? Dalisay is working?”


  “Let’s not talk about them.”


  Nate shook his head, puzzled. He swiveled his head around. A stack of children’s books was on the floor by the bookcase next to a plastic milk crate of Barbie dolls and accessories. The
  refrigerator in the kitchen was cluttered with school photos and a Polaroid shot of a grinning seven-year-old girl labeled “Melia’s first checkup: no cavities!” It was
  dated from August, two months prior. In the photo, Melia boasted a perfectly symmetric row of Chiclets-like teeth.


  “Why in the hell did you come here?” Gordo asked, pain in his face.


  “I told you.”


  His father said, “Do you know how many times men have come to this house asking if I’d heard from you? Special agents from the FBI? Pentagon brass? Even detectives from the Montana
  and Wyoming DCI?”


  Nate hadn’t thought about it, but it made sense.


  “I had to tell them I hadn’t heard a damned word from you in twelve years. That the last time we talked, you called me from who-the-fuck-knows-where saying you’d left the
  service and had decided to drop out of the world and become a fucking anarchist.”


  “I don’t think I said that, exactly,” Nate said.


  “You might as well have.” Gordo leaned forward in his chair and gripped his knees as if to squeeze the life out of them. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to live in a
  patriotic military town when your only son is a goddamned traitor to his country?” The last words were shouted out.


  Nate said, “I’m no traitor. Who told you that?”


  “Nobody in so many words,” Gordo said. “But I didn’t just fall off the turnip truck. I looked it up: you didn’t get a proper discharge back in 2001. You just
  fucking left. That’s AWOL in my book, son. And when you just vanish and all I know about it is that officers and federal agents come here asking about you, it ain’t too hard to
  figure out.


  “And if there’s another story,” his father said, “it hasn’t come to light. I just figure you’re ashamed of yourself, and you ought to be. Because you brought
  shame on the uniform and the country. And you brought shame on me.”


  Nate let the words hang there for a minute without responding. Then he said, “There’s another story. Or at least a different version.”


  “Well, then spill it out,” Gordo croaked.


  Nate stood up slowly, taking in his father. The man was exercised, and tiny beads of sweat dotted his upper lip. His eyes were haunted. Then he looked again at the children’s books, the
  photos on the refrigerator, the small stack of unopened mail on the kitchen counter.


  He said, “When was the last time you saw Dalisay and the girls? I’m guessing two or three days, judging by the mail.”


  Gordo’s face twitched as if slapped. It wasn’t a reaction Nate had seen much in his life growing up with his father.


  “They’ve taken them, haven’t they?” Nate said. “They’ve got them somewhere. And they told you that if I showed up, you should let them know right away or you
  won’t see them again. Is that about right, Dad?”


  His father sat as if frozen, but his tortured eyes gave Nate the answer he sought.


  “Did you call them when you saw me outside? Are they on their way now?”


  Gordo’s eyes flashed with defiance. “No.”


  “To do this to a man like you,” Nate said, shaking his head, feeling his stomach clench. “A man who spent his life serving his country. That should tell you all you need to
  know about who I’m dealing with.”


  Gordo Romanowski’s face twitched again.


  “If I told you what happened,” Nate said, “it would be like putting a death sentence on you, like the one that’s on me. So I’m not saying another word.


  “What you need to know, Dad, is I haven’t been in contact because I wanted to protect you and your new family. I don’t care if you believe me right now, but I think if you dig
  deep, you will.”


  Nate took his cup to the sink, returned and gripped his father on the shoulder, and said, “Take care of Dalisay and those girls. Tell them not to be too ashamed of their older half
  brother. I’m out of here.”


  As he opened the front door, Gordo asked softly, “Where are you going?”


  Nate turned. “That’s what they want to know, isn’t it? Tell them I wouldn’t tell you. Which I won’t.”


  Gordo blinked slowly. Nate could only imagine the torture he was in.


  “Give me ten minutes to get back to the highway,” Nate said. “Then do what you need to do to get them back.”


  NATE ROARED away from the house, eyes wide open, weapon on his lap. But when he cleared the tunnel of trees, he didn’t turn left toward town and
  the highway. If they were on their way, they’d see his Jeep.


  Instead, he cranked the wheel to the right and floored it. The movement made his wounded left shoulder pulse with pain. He headed straight west toward the wall of mountains.


  Nevertheless, he had no doubt that whoever was holding Dalisay and the girls would be right behind him.
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  AS NATE CLIMBED the mountain toward Pikes Peak and the road began to curve upward and he approached a devilish series of switchbacks, he shot glances
  into his rear and side mirrors. He eased slightly on the gas as if riding a motorcycle when he leaned into the steep turns, so he could hang his head out the window to survey the bends of the
  two-lane far below and behind him. He’d passed a couple of small rental cars—tourists, with children in the backseats, wide-eyed mothers in the front, and fathers with death grips on
  the steering wheel—and grumbled “Flatlanders” when he blasted around them. The short wheelbase and all-terrain tires of the Jeep were made for this kind of driving: tight, fast,
  and full of sprints and sharp turns.


  He didn’t know the area or the road system well, but he knew the general direction he wanted to go: over the mountains and on to Rexburg, Idaho, seven hundred miles to the northwest. So
  like he’d done so many times in the wilds of Wyoming and Montana, he navigated not by GPS or maps but by studying the terrain and geography in the direction where he wanted to go and trusting
  there would be two-tracks, old logging or ranch roads, or even dry streambeds he could take to get him there. One thing he was sure of was that he needed to get off the state highway as soon as
  possible. If operators of The Five were coming after him, they’d by now ruled out his presence on the main road to town and to the interstate, which meant he could have only gone the opposite
  way from Gordon’s home. Given that, it would be a matter of time and determination to pin him down. The Five was known for its determination.


  The route he’d taken narrowed and went straight up the mountain. In a few miles, the pavement would end, and from there on the road climbed an additional nineteen harrowing miles to the
  top of 14,100-foot Pikes Peak. He’d been up there once. On top, there was a developed parking area, views of blue waves of mountains to the west and the foothills and plains of Colorado all
  the way to the Kansas border. But it wasn’t a place to make a stand: too open, too many civilians, and only one escape route, which was back down the road he was on.


  Nate was disconcerted after seeing his father. The old man had been rattled and scared. He wasn’t the man Nate remembered, and it made him angry. The Gordon Romanowski he’d grown up
  with had been fearless and tough. He was the guy you wanted near you in a fight, a man so hard and set in his ways, so without nuance, that despite his intractability, there was comfort in his pure
  stubborn black-and-white worldview. Whoever had gotten to this tough old man in such a personal way . . . well, something bad should happen to them, Nate concluded.


  Nate assumed Gordon had made the call he had to make and the operations team was on its way. Nate wondered about the numbers and the makeup of Nemecek’s force. He doubted locals had been
  recruited in Colorado and had to assume the team had come with Nemecek. Trusting locals to hold a family hostage and respond with lethality when called upon was too much of a stretch. But how many
  operators would agree to deploy domestically, and what had Nemecek told them about their mission? Surely, Nemecek had lied, and that likelihood put Nate in a quiet rage. Operators of The Five that
  Nate had known and fought beside were good men: loyal, patriotic, and tough as nails. They wouldn’t simply do the bidding of a superior officer without being convinced of the righteousness
  and morality of the mission. These men, like Nate himself back then, were well trained and efficient but not automatons. They’d do anything asked of them if they thought it would save lives
  and protect their country. Kidnapping Gordon’s family and setting a trap for Nate would happen only if Nemecek had fed them lies, and he hated his old superior for taking such craven
  advantage of good men.


  Good men, Nate thought, who would kill him in an instant, because that’s why The Five existed. In other circumstances, these were the kind of men he’d fight beside and lay down his
  life for. But because of Nemecek and Nate’s secret history, and Nemecek’s willingness to lie to subordinates, some warriors would likely die. Nate hoped he wouldn’t be among the
  first. Not until he did everything he could to cut the depraved head off the snake.


  HE WAS a little surprised surveillance hadn’t been set up near his father’s home. It heartened him that whoever was in charge of this phase
  of the operation—surely not Nemecek himself—had allowed such a lapse. If they’d been stationed in the trees when Nate had arrived, the game would be over by now. But sloppiness or
  some kind of anomaly had prevented that. And he knew it wasn’t unusual. Things just happened—machinery broke down, people got sick or injured, gaps appeared in surveillance because
  someone read their watch wrong or misheard the schedule—no matter how much time had been spent on the plan. He’d been involved in so many intricate operations, he knew that when things
  got hot, plans evaporated and instincts and training took over. He could only hope whoever might be after him hadn’t been in the same kind of crazed and chaotic balls-to-the-wall combat
  he’d encountered. If not, he might have an edge on them.


  NATE TOOK a sharp turn to the right onto another steep switchback. Dark pine trees climbed up the right-hand slope of the road, but to the left there
  was open air all the way down to Colorado Springs, which glittered in the distance in the mid-morning sun. It was the kind of vast, achingly clear view rarely seen from anywhere except an airliner
  as it broke from the clouds. He swallowed hard several times to clear his ears of building pressure from the altitude of the climb. Judging by the thinness of the air and the looming snow-covered
  monolith of the peak to his south, he guessed he’d broken ten thousand feet.


  That was another advantage, he thought. If his pursuers weren’t acclimated to the altitude, they’d find their mental and physical reactions slowed down. Altitude sickness produced
  foggy thinking and rapid exhaustion.


  Around the corner was a small gravel turnout on the other side of the road, with barely enough space for a single vehicle. The turnout existed so descending drivers could pull over and let their
  brakes cool before making the rest of the drive. He whipped the Jeep across the center line of the road and into the turnout. He parked parallel to the guardrail and stomped on his emergency brake
  and kept his engine running.


  Slowly, he looked around and took measure of the situation he was in.


  The highway ahead of him continued ascending for about five hundred feet and then vanished to the right in a blind corner for what was no doubt the start of another switchback up the mountain.
  But from where he parked, it seemed as though the road simply disappeared from view. He looked up the side of the right-hand slope, but trees blocked him from seeing any flashes of the higher
  switchbacks up above him.


  From the perch, he’d be able to see if a vehicle was coming. Because the road was carved along the vertical rise of the mountain itself, only a two-foot-high guardrail on the east side of
  each turn separated the ribbon of asphalt from a sheer drop of more than a thousand feet. It was the kind of aerie that terrified some visitors, and he could imagine—and understand—the
  swoon of vertigo the view could bring on. But because he’d spent so many hours rappelling down cliff faces to trap falcons, height—or being suspended in air—didn’t bother
  him.


  From his vantage point, he could see the bends of four switchbacks below him on the mountain. It was as if he were nearly on the top of a tiered wedding cake. There were glimpses of the outer
  edges of the tiers below him. But from those lower tiers, it would be difficult to look straight up and keep the car on the road at the same time.


  Across the road from where the turnout was carved into the mountain face was a narrow clearing in the trees about the width of a vehicle. Sure enough, there appeared to be an old overgrown
  two-track Jeep trail coming down from high in the mountains. The entrance to the road was partially blocked by four steel T-posts that had been driven into the rocky ground. There were no fresh
  tracks on the trail. He didn’t know where the trail came from or where it went, but it was pointed in the right direction: northwest. He nodded and turned back to the panoramic view of the
  switchbacks out of his driver’s window.


  There was the metallic flash of reflected sun off a windshield four switchbacks down. Nate narrowed his eyes and homed in, but he saw the vehicle was one of the four-door rentals he’d
  already passed creeping around the corner. Before he could grumble “Flatlanders” again, a white SUV with smoked windows barreled around the turn, overtook the rental as if it were
  standing still, and shot back out of view into the trees as it cleared the turn.


  Grunting aloud from pain because he kept forgetting about his injured shoulder, he slipped the .500 revolver out of its holster and extended it out the window. He trained the scope on the widest
  part of the third switchback down and waited, giving the SUV a minute and thirty seconds to appear. It did, and it filled the scope.


  The SUV was a new model Chevy Tahoe with green-and-white Colorado plates. No doubt a rental, Nate guessed. Whoever was driving was going too fast, barely keeping the big unit under control.
  Unfortunately, though, because of the fleeting glimpse of the SUV and Nate’s angled view of the darkened windows, he couldn’t see the faces or outlines of who was driving or how many
  others were inside.


  His instincts told him whoever was driving the Tahoe was after him. That they were hurtling up the mountain because his father had been coerced into placing a call.


  They’d appeared behind him so quickly he got another thought that sent a chill through him: Dalisay and the girls could be inside. It was possible whoever was holding them had responded
  quickly to the call and had brought them along for the ride.


  Nate thought: Melia’s first checkup: no cavities!


  He pulled his weapon inside the cab of the Jeep and laid it across his lap. Then he weighed his options.


  He could simply wait where he was, parked in the only pull-out on the fifth switchback, and take out the driver as the Tahoe roared by. But if the girls were inside and the Chevy plunged off the
  road . . .


  Or he could drive up ahead, keeping a protective cushion between them, and hope there would be a scenario where he could somehow get the Tahoe to stop and pull over so he could see who was
  inside and take action. But he knew he was close to the top of the tree line. Even if he got well ahead, he’d have no cover, and the occupants of the Tahoe would see him up ahead on the road
  and know he had nowhere to run.


  Or he could barrel across the highway, mow down the T-posts, and four-wheel it up the Jeep trail and hope his pursuers didn’t notice the damage or the fresh tracks up through the grass as
  they blasted by. But even if he got away, he had no idea where the road went. He could be trapped in a situation where he didn’t have an escape route. The road might be impassable due to
  downed trees or a rockslide. Or, if they saw the bent posts and followed and the road opened up, he could be overrun by the Tahoe.


  Nate wasn’t encouraged by his options.


  He looked out his window to see the white Tahoe blast around the hairpin turn of the closest switchback. He knew at the rate the car was climbing, they’d be right on top of him in less
  than two minutes.


  He took a deep breath. His choices of staying or trying to outrun them or outclimb them all had vicious downsides. And if Dalisay and the girls were inside the Tahoe, all the variables
  changed.


  But he had his advantages. They didn’t know he was there or that he knew they were coming. And although the driver of the Tahoe was likely well trained in evasive driving, Nate owned these
  mountains. They were his Rocky Mountains, and he knew how to use their savage beauty and extreme character to his benefit.


  He’d been in a similar situation once on a mountain road in Montana. At that time, he’d recalled something he’d once learned about counterinsurgency tactics from John Nemecek
  himself. Nemecek had said, “When you’re in the middle of a shitstorm and your back is to the wall and the only options that exist are fucking horrible, you need to think, that instant,
  about the last possible thing you want to see coming at you. Then do it to them.”


  Nate looked around him and smiled. He released the parking brake and gunned the Jeep up toward the blind corner. In the thin, still mountain air, he could hear the building roar of the Tahoe
  coming.


  NATE KNEW that for his tactic to succeed, timing was everything. While he roared up the road and careened around the blind corner, he tried to
  calculate the speed and distance of the closing Tahoe, and visualize where it would be on the highway when he pulled the trigger on his plan.


  There were no cars on the stretch of road up ahead of him, and he thanked Providence for a clean palette. Then, out of sight from where he’d pulled over moments before, Nate stomped on his
  brakes and performed a quick three-point turn so the Jeep was headed back down the mountain. He paused for a few seconds, trying to anticipate the progress of the Tahoe, then tapped on the
  accelerator.


  He coasted around the corner just as the grille of the Tahoe appeared a quarter of a mile below him. The SUV was coming fast. Because the angle of the sun illuminated the inside of the oncoming
  vehicle, Nate could now make out two forms inside: a driver and a passenger. Dalisay and the girls didn’t appear to be inside, but he couldn’t be sure of it. They might be bound or
  hunkered down in the backseat.


  At the rate of speed the vehicles were nearing each other, he knew he’d have only a few seconds to make this work. At that instant, he eased the Jeep over to the left so it straddled the
  center line of the road. He took a quick intake of breath and held it, then gripped the wheel tight and locked his arms and floored it. There was now no way the two vehicles, if they stayed on
  their present path, could avoid a violent head-on collision.


  The distance between Nate and the Tahoe melted away. He lowered his chin to his chest and braced himself, even though he knew that if the driver of the Tahoe didn’t veer away, it
  wouldn’t matter what he did to prepare for the impact. As he hurtled toward the SUV, Nate noted that the rear end of the Tahoe was suddenly fishtailing: the driver had hit his brakes. Nate
  didn’t slow down. He saw a pair of white palms flash up to the windshield of the Tahoe as the passenger panicked.


  Nate bore down.


  A second before he drove headlong into the front end of the Tahoe, it veered right. But not fast enough. The Jeep’s right front bumper clipped the rear quarter panel of the SUV and
  shattered the taillight. The collision had enough impact to wrench the steering wheel hard, but he fought to keep the Jeep on the road and he slammed on his brakes. Behind him, he heard an even
  louder crash of metal on metal and the crack of broken wood.


  The driver of the Tahoe had taken the only available option other than hurtling off the mountain or heading for a fiery head-on collision: he’d shot into the same gravel pull-out Nate had
  used a few minutes before. But he’d done so recklessly due to the situation, and had flattened the guardrail and broken the posts that held it up. The two left tires of the Tahoe hung over
  the lip of the road and spun lazily, suspended in air.


  When his Jeep finally stopped in a haze of burned tire smoke, Nate slammed the gearshift back and reversed. The side of the Tahoe filled his back plastic rear window and grew larger. But instead
  of ramming the Tahoe and sending it over the side, Nate jerked the wheel so he slid in next to the SUV with only inches between them. The two vehicles were side by side. Nate kept the motor running
  in his Jeep.


  He bailed out of the cab and kept low. He’d stopped his Jeep so close to the Tahoe that the occupants were trapped inside. They wouldn’t be able to open the passenger door because
  his Jeep blocked it, and outside the driver’s side was nothing but thin air.


  Nate crab-walked around the front of his Jeep with his .500 Wyoming Express drawn. He was still low enough that he couldn’t see the people inside, and therefore they couldn’t see
  him. The splinters from the exploded guardrail posts smelled of pine and creosote.


  He squatted down by the bent rear bumper of the Tahoe. A deep male voice inside shouted, “Keep still! Don’t move or shift your weight!” As Nate reached up toward the
  back door handle, he knew why they were panicking. The SUV was literally balanced on the lip of the drop-off. He could feel the big vehicle shift slightly to the left, toward the abyss. It was a
  miracle it was even still up there.


  Even though Nate was ninety-nine percent sure the occupants were operators from The Five, and Dalisay and the girls weren’t inside, he needed to make sure. He stood and threw open the back
  hatch and leveled his weapon.


  “Raise your hands and press your palms to the roof liner!” he barked. “Both of you. Now.”


  He didn’t recognize either of the men, but the sight of them jarred him, because they didn’t appear to be the righteous fresh-faced warriors he’d expected. They were older than
  he’d thought they’d be: late twenties, although ripped with lean muscle. The driver had a shaved head and a lantern jaw and wore a single diamond earring and wraparound sunglasses. He
  had scooted from behind the wheel toward the center of the Tahoe when he looked back. The passenger was dark-skinned and dark-eyed, and had a buzz cut. His shirtsleeves were rolled back to reveal a
  latticework of tattoos. He was pressed against the passenger door as if willing the vehicle to shift over to level. A stream of blood flowed down the side of the passenger’s nose from a cut
  he’d received in the crash.


  “You’ve got to let us out of here, man,” the passenger said, pleading.


  The bald driver didn’t move or speak, but Nate could feel his glare even though he couldn’t see his eyes.


  “Nothing happens until you let me see your fucking hands.”


  The passenger shot his arms up and did as he was told. The driver didn’t move.


  “I’m not going to ask again . . .” Nate said, leveling his weapon at the driver’s head.


  But before Nate could say another word there was the rapid crack-crack-crack of gunshots and the inside of the Tahoe was suddenly filled with swirling debris from the exploded cushioning
  from the bench seats. The driver was trying to put bullets into Nate by firing through the two sets of seats, and Nate dropped to the gravel. But he wasn’t hit. The steel framework and
  springs inside had stopped or diverted the rounds.


  He rolled away back to his Jeep and clambered inside. He could hear the two men shouting inside the Tahoe. The passenger was screaming at the driver to stop firing, saying he’d seen the
  big blond man go down.


  Behind the wheel of his Jeep, Nate cranked the front wheels and drove quickly out onto the road. Then he shoved the gearshift into reverse again and goosed it and T-boned the SUV. The spare tire
  mounted on the back of his Jeep hit the Tahoe squarely between the front and back doors on the exposed side. Nate’s head snapped back from the force of the collision, but the last thing he
  saw before the impact and pure blue sky was the muzzle of the driver’s weapon being raised toward the glass of the passenger window.


  The Tahoe made an unholy racket as it rolled down the mountainside, snapping trees and breaking up in showers of glass and plastic and pine boughs until it settled upside down eight hundred feet
  below in a small rocky ravine.


  In Nate’s mind, the faces of the two men—one of his brethren raising his weapon to try and take him out before the impact—hung suspended in the air. But something about them
  didn’t jibe. Unlike Nate’s fellow operators in The Five, these guys looked less like cool and efficient warriors than well-conditioned thugs. Either The Five were recruiting a different
  class of special operators, or he was so far away from his days in the unit that he remembered his brothers with murky nostalgia. He shook his head sharply, trying to make their faces and his
  thoughts go away.


  HE PARKED in the trees so his Jeep couldn’t be seen from the highway or from his father’s home. He kept in the timber as he skirted the
  clearing, getting just close enough to confirm there were fresh tracks in the drive from when the Tahoe had come and gone earlier. He suspected there was a third operator of The Five inside,
  possibly two, and prayed that Dalisay and the girls had been returned unharmed. The operators were no doubt waiting for the two men in the Tahoe to come back and pick them up after dispatching
  Nate.


  He approached the house from the side, running from tree to tree, keeping low. He had to close a distance of eighty yards from the timber to the siding of the structure. The three windows on the
  side of the house went to the back bedrooms and the bathroom. All had curtains drawn, but as he made his last desperate sprint to the house over open lawn, he looked up and saw the curtains part on
  the bathroom window. Nate dropped to a squat and raised his weapon and cocked the hammer in a single move.


  The crosshairs through his scope settled on the bridge of his father’s nose as the old man looked out. He was using the toilet and happened to part the curtains while he stood. Nate saw
  his Dad’s eyes widen in shock and surprise when he saw him.


  Nate lowered the gun and raised a single finger to his lips to indicate “Sssshhh.”


  His father nodded slightly before looking over his shoulder. Then, apparently satisfied no one was watching, he turned back.


  Nate mouthed, “How many?”


  His father mouthed, “One.”


  “Front or back?”


  “Front.”


  “I’m going to ring the doorbell,” Nate mouthed, and illustrated by jabbing his pointer finger. He turned his finger on his Dad. “You answer the
  door.”


  Gordo looked back at him blankly for a moment, then nodded that he understood.


  NATE KEPT below the windows as he turned the corner from the side of the house. He approached the porch, then reached through the railing to press the
  doorbell. When the chime rang inside, he heard a series of sudden footfalls. Light and heavy steps. Meaning there were more inside than his father and the bad guy. Dalisay and the girls? He hoped
  so.


  “Who the hell is that?” an unfamiliar man asked.


  “I’ll get it,” he heard Gordon say.


  “Stay where you are,” the other man said.


  “Who’s here, Mom?” A small girl’s voice. Nate smiled to himself.


  Nate heard and felt the sucking sound of the front door opening out. He pressed himself against the siding of the house with his weapon cocked and pointed up at a forty-five-degree angle.


  A man’s head poked outside, squinting toward the circular drive. The operator was older than the two men in the Tahoe, but his features were just as hard and rough. Heavy brow,
  close-cropped hair, zipperlike scar on his cheek, and serious set to his mouth. Another thug. At Nate’s eye level, he recognized the blunt round snout of a flash suppressor mounted on the
  barrel of a semiautomatic long gun.


  The operator sensed something wrong and his head rotated toward the big revolver.


  Nate blew it off.


  As he holstered his weapon and the shot rang in his ears along with shrieks from inside, he thought: Yarak.
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  THE NEXT MORNING, Wednesday, outside Saddlestring, Wyoming, Joe Pickett backed his pickup toward the tongue of his stock trailer in the muted dawn
  light. The glow of his taillights painted the front of the trailer light pink as he tried to inch into position so he could lower the trailer hitch onto the ball jutting out from beneath his rear
  bumper.


  It was a cool fall day, with enough of a wind that the last clinging leaves on the cottonwoods were releasing their grip in yellow/gold waves. It had dropped below freezing during the night and
  he’d had to break through an inch of ice on the horse trough. Southbound high-altitude V’s of Canada geese punctuated the rosy day sky, making a racket.


  He’d left a message on Luke Brueggemann’s cell phone that it was time to ride the circuit in the mountains and check on those elk camps they hadn’t gotten to earlier. While he
  bridled Toby to lead him over to the open trailer, he heard a vehicle rumbling up Bighorn Road from town. Hunters, he guessed, headed up into the mountains.


  Gravel crunched in front of his house and a door slammed, and he leaned around the corner of the trailer to see who it was. It wouldn’t be unusual for a hunter to stop by to verify hunting
  area boundaries or make a complaint. But it wasn’t a hunter, it was a sheriff’s department vehicle. Joe caught his groan before it came out.


  He stuffed his gloves into his back pocket and walked around the house to the front. Deputy Mike Reed was on his porch, fist raised, about to knock.


  “Hey, Mike,” Joe said.


  “Joe.”


  “You’re out and about early.”


  Reed sighed and crammed his hands into the pockets of his too-tight department jacket. “It seems late to me. I’ve been up most of the night.”


  Joe frowned. “What’s up?”


  “Hell is breaking loose. I was hoping you might offer me a cup of coffee.”


  “Sure,” Joe said. “Just let me go inside and check around first. I’ve got one bathroom and three females in there getting ready for work and school in various stages of
  undress.”


  Reed nodded. “I’ve got daughters. I remember what that’s like. I used the lilac bushes on the side of my house for eight years, I think. Maybe you could bring the coffee out
  here.”


  “That would be a better idea,” Joe said, shouldering past the deputy.


  THEY LEANED their arms over the top rail of the corral at the opposite sides of the corner post. Each held a steaming cup of coffee and put a single
  boot up on the bottom rail. When they breathed or talked, small clouds of condensation puffed out and haloed their heads before dissipating.


  “Like I said, long night,” Reed said.


  “Seems like you want to tell me something.”


  “That’s right, Joe.” There was gravity in Reed’s words.


  “Then you’d best get to it,” Joe said. “I’ve got horses to load and a trainee to pick up, and if the sheriff or one of his spies sees us out here talking,
  he’ll think we’re plotting against him.”


  Reed barked a laugh. “At this point, he’s probably already convinced of that. At least as far as I’m concerned.”


  Joe sipped his coffee and waited.


  “Since I’ve worked at the department,” Reed said, “I can’t remember more of a clusterfuck than we’ve got going right now. And the timing! Just a few weeks
  until the election. I should be kind of happy, I guess, but I almost feel sorry for that idiot of a sheriff right now.”


  “Meaning what?” Joe asked.


  “Well, the triple homicide, of course,” Reed said. “We’re not getting anywhere on that. We’ve notified the FBI, but we haven’t made a request for assistance.
  State DCI boys are bumping into each other in the office, but until something breaks, we’ve got nowhere to run with it. Ballistics is inconclusive, other than they were all shot with a big
  projectile that passed through their bodies and can’t be found. No one’s come forward to link them up, and nobody seems to know anything about why they were in that boat in the first
  place.”


  Joe looked into the top of his coffee cup, because he couldn’t meet Reed’s eyes.


  Reed said, “On top of all this, we get a call from Dr. Rhonda Eisenstein. She’s a psychologist from Winchester. You know her?”


  Joe shook his head no.


  “She’s . . . interesting. Anyway, this psychologist was in a house with a man named Bad Bob Whiteplume out on the res.”


  “I know Bob,” Joe said, looking up.


  “Anyway, according to this Dr. Rhonda Eisenstein, she was staying over with Bad Bob at his place Monday night and someone started honking their horn outside about three-thirty in the
  morning and wouldn’t stop. Bad Bob went outside to see what the problem was in his bathrobe and never came back. She thinks something might have happened to him and she’s raising hell
  with the sheriff to start a search.”


  “Did she hear an argument or a fight?”


  “No. She was in the back room.”


  “She didn’t see anything?”


  “No.”


  “Why’d she wait two days to call?” Joe asked.


  “Actually, she didn’t,” Reed said. “She called Tuesday. But with everything we’ve got going on, nobody got back to her. That really hacked her off.”


  “I see,” Joe said.


  “So when Bob didn’t show up later and nobody from the sheriff’s department came out, this doctor went on the warpath, so to speak.”


  “So to speak,” Joe echoed.


  “She started calling everybody. The newspaper, the radio station, all the television folks in Billings and Casper. Even the governor. She accused the department of racism because we
  didn’t respond quickly.”


  Joe looked up. “Well . . .”


  “I know,” Reed said, shaking his head. “But that sort of thing happens all the time on the res. We all know it. People just kind of come and go. We don’t get too worked
  up about it until we know someone’s really missing and the Feds give us the go-ahead since they’ve got primary jurisdiction.”


  “Was this your decision not to call her back?” Joe asked.


  Reed shook his head. “No, it was McLanahan’s. But it doesn’t reflect very well on any of us.”


  “Probably shouldn’t,” Joe said.


  “Anyway,” Reed said, “what happened happened. The result was the mayor and the city council called McLanahan in yesterday to demand some answers. Nobody likes it that
  we’ve got unsolved murders like this, but it’s even worse when the whole department is accused of racism. Nobody likes us making this kind of news, especially the sheriff. I almost feel
  sorry for him, and I didn’t think that was possible.”


  Joe clucked his tongue. He thought he knew where this was going but didn’t want to encourage it.


  “That’s not all,” Reed said. “About eleven last night, we got a call from the FBI in Cheyenne. They wanted to see if we could confirm the fact that our person of interest
  in the triple homicides, Nate Romanowski, was the son of one Gordon Romanowski of Colorado Springs, Colorado.”


  Joe felt his throat go dry.


  “Seems a body was found in the senior Romanowski’s place. No ID, but a massive head wound that sounds suspiciously like our three rubes from the boat.”


  “No ID?” Joe asked.


  “That’s what they said. We don’t have a lot more information on it yet, but they’re investigating. You know the Feds—they don’t share information. They just
  collect it and make their case and keep us in the dark pretty much.”


  “Do they think the body was Gordon Romanowski?”


  “No,” Reed said. “That they’re sure about. But they said it looks like Gordon and his family—a second wife and two little girls—have split the scene. No one
  can locate them.”


  Joe’s head spun. He’d checked the falconry website that morning and there had been no new entries.


  “I got the impression there were some other unexplained things going on down there in Colorado Springs,” Reed said. “They wouldn’t tell us what was going on, but maybe
  there were other bodies found. I don’t know.”


  “Man oh man,” Joe said, and whistled.


  “So because of this mess we’ve got,” Reed said, leaning forward on the rail so he could get closer to Joe, “McLanahan is personally leading the Whiteplume investigation,
  so he assigned me as lead investigator on the triple homicides. He called the mayor and the editor of the newspaper last night to let them know. He hung me out to dry and set me up to fail. It was
  a good move on his part, I’ll give that to him. This way, when the election comes around, the voters will have a choice of the racist incumbent who has been there for a while and the
  incompetent deputy who can’t solve a triple homicide. It evens the playing field, wouldn’t you say?”


  “Yup.”


  “I need to ask you something,” Reed said, his voice dropping. “I know we’re friends, but I’ve got a job to do.”


  Here it comes, Joe thought.


  “I know you’re close with Romanowski,” Reed said. “So I’ve got to ask you if you’ve been in contact with him the last couple of days. In any way.”


  Joe looked up. “I talked to him a couple of nights ago.”


  Reed’s face hardened.


  “He told me he didn’t commit murder,” Joe said. “I believe him.”


  “You knew we wanted to talk with him,” Reed said.


  Joe nodded. “And there wasn’t—and isn’t—an arrest warrant. I could have asked him to voluntarily show up at your office for questioning, but he wouldn’t have
  done it.”


  Reed said softly, “I appreciate you being straight with me.”


  Joe looked away again.


  “Now I’ve got to ask you if you’ve been in contact with him in any form the last couple of days.”


  Joe said, “I haven’t.”


  “But you’ll let me know, right? Now that our department and the Feds are wanting to talk to him?”


  “The Feds have been wanting to talk to him for years,” Joe said. “That’s nothing new.”


  “But a dead body in his father’s house is.”


  Joe nodded.


  “Do you know where he is?”


  “No.”


  “Do you know how we can reach him?”


  “Don’t ask me that.”


  Reed reacted as if slapped. “What are you saying?”


  “I don’t want to lie to you,” Joe said. “So don’t ask me questions like that. Nate’s my friend. It’s possible he may reach out to me. I won’t
  betray him unless you can look me in the eye and say you know he’s done something bad.”


  “It’s sure looking that way, isn’t it?” Reed asked. “The guy isn’t exactly stepping up to clear his name. And now this thing with his dad.”


  “I honestly don’t know anything about that,” Joe said. “It does worry me, though.”


  “That’s nice. You know, Joe, there are a few people who wonder about you. They wonder that when it comes to Nate Romanowski it’s a little questionable whose side you’re
  on.”


  “Gee,” Joe said. “Who would those people be?”


  Reed blew air out through his nose in a long sigh. “Jesus, Joe,” he said. “You’ve got to help me out here. Or I’ll start to wonder.”


  Joe thought about it. His stomach was in knots. Reed was an honest cop and a friend as well. He might just be the next sheriff. Withholding information didn’t seem right.


  Finally, Joe said, “Go out and talk to Pam Kelly. Sweat her if you have to.”


  Reed looked up. “Did you interview her? Does she know something?”


  “Go find out,” Joe said. He reached out for Reed’s empty cup and started for the house.


  “Joe,” Reed said behind him.


  Joe stopped.


  “Tread lightly here,” Reed said. “Don’t get too tangled up in this. It isn’t your case. If it starts to seem like you’re playing games with us, well . .
  .”


  “I know,” Joe said, and walked through the backyard to his house. While he was inside rinsing the cups, he heard the deputy’s vehicle start up and drive away.


  MARYBETH LOOKED in on him in his office as he booted up his computer.


  “If you’re trying to find John Nemecek, don’t waste your time,” she said.


  He turned in his chair and raised his eyebrows. She stood there dressed only in flesh-colored panties and a matching bra.


  “Good thing I didn’t invite Mike Reed in here for coffee,” he said, looking her over. “He might have been kind of distracted. I might have been kind of
  distracted.”


  “How about you look me in the eye,” she commanded. “You’re not going to find what you’re looking for down there.”


  He did so, reluctantly.


  She said, “Unless you somehow got the name wrong, he doesn’t exist,” she said. “Nothing. Nada. He’s never been born.”


  “I didn’t get the name wrong,” Joe said.


  “Then he’s got some pretty powerful capabilities,” she said, glancing over her shoulder to make sure Lucy and April were out of earshot, “because no one can simply not
  exist on the Internet. It’s impossible. It takes some real juice to scrub a name off every search engine. The fact that he doesn’t exist at all in cyberspace says we’re dealing
  with someone with clout.”


  “Interesting,” Joe said. “But I wasn’t actually going to look for him.”


  “Leave that to me,” she said. “When I get to work I’m going to access the networks I’m not supposed to know about. I’ll find him.”


  “Call me when you do,” Joe said.


  She agreed with a wink. When she left the room to try and hurry up their girls, he opened the falconry site.


  No new entries.
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  LUKE BRUEGGEMANN tried not to show his obvious relief when Joe Pickett arrived at the hotel in his pickup without the horse trailer. Brueggemann tossed
  a small duffel bag of gear, clothing, and lunch into the bed of the vehicle and climbed in.


  “Sorry I’m late,” Joe said, adjusting the volume down on the universal access channel of the radio. “It’s been another busy morning.”


  “No problem,” Brueggemann said, buckling in. “What’s going on? Aren’t we going up to check on those elk camps?”


  “Not today.”


  “What’s going on?”


  Joe chinned toward the radio. “Haven’t you been listening in? I thought you did that.”


  Brueggemann’s face flushed red. “Girlfriend problems,” he said. “I’ve been on my phone all morning with my girl in Laramie.”


  “Does she go to the university?” Joe asked, pulling out of the parking lot onto the street.


  “Fifth-year senior. She kind of misses me, I guess. But she doesn’t have to make it so hard on me because I’m not there, you know? She’s used to being in contact with me
  twenty-four/seven.”


  Joe grunted. He didn’t know, but he really wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the details. His mind was racing from what he’d heard from Deputy Reed that morning.


  Brueggemann got the message that Joe didn’t want to hear about his personal life. He said, “So what’d I miss out on?”


  “A guy from the reservation is missing,” Joe said, nodding toward the radio. “A well-known guy named Bad Bob Whiteplume. I know him a little, but I knew his sister very
  well.”


  “You mean like he was kidnapped?”


  “No. Missing.”


  “Doesn’t that kind of thing happen all the time?” his trainee asked.


  When Joe shot him a look, Brueggemann flushed again and said, “I didn’t mean anything by it. Sorry. I just meant I’ve heard those folks tend to come and go more than . . .
  others.”


  “You sound like the sheriff’s department. Did you learn that growing up in Sundance?” Joe asked.


  “You know what I mean,” Brueggemann stuttered.


  Joe said, “It’s an odd deal. There’s all kinds on the res, just like there’s all kinds here in town. His sister, Alisha, was one of the best people I’ve ever met,
  God rest her soul.”


  “She died?”


  “Not that long ago,” Joe said. “It was an accident. The guys who killed her were after someone else and she was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


  “This missing-persons case,” Brueggemann said. “What does it have to do with us?”


  Joe cruised down Main Street, nodding hello to the few shoppers out on the sidewalk. “In normal circumstances, nothing,” he said. “But if you’ll recall, we had a triple
  homicide here a few days ago. Sheriff McLanahan has his hands full with that, and he’s apparently not getting anywhere finding the killer. He’s got FBI and DCI people here bumping into
  each other, and the voters are getting pretty antsy. And in the middle of all that, this doctor sets up camp and starts demanding a full-scale investigation to locate Bad Bob.”


  Brueggemann shook his head, confused.


  “If you haven’t noticed,” Joe said, “we don’t have a lot of law enforcement bodies around this county. When something major happens, everybody gets pressed into the
  effort. Highway patrol, local cops, brand inspectors. And game wardens.”


  The trainee grinned. “So we’re gonna be part of the investigation?”


  “Bet they didn’t tell you this part in game warden school,” Joe said.


  “There isn’t any game warden school,” Brueggemann said.


  “I know.”


  IT TOOK forty minutes to get to Bad Bob’s Native American Outlet. On the way there, Brueggemann peppered Joe with questions about cases,
  investigative methods, Game and Fish violators, and landowner relations in Twelve Sleep County. They were the kinds of questions Joe had once asked of his mentor, Vern Dunnegan, when he’d
  been a trainee. While Vern loved to talk and tell long stories about the characters in the district, Joe kept his answers short and clipped. He didn’t have the paternalistic contempt for the
  locals Vern had.


  While they drove, Joe noticed Brueggemann had his phone out and was furiously tapping keys. When his trainee saw Joe look with disapproval, he said as explanation: “Texting my
  girl.”


  “Ah,” Joe said. “Maybe you can tell her you’re working. We’re at work.”


  “I’ll do that,” Brueggemann said, his face flushed from being caught. After he pressed send, he slipped the phone back into his uniform pocket.


  “You remind me of my daughters with your texting,” Joe said, realizing how old he sounded. And realizing how young Brueggemann was.


  As they turned off the highway toward the reservation, there was a late-model black pickup off to the south in the middle of a sagebrush-covered swale. Joe instinctively pulled off the gravel
  road, put his truck into park, and raised his binoculars. After a full minute, he lowered them to the bench seat and pulled back on the road.


  “Hunters?” Brueggemann asked.


  “Yup.”


  “Are we going to check them out?”


  “Nope.”


  “Can I ask why?”


  “I know ’em,” Joe said. “The biology teacher at the high school and his son. They’ve got deer licenses and habitat stamps. I talked to them a few days ago, and I
  know they’re clean and legal. This is a general deer area, so they’re not trespassing. And they haven’t shot any game.”


  Brueggemann shook his head. “How do you know they haven’t?”


  “Clean truck,” Joe said. “No blood on it.”


  “Oh,” Brueggemann said, obviously not entirely convinced.


  “Like every newbie,” Joe said, “you want to roust somebody. I used to be like that. Most of these folks are solid citizens. They’re meat hunters out to fill their
  freezers. Most of them have been hunting for years, sometimes for generations. They pay our salaries, and the money from licenses goes to habitat management and conservation. Even the majority of
  the violators are just a little stupid about rules and regulations or trying to feed their families. Times are tough. Some of these men feel bad about being unemployed. They’d rather take
  their chances with the game warden than stand in line for government cheese. So I don’t roust ’em just to roust ’em.”


  “That’s a question I have,” Brueggemann said. “What do you do when you catch someone red-handed with a poached deer and you know he was going to take it home to his
  family?”


  “Are you asking if I ever use discretion?”


  “Yeah, I guess.”


  Joe thought about how he should answer the question. Then: “Yeah, I do. But I never let them off entirely if they broke the law. I’ll give the guy a ticket for the poached deer, but
  I might look past other violations he committed at the same time. You can really build on the charges in just about every situation, and you’d be correct. Or you can make a point that one
  time and go a little easy on the guy. It’s different, though, if the violator is after a trophy or doesn’t have a starving family at home. In that situation, I lower the boom on
  ’em.”


  Brueggemann smiled. “I heard you once issued the governor a ticket for fishing without a license. Is that just an urban legend, or what?”


  Joe said, “Nope.”


  “You really did that?”


  “Of all people, he should have known better.”


  “I can’t believe they let you keep your job.”


  “Is that right?”


  “Yeah,” his trainee said. “I think I’d have given the guy a warning or looked the other way. I mean, who cares if he pays a hundred-dollar fine? It wouldn’t mean
  anything in the end, anyway, and maybe I’d have a friend in high places.”


  Joe looked over at Brueggemann for as long as he could before turning back to his driving. “Really?” Joe asked. “I think I should have lost my job if I
  didn’t give him a ticket.”


  His trainee’s silence became uncomfortable. Finally, Brueggemann said, “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking when I said that.”


  “No,” Joe said, “you weren’t. I’ve got a job to do out here, and I do it.” After a moment: “I know this will come across as old-school, but I hope you
  approach this job the right way. It’s easy to be cynical. That’s the way a lot of young people think about the world. I know that because I’ve got three kids of my own and I see
  glimpses of it from them at times. But I really do believe there’s nothing wrong with doing your best and doing the right thing. Just because you have a badge and a gun doesn’t mean
  you’re any better than these folks. If it weren’t for them, you wouldn’t have a job.


  “I screw up sometimes,” he said, “but I’d rather screw up trying to do the right thing than looking the other way. And what good does it do you if your friend in high
  places knows firsthand that you’ll compromise your oath? Tell me that?”


  “Jeez,” Brueggemann said, looking away. “You don’t need to get so hot about it. I said I was sorry.”


  A FEW MILES LATER, after minutes of silent tension, Brueggemann said, “I don’t want to get you all riled up again, but there’s
  something I’m curious about.”


  “What’s that?” Joe said, tight-lipped. He was surprised at himself for getting angry so quickly, and he knew exactly why it had happened. He was also surprised that the reason
  for his outburst was the next thing to come out of Brueggemann’s mouth.


  “This Nate Romanowski guy, the one the sheriff asked you about. Do you know him pretty well?”


  “Well enough, I guess.”


  “How? I mean, from what I heard yesterday at the garage, he doesn’t seem like the kind of guy you’d want to hang out with. He seems like the kind of guy you’d want to
  arrest.”


  Joe knew he was boxed in. He said, “I’m not going to talk about it right now.”


  “Do you know where he is?”


  “No.”


  “I’m just curious,” his trainee said.


  “You can stay curious for a while,” Joe said so sharply that Brueggemann flinched.


  A FEW MINUTES LATER, after he’d cooled down, Joe said, “It’s not just you I find so annoying. I’m trying to work some things
  out in my own mind right now.”


  “I’m glad it’s not just me,” his trainee said, in a way that made Joe grin.


  Joe nodded toward a low-slung building that emerged from the cottonwoods on the right. Two sheriff’s department vehicles were parked out front. “We’re here.”


  SHERIFF KYLE McLANAHAN looked distressed. Deputy Sollis stood next to him, his face a mask of deep feigned sympathy for his boss. Both looked up as Joe
  parked his truck and got out. Neither looked excited to see him.


  “We’re in the middle of an investigation here,” Sollis called out.


  “Looks like it,” Joe said, strolling up. Luke Brueggemann was a few feet behind Joe, hanging back. “Looks like you’ve got a lot going on by the way you’re standing
  around with purpose next to gas pumps.”


  McLanahan said, “Unless you’ve got something you can tell us to help out, I’d suggest you move on down the road, Game Warden.”


  “Deputy Reed filled me in on what was going on this morning,” Joe said. “I know you’re shorthanded until the state boys and the Feds show up.”


  “He did, huh?” Sollis asked, as if Joe and Mike Reed’s conversation was proof of some kind of collusion.


  Joe said, “Yup. You guys have a lot on your plate right now, and there’s two of us available.”


  The sheriff snorted a response.


  Joe ignored him and looked around. There was very little that stood out about the scene, Joe thought. The convenience store was still, the WE’RE CLOSED sign propped in the window. Bad
  Bob’s blue Dodge pickup was parked on the side of the building where it always was, meaning he hadn’t driven it away. Two battered Dumpsters had been turned over behind the building and
  the contents inside scattered across the dirt. The concrete pad housing the gas pumps was dusty but not stained with blood.


  Joe said, “I was wondering if you’d talked to the folks at the school. They seem to know everything that’s happening on the res.” He was thinking in particular of Alice
  Thunder, who had her finger on the pulse of the community and was supposed to be gone, according to Nate.


  “We really don’t need your help with real police work,” Sollis said. “Aren’t there some fishermen you can go out and harass?”


  “Not many,” Joe said. “Most folks are hunting by now.”


  Joe was struck by McLanahan’s demeanor. He was usually blustery and sarcastic, roiling the calm with quaint and colorful cowboy sayings. But he looked gaunt, and the dark circles under his
  eyes were pronounced. This whole thing—the murders, the disappearance of Bad Bob, the upcoming election—was getting to him, Joe thought. There were many times in the past when Joe would
  have paid to see the sheriff in such pain. But for a reason he couldn’t put his finger on, this wasn’t one of them.


  Joe said, “Bob is kind of a renegade. He might show up.”


  “You think we don’t know that?” McLanahan said. “Do you think we want to . . .” But he caught himself before he finished the sentence.


  “Get a move on, the both of you,” Sollis said. “We’re busy here, and you’re interfering with a crime scene.”


  “A crime scene, is it?” Joe said.


  “You heard him,” McLanahan growled. Joe noted that when the sheriff was truly angry, the West Virginia accent he once had and now suppressed poked through.


  “Hey,” Luke Brueggemann said to the sheriff, gesturing toward Joe. “He’s just trying to help. He spends a hell of a lot more time out here than you people do, and
  he’s a lot more effective. Maybe you ought to listen to what he has to say.”


  Joe raised his eyebrows in surprise. Sollis glared and squared his feet as if bracing for a fight. McLanahan turned his attention from Joe to the trainee.


  “Who in the hell are you?”


  “Name’s Luke Brueggemann.”


  McLanahan let the name sit there. After a moment, he shook his head and said to Joe, “Get him out of here. He ain’t no older than my grandson, and even stupider, if
  possible.”


  Joe hooked his thumbs through his belt loops and rocked on his boot heels. He nodded and said, “I guess you’re right. We’ve got fishermen to harass.”


  He turned and put his hand on Brueggemann’s shoulder as he walked past. Brueggemann gave Sollis a belligerent nod and the sheriff an eye roll before turning and walking with Joe toward
  their truck.


  “What was that about?” Joe whispered.


  “They piss me off,” Brueggemann said. “They’ve got no good reason to act like that.”


  “The county sheriff has jurisdiction in his county,” Joe said. “We can assist if asked, but he can say no.”


  “That guy needs a lot of help, if you ask me. And I don’t even know what the hell I’m talking about.”


  “Welcome to game warden school,” Joe said, a smile tugging on the corners of his mouth.


  As he opened the door to his truck, McLanahan called after him, “And you can tell your friend Nate we’re going to find his ass and put him away.”


  JOE AND LUKE BRUEGGEMANN stood in front of the counter in the principal’s office of Wyoming Indian High School, waiting for the principal, Ann
  Shoyo, to conclude a phone conversation. She held a slim finger in the air to indicate it would be only a few more seconds.


  She was native, well dressed, and attractive, with a long mane of jet-black hair that curled over her shoulders. He noted the pin on her lapel, a horizontal piece that had a red wild rose on one
  side and a flag with parallel red and black bars on a field of white on the other side. The pin represented the two nations on the reservation: the rose was the symbol of the Eastern Shoshone, and
  the flag was the Northern Arapaho.


  Ann Shoyo sat back and blew a stray strand of hair out of her face. “I’d like to talk to Alice myself,” she said. “But she hasn’t come in for two days. I would
  really like to talk to Alice.”


  Joe quickly fished a card out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Please call me if she shows up or if you hear anything,” he said.


  “NOT GOOD NEWS,” Joe said to Brueggemann as they approached the pickup.


  His cell phone burred and he retrieved it from his pocket. Deputy Mike Reed calling.


  “Joe,” Reed said, “I’ve hit a brick wall. Pam Kelly isn’t here, and her stock is going crazy, kicking the fences all to hell and screaming at me.”


  Joe could hear braying and anguished bleats in the background.


  Reed said, “They act like they haven’t been fed for a couple of days.”


  “Did you look inside the house?” Joe asked.


  “I looked in through the windows, is all. I’ve got no probable cause for going in, although I might just make something up. I wonder if she did herself in, considering she lost her
  husband and her son?”


  Joe paused for a moment, then said, “That doesn’t sound like her. She’s too mean.”


  “I’ll keep looking,” Reed said. “I’ll let you know if I find her. But this place gives me the creeps, and I’ve got a real bad feeling about it.”


  Joe understood. He felt the same way as they turned into the rough driveway off Black Coal Road that led to the back of Alice Thunder’s home. Her GMC wasn’t parked on the side, which
  gave him an ounce of hope.


  “Give me a minute,” Joe said to Brueggemann as the trainee reached for his door handle. “I’ll be right back.”


  Brueggemann shrugged a whatever shrug.


  Joe realized as he walked up Alice’s broken concrete path that something was amiss. It was when he rapped on her back door that he realized what it was: no dogs. Every time he’d ever
  been there, her little dogs put up a cacophony and she’d have to push them aside to get to the door.


  She wasn’t home, and the dogs were silent.


  He thought: Bad Bob, Pam Kelly, and now Alice Thunder. His chest tightened, and he took several deep breaths as he stepped back and pulled out his phone. He was surprised to see he had a
  message from Marybeth. Apparently, she’d called while he spoke to Mike Reed and he’d missed it.


  He punched the button to retrieve it.


  Her voice was tense. “I’m frustrated. I’ve looked everywhere—every database I have access to. John Nemecek doesn’t exist,” she said.


  He thought: Yes, he does.
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  THE NEXT MORNING, in the long cold shadow of the sawtoothed Teton Range in the mountains outside of Victor, Idaho, Nate Romanowski smeared a tarry
  mixture of motor oil and road dirt below his eyes, across his forehead, and over his cheeks. The morning sun had not yet broken over the top of the mountains. Light frost coated the long grass in
  the meadows and the cold, thin air had a scalpel-like bite to it. Below him, through a descending march of spindly lodge-pole pine trees that strung all the way to the valley floor, a single sodium
  pole light illuminated the center of a small complex of faded log structures. It was 7:40, Thursday, October 25.


  He raised the field glasses. Below was a lodge and four smaller outbuildings in the complex: a garage, a sagging barn, a smokehouse, and what looked like a guest cabin. He focused in on the
  hoary metal roof of the lodge and noted several wet ovals on the surface, meaning there were sources of heat inside. That was confirmed when he shifted his view to the mouth of a galvanized chimney
  pipe that exhaled a thin plume of white woodsmoke.


  When the wind shifted from east to west, he thought he caught the slight aroma of coffee and bacon from below. Breakfast, he thought. The place was occupied, but by whom?


  He turned to his vehicle and slid the scoped Ruger Ranch rifle from beneath the front seat of his Jeep. It was the rifle he’d liberated from the old man in the boat. He checked the loads.
  The thirty-round magazine was packed full with red-tipped Hornady 6.8-millimeter SPC shells in 110 grain. Nate seated a live round in the chamber with the Garand breech bolt-action and slung the
  weapon over his shoulder. His .500 shoulder holster was buckled on over his hoodie and fleece for quick access. A pair of binoculars hung from a strap looped around his neck.


  He was ready.


  THE TRIP from Colorado Springs to the compound in Idaho had taken slightly more than nineteen hours after the killing of the third operator.


  Despite initial objections from Gordon, Nate had persuaded his father to take his family away. Nate gave him half a brick of cash and apologized to his stepmother and half sisters for meeting
  the way they did.


  Nate didn’t leave the scene until 1:00 in the afternoon. No other operators arrived.


  He’d debated himself how much evidence—if any—to leave behind. The body contained no legitimate identification. The man had a wallet in his pocket with $689 in it and a
  Colorado driver’s license. No credit cards, no receipts, no other cards of any kind. And when Nate studied the license, he recognized a professional forgery right away. The license was too
  new, stiff, and shiny. It was the kind of identification Nate had been given to use a hundred times in the past. There wasn’t a single thing wrong with it except the wrong name, Social
  Security number, address, and birthplace. Nate had nodded to himself in recognition. In the rare circumstance that the body of a member of The Five was left in a country they weren’t supposed
  to be in, there would be no means of identifying him. It rarely happened—they prided themselves on bringing everyone back every time—but it was standard operating procedure. This alone
  would send Nemecek a message.


  RATHER THAN backtrack through Colorado Springs and drive north on highly trafficked I-25, he took rural county roads for sixty miles until he merged
  onto I-70 west and on to Grand Junction, Colorado. The way north and west from there lost him five hours more than if he’d taken the other route, but he thought if anyone were looking for
  him, he’d escape their attention. It was evening when he hit the outskirts of Grand Junction and stopped to fill the tank and spare gas can before proceeding west into Utah, and then north
  toward Salt Lake City. He was never out of sight of the mountains, and he drove with his eyes wide open, noting every potential escape route toward those mountains if he encountered a roadblock or
  an enemy vehicle.


  AS HE DROVE and lost his light, he replayed all the events of the morning, from meeting his father to sending his old man away from his own house with
  a wad of unmarked cash. He could only speculate on what faced him, based on his knowledge and experiences with John Nemecek. When he ran everything back through his mind, he concluded with more
  questions than answers.


  Nate needed to know how many people were in the team with Nemecek. Once he knew for sure, he could tailor his strategy and defense. His mentor liked working with small strike forces of no more
  than eight, but it wasn’t a hard-and-fast prerogative. Nemecek liked eight because the number was perfect for a small footprint but an effective infiltration. Only one large vehicle or two
  midsized cars were necessary to move everyone into place on the ground. Eight could be broken up into the smaller units Nemecek favored: two killing squads of four each, including the team leader,
  a communications operative, and a jack-of-all-trades (JOAT) operator trained in emergency medical triage and whatever other special skills the particular mission required.


  Assuming eight was the number, Nate could identify five so far. This included the three dead operators, and the mystery woman who’d killed Large Merle. That meant there were three other
  operators out there somewhere—maybe with Nemecek, maybe on an assignment of their own. In this case, Nate guessed the JOAT would be the woman. She was attractive and aggressive enough to turn
  Large Merle’s head and manipulate him into giving away Nate’s previous location as well as cold-blooded enough to kill his colleague when he was no longer useful to her. Women were rare
  in the ranks of Mark V, but not unheard of.


  He didn’t count the three locals Nemecek had recruited to ambush him from the river.


  And what if there were more? Nemecek knew Nate knew him. The number could be smaller, but Nate doubted that because of logistics. But it could very well be larger, maybe even double or
  more the size Nate anticipated. If that was the case, Nate would need help. And he knew there was only one place he could find it: Idaho.


  NATE WAS still puzzled by the demeanor and physical appearance of the three dead operators in Colorado. The colleagues he had worked with years before
  were unique in looks and attitude in that they were fairly normal and didn’t stand out from the crowd: Nate and Large Merle being two exceptions to that rule. The Peregrines who made it
  through training weren’t the bodybuilders, or the ex-jocks, or the street fighters and ex-bouncers who volunteered for special ops. They weren’t the hard cases covered with tattoos and
  jewelry. The men who’d spent their young lives being ogled, brown-nosed, or feared by peers couldn’t handle what Mark V training threw at them. They didn’t have what it took when
  the mental part of the training took place, the weeks designed to humiliate and break down the recruits.


  The ones who made it, like Nate, made it because of something different inside: a desire to succeed no matter what, a defined and accomplished hatred for their tormentors, and an almost
  pathological desire to be a member of one of the most elite special-operations units ever devised. The Peregrines who emerged had unbelievable mental toughness, what Nemecek called
  “high-tensile guts.” They weren’t necessarily the greatest physical specimens, or the tallest or biggest. The majority of them were fresh-faced and soft-spoken. Most came from
  places like Oklahoma, or Arkansas, or South Carolina, or Montana, or Wyoming. Many were raised on farms and ranches, and most were hunters and fishermen or mountain climbers or kayakers. Men who
  had grown up amid the cruelty and amorality of nature itself, where predators were predators and prey was prey.


  Nate had always thought he had an advantage over the others in his class, and it was that thought that kept him going. He had since realized that perhaps it was a false advantage, but at the
  time it sustained him and drove him on. Nate thought at the time, during the training, that no one around him could possibly understand the single-minded dedication it took to be a falconer. The
  rigors and psychological suspense of logic and disbelief he’d encountered capturing and flying birds of prey had honed his disposition and dedication to a place none of his fellow operators
  could yet grasp. Nemecek got it, which is why he’d approached Nate in the first place.


  The men who survived Peregrine training were highly intelligent, resourceful, entrepreneurial, apolitical but loyal to their country and their fellow operators—and capable of killing
  without second thought or remorse. Killing was considered part of living, a by-product of the job and nothing more or less. It had to be done, and there wasn’t anything particularly glorious
  about it. And those who were killed had it coming.


  So the look of all three operators Nate had encountered ran counter to his experience. The two in the Tahoe looked like hyped-up gangbangers. The older one in the house looked like a
  middle-management thug.


  It puzzled him. Either Nemecek’s standards had slipped or his current operators were harbingers of a new generation.


  NOW NATE picked his way down the mountainside toward the compound below. He moved from tree to tree, and paused often to look and listen. Despite what
  many people thought, mountain valleys didn’t awake in silence. Squirrels chattered warnings of his approach to their compadres. A single meadowlark perched on an errant strand of wire sang
  out its haunting chorus.


  He moved within a hundred yards of the compound before he slid down to his haunches to observe. Although the outbuildings and guest cabin looked unoccupied, he could see the shadowed grille of
  an old Toyota Land Cruiser in the open garage. The vehicle was familiar. It was a stock SUV that had been retrofitted to accommodate a handicapped driver. But he wondered why there was only a
  single auto present when there should have been three or four.


  Although he couldn’t yet figure it out, something was awry from how he remembered the place. His only proof was a sense of unease.


  Through his binoculars, he swept the tree-lined slopes on the far side of the small valley. In the early-morning sun there was the chance of a glint from glass or metal. If there were operators
  up there in the trees watching the compound, he couldn’t pick them out.


  THE LAST FOUR TIMES he’d visited the compound there were five ex-operators who used it as a base camp and headquarters. Oscar Kennedy,
  who’d been a paraplegic since taking a bullet in the spine in Somalia, owned the compound and managed its operations. Kennedy was a contemporary of Nate’s in Mark V, and the man he knew
  best and trusted the most. Kennedy maintained close contacts with personnel in the Defense Department in Washington and operators within the Joint Special Operations Command, the small and secret
  agency that oversaw special ops for every branch of the military. When Nate needed to know what was going on, he asked Oscar Kennedy to make inquiries.


  Oscar Kennedy was a man of God, and the reverend for a small wilderness church located off Highway 33 between Victor and Driggs. His congregation was small and diverse, including not only
  ex-military and isolated survivalists but counterculture diaspora from the resort areas over the Tetons in Jackson Hole. Nate had attended a couple of services over the years. The Reverend Kennedy
  preached self-reliance and self-determination, and shameless love for a tough and judgmental God. He worked in themes and lessons he’d learned in Special Forces with a twist, and spoke of the
  holy need for warriors, the moral authority of Christian soldiers, with special emphasis on Romans 13.


  OTHER EX–SPECIAL OPERATORS who had found their way to Idaho and the compound—dubbed Camp Oscar—were Jason Sweeney, Mike McCarthy,
  Gabriel Cohen, and Aldo Nunez. Only two of the men, Sweeney and Kennedy, had been operators for Mark V. The others had been members of other branches. Naturally, there was a built-in rivalry
  between them, but they had one thing in common: all had turned their backs on the government they had once worked for but considered themselves patriotic Americans. They were well armed, well
  trained, and absolutely out of the mainstream. Since Idaho and Camp Oscar offered refuge and common ground, they’d found their way there. Nate had told no one of the existence of Camp Oscar,
  including Joe Pickett. It was important to maintain the secrecy and integrity of the camp and its occupants.


  Idaho was one of the few places in the country suited so well for such a compound of ex-operatives. The state was unique and its people independent, for the most part. Nate found Wyoming and
  Montana to have similar traits, but he understood why Kennedy had chosen Idaho.


  There was a live-and-let-live mentality, Kennedy had explained to Nate, that allowed and even encouraged diversity of politics and opinions as long as neither were imposed on others. The
  ex-operatives were all libertarians of different degrees, although there were mighty political arguments among them. A couple of the men, including Gabriel Cohen and Jason Sweeney, considered the
  country already ruined. Cohen called it “the wimpification of America.” They were fully prepared to join a secessionist movement at the drop of a hat to help create a nation along the
  lines of what the Founders intended. Nunez and McCarthy weren’t yet ready to give up completely on Washington, D.C., but they simply wanted to be left alone. And if they weren’t left
  alone, they planned to push back. Oscar Kennedy kept his innermost feelings close to the vest, but Nate suspected Oscar would join with the secessionists if compelled to make a choice.


  The one thing all the ex-operatives agreed on, though, was their solidarity. It was all for one and one for all, much like the credos of each branch of the Special Forces. But in this case, the
  enemy was likely to be the same government that had trained and selected them.


  The year before, when Joe and Nate had found a missing woman named Diane Shober in the mountains of southern Wyoming, Joe had wanted to return her to her dysfunctional family because it was his
  duty to do so. After talking to her and assessing her views, Nate had disagreed and escorted her to Camp Oscar, where she’d thrived. And as far as he knew, she was inside the lodge.


  But why no vehicles, except for Oscar Kennedy’s?


  Something was very wrong. And who was inside cooking breakfast?


  AFTER WAITING for another hour and giving up on the idea that someone would come outside, Nate kept low and sprinted to the back of the lodge and
  leaned against the outside wall. He kept still and scanned the trees behind him for movement but saw nothing unusual. With his cheek and ear pressed against the rough surface of a log, he
  concentrated on trying to detect movement inside. Rapid footfalls could mean they knew he was there. But it was quiet.


  Closed-circuit cameras were installed throughout the property and fed to several monitors inside, but they were mounted in trees and on poles, and they pointed away from the lodge, not back
  toward it. Motion detectors were set up along the approach road on the far side of the property, but Nate had come from the back, through the trees, where he assumed there were no electronics.
  He’d learned through experience that motion detectors in wildlife-heavy brush were virtually useless and generally ignored.


  He assumed his arrival had been undetected, either by anyone watching the compound or by whoever was inside.


  There was a dark door that led inside into a mudroom. The door was painted reinforced steel made to appear to be wood. Like the door, the lodge itself looked rustic, but it was a fortress. Oscar
  Kennedy had used family money as well as disability income to make sure of it. The windows were triple-paned and designed to be bulletproof. All the entrance doors were steel, set into steel
  frames. Inside, like so many spare pairs of reading glasses scattered around in a normal residence, were loaded weapons within easy grasp.


  Still pressed against the outside wall and keeping his senses on full alert, he reached out and felt beneath a log on the left side of the back door until his fingertips brushed against metal
  buttons: the keypad.


  He wondered if they’d changed the code since he was there last. If they had, his old entry numbers would signal them inside that someone was trying to gain access. And if they
  hadn’t, punching correct numbers would alert whoever was inside that he was coming in.


  But he needed answers as much as he needed allies. And if his friends had been replaced by Nemecek’s men, he’d know very quickly and try to fight his way out. He was willing to take
  the chance. Nate slung the rifle over his shoulder and secured it. He didn’t think he’d be needing a long gun inside right away: too clumsy and cumbersome in a tight space.


  With his .500 out and cocked, he reached under the log and found the keypad. The code always set his teeth on edge: 9-1-1.


  The lock on the door released with a click, and he grasped the handle, threw the door open, and hurled himself inside.
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  NATE HIT THE FLOOR of the mudroom and rolled a full rotation with his revolver extended in front of him. The door from the mudroom into the main lodge
  was propped open, and he could see clearly down a shadowed hallway all the way to a brightly lit corner of the kitchen itself. A slim woman stood at the stove, and she turned in his direction at
  the sound of the door opening.


  She was young, mid-twenties, dark-haired, and obviously frightened. She held a cast-iron skillet aloft about six inches from the top of the range. In her other hand was a spatula. Her wide-open
  blue eyes were split down the middle by the front sight of his .500. Her mouth made a little O.


  “Who’s there?” a male called out from inside the kitchen. Nate recognized the Reverend Oscar Kennedy’s voice.


  “Me,” Nate said.


  “Jesus,” the woman said, still holding the skillet and spatula in the air as if her limbs were frozen, “It’s him.” She had a pleasant Southern accent that
  made everything she said seem significant and earthy.


  “Is it the infamous Nate Romanowski?” Kennedy boomed, then appeared on the threshold in his wheelchair. The woman stood motionless behind him.


  “Oscar,” Nate said as a greeting, and stood up.


  “You can put that thing away,” Kennedy said, wheeling down the hall toward him. “She’s on our side.”


  “Maybe not his side,” the woman huffed, pronouncing it like sad and throwing a vicious evil eye toward Nate, and turned on her heel and vanished out of view.


  Nate grunted, holstered his weapon, and leaned forward to give his old friend a greeting hug. They slapped each other on the back—Kennedy was surprisingly strong, and the slaps stung
  Nate’s injured shoulder—then released quickly.


  “What’s her problem?” Nate asked.


  “Haley? She’s all right. You scared her, is all.”


  From out of view in the kitchen, Haley called out, “He didn’t scare me, and you know it. Now, make him go away.”


  Oscar Kennedy waved his hand as if to suggest to Nate to pay her no mind. “Let me look at you,” Kennedy said, wheeling back a quarter-turn and squinting. Then: “You look not so
  good.”


  “I’m fine,” Nate said, releasing the rifle sling and letting the weapon slide down his arm, where he caught it before the butt hit the floor. He crossed the room and propped it
  up in the corner.


  “I guess the fact that you’re actually here and still with us is a miracle in itself,” Kennedy said.


  Nate sighed. “So you know.”


  “Some of it, anyway.”


  “So where is everybody? Where’s Diane Shober?”


  “Gone.”


  “Where are the others?”


  “Gone.”


  “‘Gone’?”


  “Nate, the purge is on. But for some reason the operators seem to have packed up and left. I’ve seen no sign of them since yesterday.”


  “I might know why,” Nate said. Then: “‘The purge’?”


  Kennedy nodded. He was dark and fleshy, his bulk straining the pearl buttons of his patterned cowboy shirt. His condition had made him resemble an upside-down pear: pumped-up upper body,
  shriveled legs. His big round head was shaved, and he had no facial hair save a smudge of silver-streaked black under his lower lip. Nate noted the holstered .45 semiauto strapped to the right side
  of his wheelchair within easy reach. The old-school operators still loved their 1911 Colts.


  Oscar Kennedy narrowed his eyes. The look, Nate thought, was almost accusatory.


  “They’re taking us all out,” Kennedy said. “And you’re the reason why.”


  “SO WHERE DID everybody go?” Nate asked Kennedy. He sat at the kitchen table. A bank of computer servers hummed in the next room. Somewhere
  above them on the top floor, Haley stomped around in a room. The reading room of the lodge, which had once been where hunters gathered after a day in the mountains, had been converted into a
  communications center. Large and small monitors were set up on old pine card tables. Wiring, like exposed entrails, hung down behind the electronics and pooled on the floor. Nate remembered the
  size of the generator in one of the outbuildings that supplied the compound with power. From this location, Oscar Kennedy could monitor events and communications across the globe via satellite
  Internet access. And because he didn’t draw from the local grid, he could do so without raising much attention.


  Kennedy wheeled his chair up to the table and sighed. “This isn’t High Noon,” he said. “They didn’t desert you when you needed them most. It’s a lot
  worse than that.”


  Nate cocked his eyebrows, waiting for more.


  Kennedy said, “Sweeney and McCarthy were killed in a car accident two weeks ago. On that steep hill into Victor. The Idaho Highway Patrol said they lost control of their vehicle, but I
  think they were forced off the road.”


  “Any proof of that?”


  “None,” Kennedy said. “Other than they’d negotiated that stretch of highway hundreds of times. Yes, it can get treacherous in the snow and ice, but they were used to
  that. We had our first winter storm that morning, and they were going into town to get groceries. They never came back.”


  Nate felt cold dread spreading through him. Jason Sweeney and Mike McCarthy were serious men. Sweeney was paranoid at times and scary when he got angry, but he was capable of locking his
  emotions down when the going got tough. McCarthy was an ex–Navy SEAL who was so silent it was easy to forget he was in the room.


  “Two weeks,” Nate said. “That’s about the same time things started happening in Wyoming. You heard about Large Merle?”


  Kennedy nodded and gestured toward the communications center.


  “Any chatter about McCarthy and Sweeney from official channels?” Nate asked.


  “None. Which told me everything I needed to know.” Kennedy smiled sadly. “Whenever one of our brothers passes on, there’s chatter. Guys email and post stories about the
  fallen warrior and let others in his unit know where to send flowers and donations and such. But in this case, there was nothing. Not a word. Not even a link to the write-up in the local
  paper. And when I sent a few emails out to their old unit, there were no replies. That means somebody put a lid on it.”


  “How can that be?” Nate asked. “Nobody has the juice to tell ex-operators not to grieve. No one can tell them anything.”


  “It’s not that,” Kennedy said. “The emails I sent never got there. And if anything was posted on the secure blogs and websites, it got deleted just as fast. Our guys in
  high places have that ability: to scrub digital communications. They’ve had it for years, but I’ve never encountered it personally. Somebody somewhere put out the word that there would
  be no mention of Sweeney and McCarthy. And because all communications go through conduits that we—our government, I mean—own, they can squelch anything they want to. They even have the
  ability to go back and ‘disappear’ items that were posted years ago. That’s a new capability, I think, but I’ve heard them talk about it unofficially.”


  Nate shook his head. “You mean they can delete history?”


  “Digital history, at least,” Kennedy said. “They have the ability, if they wanted, to scrub every story, article, post, or reference to the moon landing. They could make it
  appear that the event never took place. Or change the narrative.”


  “Christ.”


  “It’s a tremendous tool for counterinsurgency,” Kennedy said. “Think about it. The terrorists use email, websites, and social media to connect. If our guys can alter or
  delete their communications and history, they’re fucked.”


  “But someone is doing it to us,” Nate said.


  “I’m afraid so, yes.”


  “Official or unofficial?”


  “You tell me.”


  As Oscar Kennedy talked, Haley reentered the room and studiously avoided eye contact with Nate. She padded over to the sink.


  “Mind if I do the dishes now?” she asked Kennedy.


  “It can wait,” he said.


  She turned on him, and her eyes flared. “How about you do them when you feel the time is right, then? I’m not your maid.”


  “Fine, then,” Kennedy said with a sigh. She did a shoulder roll away from him and turned on the taps.


  She said, “Let me know when he’s gone, okay?”


  Nate looked to Kennedy for an explanation.


  “She came with Cohen,” Kennedy said. “They were an item.”


  “‘Were’?”


  Gabriel Cohen had been tall and rangy, with black curly hair. He was a talker and a charmer, and women fell for him. He was charismatic, passionate, and he drew people in. He’d looked
  Middle Eastern enough to be dropped inside the region into the hottest spots. Since he spoke Arabic and a smattering of Urdu, he could operate in several countries, including Pakistan.


  Kennedy nodded. “He’s gone, too.”


  “Jesus. What happened?”


  “You happened,” Haley spat. She scrubbed the pots so violently, water splashed across the countertop.


  “The cops said it was a bar fight,” Kennedy said, ignoring her. He chinned toward Haley. “Those two got in a big argument. It had to do with her staying here. Nunez
  didn’t like the idea of anyone bringing a stranger inside, and she overheard him telling Cohen. When Cohen didn’t defend her, she ripped into him. This place,” Kennedy said,
  “isn’t as big as you might think. There are lots of spats and arguments when you’ve got a bunch of people cooped up in here. Plus, there was the stress of Sweeney and McCarthy
  dying.”


  “Anyway . . .” Nate prompted.


  “Cohen left pissed-off ten days ago. It wasn’t the first time. I knew he’d likely just go down to Victor or over to Tetonia to get drunk and hash it out in his own mind. They
  found him beaten to death outside a bar in Tetonia. Blunt-force trauma. No suspects at all.”


  “So they were waiting for him,” Nate said.


  “That’s my theory.”


  “They probably jumped him from behind,” Nate said. “Cohen was a tough guy, and you wouldn’t want to take him on from the front.”


  “He was tough,” Kennedy said, shaking his head sadly. “But we’re all just flesh and blood. We’re all mortal. Even you.”


  Haley reacted by throwing the dishrag into the sink with obvious disgust. When she turned on them, her eyes were filled with tears and her chin trembled. “You talk about Gabriel like
  I’m not in the room, Oscar.”


  “Your choice.”


  “But I’m not here by choice,” she said. Her Southern accent was honey-laced, Nate thought. But her voice built as she said, “I’m a prisoner. My man is gone, and the
  wolves are right outside the door. I’m doing my best, but I don’t have much left. So at least extend me the courtesy of not talking about him as if I wasn’t in the room,
  okay?”


  Then she faked a slap at Kennedy’s head—he ducked—and again left the room. Nate watched her leave and was surprised to find his insides stir. She was fit and fiery, with that
  mane of jet-black hair and large blue eyes. She filled her tight jeans nicely and had a graceful way of moving—even when she was throwing a wet rag or stomping around—he found
  surprisingly attractive. He stanched the feeling. Alisha was still there with him—a braid of her hair on his weapon—and he instantly felt guilty about it.


  When she was gone, Nate asked, “How long has she been here?”


  “Three months, July,” he said. “We’re like an old married couple the way we fight all the time. She’s got a good heart, though. I’m fond of her, and
  it’s tough on her Cohen is gone. Really tough.”


  Nate did a quick calculation in his head. She couldn’t be the vixen who lured Large Merle to his death if she’d been in Idaho for three months. But who was to say there was only one
  vixen?


  “Have you checked her out?” Nate asked Kennedy softly.


  The man nodded. “Of course, or I wouldn’t have let her in the door with Cohen. In a nutshell, she’s a North Carolina girl, born and raised in Charlotte. Old Southern family.
  Went to the University of Montana, then moved to New York. She was some kind of prodigy at a big public-relations firm for a while, got married to a sharpie, then divorced. No kids. She wanted to
  move back home, and she bounced around for a while until she ran into Cohen at Sun Valley and he brought her back here. No gaps in her history, no likely interactions with bad guys. Most of all, no
  incentive to infiltrate our compound. She was crazy about Cohen, even though they fought all the time.”


  Nate nodded. “Are you two . . . ?”


  “No,” Kennedy said flatly. “Not that I haven’t suggested it. But no.”


  “And Nunez?” Nate asked.


  Aldo Nunez was a wiry man of Hispanic origins with a cherubic face and the ability to insinuate himself into any group. Nate had met him only once but liked him immediately.


  Kennedy said, “He went down to talk to the local cops to find out what they knew about Cohen’s beating a week ago. That’s the last we’ve seen of him. He just never came
  back. You didn’t know Nunez very well, but believe me, he’s not the type to bug out.”


  Nate rubbed his face with his hands.


  “Diane Shober went with him,” Kennedy said flatly.


  “So she’s gone, too.”


  “I’m afraid so. Collateral damage.”


  “It’s worse than I could have guessed,” Nate said.


  Kennedy simply nodded as he kept his eyes on Nate.


  “She’s right,” Kennedy said, referring to what Haley had exclaimed. “We’ve been virtual prisoners here. Honestly, I’m not afraid to go out, but I understand
  the odds. So we haven’t left this place since Nunez vanished. I haven’t been able to go to the church to preach.”


  He chinned toward the window above the sink. “We haven’t opened the curtains until just this morning. We’re locked down and I’d like to say we’re ready for
  anything, but it depends what they throw at us. As you know, this is a tough place to get into if you don’t know the keypad code. I can’t see them trying an all-out assault. Instead,
  they’ve been patient and they picked us off one by one.”


  Nate said, “Why do you think they’re gone now?”


  Kennedy shrugged. “Because we’re still alive, and God has a plan for me. He wants me to continue to do what I’m doing here.”


  AFTER A FEW MOMENTS, the Reverend Oscar Kennedy said, “You came here for help and information, Nate. I’m not sure I can provide
  information, and the men who could help you have been taken from us.”


  “I understand,” Nate said. “I’m sorry.”


  “It is what it is.”


  “Do you know how many men Nemecek has on his team?” Nate asked. “Has there been any chatter about changes in tactics?”


  “A little,” Kennedy said. “Obscure references. Some serious complaints. But I can’t recall seeing a number, and certainly not a list of operatives.”


  “Damn.”


  “Everything is locked down tight. Tighter than you can believe.”


  “What do you mean when you say ‘serious complaints’?” Nate asked. “About what?”


  “The quality of Nemecek’s team. There is some grumbling from ex–Five operators still in the business that quality control isn’t what it used to be when he’d been
  selecting men. I get the impression,” Kennedy said, “there is a feeling Nemecek has surrounded himself with a close group of men without strong character. Not that they aren’t
  well trained like we all were, but that he’d let the intangibles slip. There’s been some chatter that Nemecek prefers yes-men to patriots these days. That at least some of the
  Peregrines are there to serve John Nemecek instead of their country. He’s ambitious—we both know that. He likes power, and he always thinks he’s the smartest man in the
  room.”


  Nate nodded. “So he’s surrounded himself with thugs.”


  “That sums it up pretty well. But you know how it is. Ex–Five operators always think they had it tougher than the new recruits. It’s part of the game.”


  “But in this case they may have a point,” Nate said. “The three men I saw in Colorado wouldn’t have been in Mark V ten years ago. They would have washed out, believe
  me.”


  “Because you defeated them?” Kennedy asked.


  “Because they weren’t that good,” Nate said. He looked around the small kitchen, at the thick window and the steel window frames. At the dishes undone in the sink.


  “Maybe we should all get out of here,” Nate said.


  Kennedy quickly shot that down. “Never. This is my home, and my church needs me. I owe them. I can’t just leave. My work has just started here, Nate. The word is starting to get out
  that people like us have a place to come and find fellowship and worship God.”


  Nate didn’t argue. Kennedy was adamant.


  “Can you print out some of the chatter you found?” Nate asked. “I might be able to decipher some of it. I need anything I can get.”


  “I’ll find what I can,” Kennedy said, wheeling back from the table. “I’ll check to see if there’s anything new. Maybe we can find out what happened to our
  friends out there.”


  “Thank you.”


  Kennedy spun in his chair and propelled it toward the next room, where his computers hummed. But in the doorway he stopped suddenly, and turned a half turn so he could look at Nate.


  “Are you finally going to tell me what this is all about? A lot of blood has been shed, and we’ve lost some really good men. I’d like to know why directly from you, because
  I’m not sure I can believe what I read on the Net anymore. I’m sure Nemecek has changed history.”


  Nate said, “You know why.”


  Kennedy’s face flushed with anger. “I know John Nemecek is your mortal enemy. But what I don’t know—and I deserve to know—is exactly what happened back in 1998 in
  the desert.”


  “Nineteen ninety-nine,” Nate corrected.


  “So be it,” Kennedy said. But his face was set and he wasn’t moving.


  “Print out what you can,” Nate said, “and I’ll tell you if you really want to know.”


  The Reverend Oscar Kennedy glared at Nate for a while until his expression finally softened. “Okay, then,” he said.


  WHILE KENNEDY was in the computer room, Haley reentered and strode purposefully toward Nate and sat down at the table. There was no avoiding eye
  contact this time. She was all business.


  “I want you to find the men who did it,” she said. “You owe it to me and to Gabriel. Not to mention the others.”


  He stared back at her and again felt the little tug inside him as he looked into her wide blue eyes. He had always been a sucker for long black hair and blue eyes, especially if they belonged to
  intelligent women.


  “I’ve heard a lot about you,” she said. “At one point I really wanted to finally meet you and hear if what they said was true. But not under these circumstances. Now I
  just want you to go and find them.”


  He remained quiet.


  She said, “I’ve heard about the falcons and a little about what you were involved in years ago. Gabriel talked about that big gun you carry. He said you’d just show up from
  time to time without any notice. He also said if it came to a fight, he’d want you in his corner more than anyone else he knew. That’s saying something, you know.”


  Nate had to look away because it seemed her eyes were reaching inside him.


  “Diane Shober told me how you brought her here. She said you were good to her, but she couldn’t figure you out. She said she got the impression you were carrying a very heavy weight
  around with you, but you wouldn’t talk about it. I liked her, although she was very intense. We got along, and it was nice to have another woman in the place. I never had a sister, and she
  was like a sister to me. To think that they would hurt her, too . . . it makes me sick.”


  Nate nodded.


  “Oscar is a wonderful, gentle soul,” she said, her eyes shifting toward the computer room. “He really does want to help people, and he’s a true believer. I can’t
  really say I buy everything he says, but I know in my heart he’s sincere and kind. He almost makes me believe in God, to be around a man like that. If a man as tough and practical as Oscar
  becomes an evangelical, I almost have to concede that there is something out there bigger than what we see, you know? And after what’s happened to us here, I have no doubt there is
  true evil in the world. So doesn’t it make sense there would be true good? If nothing else, you need to do what you can to protect him. You need to eliminate the people depraved enough
  to try and hurt him.”


  Before Nate could reply, she said, “I’m going to go pack. You can take us both out of here. Maybe someday Oscar can come back when it’s safe.”


  With that, she reached out and patted the back of Nate’s hand and left the table to go upstairs and pack.


  NATE TOOK a chair next to Kennedy and opened a laptop.


  “Do you mind?” Nate asked, gesturing to the computer.


  “Feel free.”


  “Is it a secure IP address?”


  Kennedy said, “As secure as I can make it. But that’s no guarantee of anything with the capability they have.”


  “Got it,” Nate said while the laptop booted up. If Nemecek had gotten to Gordon in Colorado and sent a team to the compound in Idaho, there was only one other target close to Nate:
  Joe Pickett. And his family. He prayed they weren’t under surveillance, or worse.


  He called up the old falconry site and started a new thread:


  
    
	
    
      TRAINING AND FLYING MY NEW KESTREL     <0 COMMENTS>

    

  

  

  


  Under it, he wrote:


    
    
  
    
      TRAINING MY NEW FALCON IS TURNING OUT TO BE A VERY BAD EXPERIENCE. NOTHING I TRY WILL WORK, AND I’M GETTING FRUSTRATED AND CONCERNED. IT’S A
      DISASTER ON EVERY FRONT. I JUST WANT TO SAY TO THAT BIRD, “FLY AWAY NOW AND DON’T LOOK BACK.”

    

  

  

  


  “Thank you,” Nate said to Kennedy, closing the laptop.


  “I’m finding some stuff,” his friend said. “I’ll be back with you in a minute.”


  WHEN OSCAR KENNEDY rolled back into the kitchen with a sheaf of printouts, he eyed Nate with suspicion.


  “I hope Haley didn’t unload on you,” he said.


  “She didn’t.”


  “She can come on pretty strong.”


  “I like that in her,” Nate said.


  “Uh-oh, you’re smitten,” Kennedy said simply, shaking his head.


  “She agrees with me that we should all leave now.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Kennedy said. “But I’m not going anywhere. You can take her, though. Get her on a plane somewhere so she can fly back to her family.”


  “Are you sure you won’t go?”


  “I’m sure, and that’s that,” Kennedy said.


  He handed the printouts to Nate. “I was able to locate most of the blog posts. But a few have been scrubbed since the last time I saw them.”


  Nate took the stack and put it aside on the table for later. Upstairs, he could hear Haley shuffling around in her room, no doubt throwing clothing into a suitcase.


  “Unburden yourself,” Kennedy said.


  “We don’t have much time,” Nate said, gesturing toward the upstairs room.


  “We have enough.”


  Nate sat back, putting himself back in that place again. Recalling the heat and hot wind and dust, the smells of desert and cooking food. The elaborate tents and fifty four-by-four vehicles
  flown in just for the occasion. The flowing robes of the guests. And the dozens of falcons, hooded and still, roosting on their poles.


  “Have you ever heard of the houbara bustard?” Nate asked Kennedy.


  “No.”


  IT TOOK NATE ten minutes to tell the story. As he did, Kennedy’s reaction changed from intense interest to seething outrage. Red bloomed on his
  cheeks, and beads of perspiration appeared across his forehead.


  “Holy Mother of God,” Kennedy said, when Nate was done. “It’s worse than I imagined.”


  “That’s who I’m dealing with,” Nate said. “And what I’ve been dealing with for all these years. I hate that all of you’ve been dragged into
  it.”


  “Nate,” Kennedy asked, his tone softening. “How have you kept this to yourself?”


  “No choice, because I’m responsible for what happened, too. And the result.”


  Nate heard Haley descending the stairs heavily, likely with her suitcase. He rose to go help her, but Kennedy pushed his chair back and blocked his path.


  “You can’t blame yourself, Nate.”


  “I do,” he said, attempting to step around the chair. Kennedy was quick and rotated the wheels sharply and pushed back into the doorway. Mid-morning sun lit up his face from the
  window above the sink.


  “Oscar, let me by.”


  “We need to talk about this. No one can shoulder the burden of what you’ve just confessed.”


  “I’m just going to give her a hand with her suitcase.”


  “We need to talk—”


  Oscar Kennedy didn’t finish his sentence because his head snapped back violently and his hands fell limply to his sides and there was a simultaneous crack-pock sound inside the
  kitchen. Blood and matter flecked the wall behind Kennedy from floor to ceiling, and Kennedy slumped in his chair.


  Nate instinctively dropped into a squat and fought an urge to cover his head as he did so. He wheeled and saw the neat dime-sized hole in the glass of the window above the sink, then dived
  toward the chair to push his friend out of the view of the window.


  From the stairwell, Haley called out, “Hey? What was that?”


  Nate shouted, “Sniper! Get down now!”


  On his hands and knees, he scrambled into the computer room, pushing Kennedy’s chair in front of him. Nate hoped to God the injury to his friend wasn’t as bad as he thought it might
  be.


  But it was. When Nate rose to look he saw how much damage a .50 caliber armor-piercing sniper round could do to a man. Then he looked up and saw Haley in the stairwell, almost to the bottom of
  the threshold, clutching the handle of her suitcase with both hands. When Haley saw Kennedy’s splayed-out body in the chair, she dropped the suitcase and screamed, covering her face. The
  suitcase tumbled down the last four steps.


  “I said, Get down!”


  Still shrieking, she sat straight back on the stairs, her face still hidden by her hands.


  NATE RETRIEVED his rifle as he ran through the mudroom to the back door and then pressed the lock-release mechanism. Once he heard the click and the
  door was free, he kicked it open rather than fly through it into the grass.


  Wondering if the shooter would anticipate his exit from the house and fire again. But there were no shots. Did the shooter even know he was in the house?


  He kicked the door wide open a second time—no reaction—and followed it out on the third, hitting the ground and rolling until he could find cover behind a tree trunk.


  When he raised the rifle to where he thought the shot had come from—a V in the brush on the northern horizon—he clearly heard a motor start up and a car roar away. Forty-five
  seconds later, it was gone.


  He stood up, bracing himself against the tree. Only then did he realize he’d landed on his injured shoulder, and the pain screamed through him. But not as loud as the screaming from Haley
  inside the house.


  Nate thought of Oscar Kennedy and spun around with pure rage and cried out: “Goddammit!”


  Then: “Come on, Haley. We’re going after them.”
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  DUSK CAME QUICKLY on Teton Pass as Nate crossed the border from Idaho east into Wyoming. He had ruthlessly scoured Victor, Swan Valley, Driggs, and
  Tetonia for any sign of the assassins throughout the afternoon and into the evening. His only lead had come from the manager of the Rendezvous Motel in Driggs, a spindly old tattooed galoot openly
  wearing a shoulder holster, who said two men had checked out early that morning after a ten-day stay.


  Their descriptions fit: mid-twenties, hard, businesslike, no small talk about the weather. The manager said he pegged them for mountain climbers or hunters based on the number of gear bags they
  possessed, but they’d claimed they were in the area to look for work in construction. Apparently, several multimillion-dollar resorts were being built on the Idaho side of the Tetons. The
  manager said the men were unusual in that they kept odd hours and were often gone the entire night. Also, they requested their rooms not be entered and made up during the day. The owner said they
  shared a late-model white Chevy Tahoe with Colorado plates. Their names on the register were Bill Wood and Tom James, and they paid seven days in advance with cash and daily after, as if they knew
  they might have to leave at any time.


  Nate peeled off several twenties and gave them to the manager for the information and made him promise he wouldn’t clean the vacated rooms right away. The manager agreed with astonishing
  speed.


  “WHERE ARE WE GOING?” Haley asked, as they climbed the mountain. A heavy horizontal curtain of storm front reached across the sky from
  north to south, devouring the jagged range of mountain peaks as it came. From their elevation, they could see it coming, and it had no end in sight.


  “Jackson Hole,” he said.


  “Why?” she asked. She was apparently cried out and slowly coming back into the here and now. Throughout the day, while Nate drove from small town to small town and crept around
  mom-and-pop motels, she’d sat in the passenger seat of his vehicle and wept. He’d offered water and food, but she refused both. As with Alisha in the past, he marveled how her tears
  seemed to slowly expunge the tragedy from inside her, how it seemed to help her recover. He envied the phenomenon but could not imagine replicating it himself. His release, he knew, would come
  another way.


  “Jackson is a choke point,” he said. “I don’t know which road they took to get back into Wyoming, but they’ll have to go through Jackson to get to the Bighorns.
  They may stop, or they might drive right through. But my guess is they think they’re home free. Their mission is accomplished, and it’s time to take a breather before they reconnoiter
  with their team leader. So they might not be looking over their shoulders right now.”


  “Why not?” she asked. “Don’t they know we might be chasing them?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I don’t think they knew I was there, and I’m the primary target. If they knew I was in the house, they would have held off for a
  shot at me, or stuck around to hit me when I came out of the house.”


  He explained that by approaching the compound from the back through the timber that morning, he likely couldn’t be seen from where the assassins had set up a mile away, facing the front of
  the house.


  “A mile away?” she asked. “I don’t know much about guns, but isn’t that a little far?”


  “No,” Nate said. “Not with the kind of weapon they used. You saw that hole in the window, didn’t you?”


  She nodded.


  “It was a perfectly round hole. It didn’t even shatter the glass. That round passed through the so-called bulletproof glass and through Oscar’s head and through the other side
  of the house. I’m pretty sure it was a fifty caliber round and the shooter has a specialized sniper rifle. We used them overseas. It’s accurate at two thousand yards. The shot that
  killed Oscar wasn’t even that far.”


  “This is just so unbelievable,” she said. “All of it. I can’t believe this is happening.”


  Nate said, “It is.”


  “Why did they kill them all? It’s so cold-blooded.”


  “Two reasons,” Nate said. “They thought our friends knew my secret, and if they were allowed to live, they’d leak it. Especially Oscar, since he had the contacts and his
  computer network. If Oscar decided to broadcast the information it would be around the world and back within a few minutes and it would destroy Nemecek and The Five.


  “The second reason was to eliminate anyone who might help me out. War is still just a numbers game. It is cold-blooded, but that’s what it is. Kill more of them than they can
  kill of yours. And if possible, kill them all.”


  “What are you going to do to them if we find them?”


  “What do you think? Revenge is something I’m good at. I enjoy it for its purity.”


  She shrunk away from him, shocked.


  “And to further reduce their numbers,” he said. “Two can play at this game.”


  ONCE THEY started climbing the mountains and Idaho was in his rearview mirror, he borrowed Haley’s cell phone and called the Teton County, Idaho,
  Sheriff’s Department.


  “I need to report a murder,” he said to the dispatcher.


  “Come again?” she said. He heard a slight click and knew the dispatcher had engaged the recording device.


  “Two men using the names Bill Wood and Tom James murdered the Reverend Oscar Kennedy in his own home this morning with a sniper rifle. They’re also responsible for the deaths of
  Gabriel Cohen, Jason Sweeney, Mike McCarthy, and Aldo Nunez, all former Special Forces vets. And an innocent named Diane Shober. You know the names from the case files in your department, but these
  weren’t accidents. Wood and James stayed the last week at the Rendezvous Motel in Driggs, room eight. Make sure you get a forensics team there to collect hair, fiber, and DNA samples to help
  determine the true identities of the killers—”


  “Please slow down,” she said. “Where are you calling from?”


  “That’s not important,” Nate said. “You can listen to the tape afterward. What is important is that Reverend Kennedy’s body is taken care of and his family
  notified. He was a good man.”


  “What is the name of the reporting party?” she asked.


  “That is all,” Nate said, and closed the phone.


  Haley shook her head. “That’s why you told the guy not to clean their rooms. So there would be DNA samples.”


  “Right,” he said. “If they were there for ten nights, the room is crawling with their residue. The cops will find enough to positively ID the killers—provided their DNA
  is on file somewhere. Which may be a long shot. I don’t expect them to ID our bad guys right away, but they’ll send a car out to Oscar’s compound. I can’t stand the thought
  of his body unattended all night.”


  “Neither can I,” she said, and her eyes again filled with tears.


  After a few minutes, she reached toward Nate to retrieve her cell phone.


  “No, sorry,” he said, and rolled down his window. He extended the phone outside and flipped it down and back under the back tires. The crunch sounded like a car door being
  closed.


  “Hey!”


  He said, “They can track us from the call I just made or at least figure out what cell towers sent it.”


  “How am I supposed to function without my phone?”


  He grinned wolfishly. “Welcome to life off the grid.”


  They summited the mountain, and the lights of Jackson Hole splayed out beneath them in the valley.


  JACKSON IN OCTOBER was predictably empty. The throngs that packed the wood sidewalks in the summer were gone, and those wearing skiwear and fashionable
  snow boots were yet to come. It was the time of the year when the Mercedes, Lexuses, and BMWs of tourists and seasonal residents gave way to the muddy four-wheel-drive pickups of elk hunters, but
  in much smaller numbers. The town seemed to be resting and recovering, and many of the retail stores downtown were closed until winter and skiing resumed.


  But not the bars. Nate located the white Tahoe parked at an angle on the side of the Wort Hotel. He drove past it, with Haley pointing out the Colorado plates, and kept on going.


  “Aren’t you going after them?” she asked, confused.


  “Yes.”


  “Then where are we going now?”


  “I’m taking you to the airport so you can fly back to North Carolina, or wherever.”


  She sat back hard in her seat as if slapped, and crossed her arms over her breasts. “I’m not going anywhere,” she said.


  “Sure you are,” he said. “Do you need money for the ticket?”


  “I need you to shut up and turn around. I was there when these guys destroyed my world. I’ve got to see this through.”


  He took a long look at her. In response, she set her jaw and tipped her head back. Her eyes caught and reflected passing lights. Lovely, he thought.


  He said, “If you stay with me you’ll either get killed or wind up in prison. This isn’t a lighthearted choice.”


  She waved his words away and clamped her hand back under her arm. “But I’ve made it. I’m sticking with you and seeing this through. I want to see the men who did this. I want
  to see them go down.”


  He slowed the Jeep but kept it rolling down the highway. They were clear of the southern town limits, but the lights of the town sparkled in his rearview mirror. The National Elk Refuge was on
  his right, and he could see the first of the arrivals out on the moonlit pasture.


  “If you stay,” he said, “you have to do whatever I tell you. This is my operation, and I’m good at these things. I don’t want or need your advice or your
  questions.”


  She didn’t respond immediately. After a beat, she said, “Okay. But you have to understand I’ve never done anything like this before. Never. Cohen was trying to teach me how to
  use a handgun, but I didn’t like it.”


  “I’m not letting you near a weapon,” Nate said. “And remember to fight against your first instinct.”


  “My first instinct?”


  “To talk,” he said. “When things get hot, I need you to listen to me and do what I tell you, and not yammer on. Repress that first instinct. Can you do that?”


  “Of course,” she said, obviously insulted.


  “Good,” he said, slowing down to begin a U-turn back to town, “because I think I like your company.”


  As they drove, she shot her arms out and settled back in her seat. “I thought for a brief moment I liked yours,” she said, “then I found out what an asshole you can
  be.”


  THE WORT HOTEL stood on the corner of Glenwood and Broadway in the heart of Jackson, and it stretched the length of the short block. Constructed of
  rough stone with eaves and gabled windows, it looked like a regal 1940s matriarchal ghost amidst the gussied-up faux-western storefronts. The Silver Dollar Bar had its entrance on Main, and as Nate
  and Haley cruised by, they could see men with cowboy hats at the bar and smaller groups of hunters sitting at tables. They didn’t slow down as they drove by.


  “Did you see our boys?” she asked.


  “No.”


  Nate turned on Glenwood and passed the Tahoe and continued on across Deloney and backed into a dark alleyway and turned off his motor. From there, they could look out the front window and see
  the back bumper of the Tahoe jutting out into the street. There were fewer than ten other cars parked, and plenty of spaces. It was an entirely different feel from the busy summer and winter
  months.


  “How can you be positive it’s the right car, or that the bad guys are inside?”


  Nate shrugged. “I can’t.”


  “Do you want me to go in the bar and look around?”


  “No. They might recognize you. Those bastards were up there in the trees for days looking down at the compound through binoculars or a spotting scope. They might have seen you.”


  “Oh,” she said, then hugged herself. “It creeps me out to think they were up there all that time. Just waiting for us to finally open the curtains.”


  “Lots of patience,” Nate said. “But no surveillance is perfect. The longer it goes on, the more there’s a chance for a mistake. Like not seeing me come down to the house
  this morning.”


  After ten wordless minutes, he could tell it was killing her not to talk. She squirmed in her seat, and took deep breaths that ended in long sighs.


  Finally, she asked, “Have you thought about calling the sheriff again? Telling them you might have found the killers?”


  He shook his head.


  “Why not?”


  “Because I don’t want them arrested. I want them dead. But not before I get some intel.”


  AFTER TEN MORE MINUTES, she said, “So are you going to tell me what this is all about? Why those . . . men . . . are after everyone?”


  “Maybe later,” Nate said, opening his door and swinging out. “One thing at a time.”


  “I deserve to know,” she said. “Gabriel and all my friends . . .”


  He looked up sharply. “Remember what I said about talking? I meant it.”


  She sat back quickly as if he’d threatened her with a knife.


  He said, “Stay here, be quiet, and keep your eyes open. If you see anything hinky, flash the headlights once.”


  “Hinky?”


  “You’ll know it when you see it.”


  Nate rattled around through gear in the small back floor well and came out with an eighteen-inch crowbar and a two-foot length of stiff wire.


  “Back in a minute,” he said, and walked across Deloney with the tool pressed to his thigh so it couldn’t be seen in silhouette. Dime-sized snowflakes sifted down through the
  orbs of streetlights and began to gather like goosedown in the cracks of the wooden walk.


  HE DIDN’T NEED the crowbar to get into the Tahoe, and he was grateful, because he feared setting off an alarm. A car
  alarm blasting in the quiet night would be a small disaster. He kept low as he cased the vehicle, looking in all the windows but not standing tall enough to be seen over the roof.


  The front seat was uncluttered except for a sheaf of folded maps and documents crammed down between the driver’s seat and the console. The backseat was loaded with duffel bags and gear
  bags. Not unusual in a mountain location if the occupants were mountain climbers or trekkers.


  The back compartment had a couple of suitcases, plastic tubs with lids, and a heavy blanket spread across the carpeting from one wheel well to another. The blanket didn’t lie flat, but was
  rounded down in the center. It was obviously covering something long and bulky.


  Nate held the wire up to the light and bent the tip into an L shape. He made another bend about eighteen inches from the L. After checking the walks for passersby—there were
  none—he glanced down the street to where his Jeep was parked. He couldn’t see Haley in the passenger side because of the shadows, but she was not flashing the lights. Quickly, he stood
  and jammed the pointed tip of the wire through the rubber seal on the back window. He had to work the wire up and down until the pointed tip found the edge of the glass in the channel. With a shove
  and twist, the wire poked through the seal on the inside and he could see it on the other side of the glass.


  The rubber seal squeaked as he raised the butt end of the wire and shoved it farther into the back compartment. No alarms went off. He pushed it until it reached the rear bend, then farther
  raised the back end. The L-tip bit down into the fabric, and he pulled the wire from left to right, drawing back the blanket, revealing the black heavy barrel of a rifle. He pulled it back far
  enough to see the bipod, legs folded, mounted to the undercarriage of the front stock and the blunt snout of the scope.


  A Barrett M82A1M .50 sniper rifle, all thirty pounds’ worth. It shot 690- to 750-grain .50 caliber Browning machine-gun cartridges, each nearly five inches long. The murder weapon. Just as
  he’d guessed.


  NATE TOSSED the crowbar and the wire back into the rear floor well and brushed snowflakes from his coat and sleeves before he climbed inside and shut
  the door.


  “It’s them,” he said, describing the find.


  “What if they’re staying for the night?” she asked. “I mean, it’s a hotel.”


  “Then we wait until morning,” he said.


  “I’m getting cold. It’s snowing.”


  “Haley . . .”


  “I know, I know.”


  AFTER TWENTY MINUTES, he noticed she was hugging herself and trembling from the cold. She’d obviously chosen not to complain, and he appreciated
  it, and he reached forward and started the motor. It took a while before dust-smelling heat—it was the first time he’d had to turn on the heat since winter—poured through the
  vents.


  “Thank you,” she said.


  The snow came straight down and had coated the streets and cars with a clean white inch. Falling snow haloed around the lampposts and turned pink in the neon red light from the Silver Dollar Bar
  sign. Nate checked the time and was surprised to see it was only 8:15. The tragic day they’d had, the stillness, the dark streets, and the smothering snowfall made it seem much later.


  Haley said, “Maybe we could stay inside? Separate rooms, of course.”


  Nate grunted. He liked the soft, husky tone of her voice. Despite what he’d told her earlier about talking, he found her voice attractive. Although she’d been sitting next to him
  nearly all day, he could feel her presence very strongly at that moment. He was tuned in to her every movement, every breath. Her dark hair shined blue with diffused ambient light from outside,
  like Superman in the comics. In the warm air of the heater, he could also catch a light whiff of her scent.


  As the cab warmed up she had her eyes fixed on the windshield but said, “Gabriel told me about your loss. About your girlfriend getting killed.”


  “She was more than that,” he said.


  “You know what I mean. It must have been horrible.”


  “It was. It is.”


  “You don’t want to talk about it, right?”


  “Right.”


  After a moment, she said, “So we’ve both lost the people closest to us. What are the chances of that?”


  He didn’t reply. But he found it more than interesting that she was thinking of the two of them that way. He’d been thinking the same thing but keeping it at bay because he was
  frightened of the possibilities.


  “I’d like to get some sleep,” she said softly, “but I’m afraid if I close my eyes I’ll see Oscar’s body again. I’ll never be able to get that
  image out of my mind for the rest of my life.”


  He nodded. “I’ve seen a lot of violent death. If you spend a lot of time in the natural world, there’s little else. I know there are wild animals that die of old age, but
  I’ve rarely seen one. There’s a point where you get like a hunter or a farmer—or a doctor—and you look at it almost clinically. Bullets are just chunks of metal thrown
  really fast through the air, and when they hit soft flesh they do terrible damage. You get used to it. But when it happens to a friend who was talking to you just a minute before—he’s
  there and then he isn’t, and all that’s left is meat—you never get used to that.”


  He felt her eyes on him and almost didn’t want to look over.


  “Your secret,” she asked. “You told Oscar, didn’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “But no one else?”


  “No, although a friend named Large Merle figured it out. He’s no longer with us. I tried to tell a good man I know, a game warden in Wyoming, but he didn’t want to hear
  it.”


  She said, “Maybe I do.”


  “Maybe you don’t,” he said, turning on the wipers to clear the windshield of snow that melted on contact.


  “Not that it seems to matter,” she said. “Everybody you come in contact with seems to wind up ‘no longer with us.’”


  Nate grimaced and closed his eyes for a moment. “You don’t need to remind me,” he said, thinking of Joe and Marybeth. Hoping they’d see and understand his message to them
  to get away fast. Hoping they were in the process of packing bags that very minute. Wondering if he shouldn’t step out from his self-imposed communications blackout and make an unsecured
  phone call to emphasize his concern.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “That came out wrong. I didn’t mean . . .”


  He grunted again and waved her words away with his hand.


  She said, “I meant you might as well tell me, because the bad guys will think you did, anyway, and they’ll try to kill me, too.”


  He looked over at her as if seeing her for the first time. God, she was lovely. She didn’t deserve to know him, he thought. She didn’t deserve to get hurt.


  He said, “If I do—”


  She cut him off. “Like I said, it doesn’t matter. So you might as well. Lord knows, we seem to have the time.” He liked the way she pronounced time as
  “tahm.”


  After pausing for a minute, he said, “It’s very close to me right now. Telling Oscar opened it all up like it was yesterday. All these years, I’ve struggled to keep it
  somewhere in the back of my brain, in the reptile part. But I spent too many years alone, with too much time to fight it back constantly. So at times, it crawled over the wall and haunted me, and
  after I’d chased it back I’d sit around for days and consider all the implications. In a strange way, I think Nemecek has the same problem. I dealt with it by staying out of the world
  and doing what good I could do. Trying to make up for what I did in a very small way, although I know it isn’t possible. I kind of adopted this family named the Picketts, and I swore
  I’d protect them. I have, up until now. But I’m afraid of what could happen to them. Their only crime is trusting me.”


  She shook her head sadly, and asked, “How does Nemecek deal with it?”


  “By making me go away,” Nate said. “And everybody who knows or might know. That’s one of the tragedies about what happened to Cohen and the rest back in Idaho.
  They didn’t know, but he thought they might.”


  She said, “Could you go to someone? Maybe someone in the government who would be sympathetic? Or maybe a reporter?”


  “No,” Nate said. “I’ve given it a lot of thought over the years, but I don’t know who I can trust. Something has happened to make Nemecek double down, to want to
  take care of his problem: me. Until I know what caused him to come out from under his rock, I don’t know who I can trust.”


  “You can trust me,” she said.


  “Can I?”


  “Your arrogance is off-putting,” she said, an edge creeping into her voice. “You ask that question but you assume I should trust you with my life. Maybe you’ve
  spent too much damn time alone.”


  He turned to her, amazed. “Maybe I have.”


  Then he noted movement in his peripheral vision and sat up straight.


  “What?” she asked.


  Through the wet-streaked windshield undulating with moisture, he could see two men emerge from the side entrance of the Wort. Even without seeing their features clearly, he could tell by their
  bearing and presence they were heading for the Tahoe. They were both tall and without paunches, and they moved with an athletic grace not entirely affected by alcohol. One wore a battered straw
  cowboy hat and the other a ubiquitous billed trucker cap, as if they’d gone to a western store and said, “I want to look like a local yokel.” Cowboy Hat loped down the wood
  sidewalk and extended his hand toward the car. At that moment, the interior lights of the SUV came on as he keyed a remote.


  “Buckle up,” he said.


  “Oh my God,” she whispered. “We’re gonna do this, aren’t we?”


  Nate reached over and grasped her hand. “Last chance to get out. This could get ugly.”


  “Like I haven’t seen ugly,” she said.
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  NATE SAT STILL in the running Jeep in the alleyway while the Tahoe backed out onto Glenwood. When he realized the SUV would be coming in his direction,
  he slipped the gearshift into reverse and backed as fast as he could without losing control and clipping the outside walls of the brick buildings on both sides. At the far end of the alley, he
  stopped.


  “Get down,” he said urgently, as the Tahoe swung into the street and its headlights flashed on.


  She hesitated for a half second until he reached over toward her, then obeyed. Their heads touched each other in the space between the two seats, and a wash of light from the headlamps of the
  Tahoe flashed through the cab.


  He waited for a beat and said, “Okay.”


  When he looked up, the Tahoe was gone.


  He kept his lights off as he backed the rest of the way down the alley, and when his tires hit the pavement of the next cross-street he cranked on the wheel so they were pointed left.


  Assuming the Tahoe driven by Cowboy Hat was going north on Cache Street, he turned right onto Millward, which ran parallel to Cache through a residential neighborhood. As he crossed Gill Avenue,
  Nate gestured up the empty street to Haley, who looked out her passenger window.


  “We should see them now,” he said.


  And they did. The white Tahoe cruised through the intersection headed north and disappeared from view.


  Nate gunned his Jeep, keeping up with the Tahoe a block to his right. He turned right again on Mercill and paused until the Tahoe crossed their path and continued north.


  He gave it a count of fifteen before nosing the Jeep up Mercill to turn left and give chase.


  She said, “Nate—your lights?”


  Thinking he didn’t realize they were off.


  “Haley,” he hissed, “the thing about talking.”


  She blew out an angry stream of air.


  “But if the cops see us without our lights on . . .”


  “There are no cops,” he said impatiently. “They’re all over the pass in Idaho, helping out the sheriff over there with a murder. That’s how these small towns
  work.”


  “Oh. Clever on your part.”


  “Now, please, no more fucking help or advice.”


  She reached up and drew her closed fingers over her mouth in a zipping motion.


  NATE AND HALEY retraced their earlier route toward the airport, although this time there was a single pair of distant taillights a half mile ahead of
  them on the road. Nate still drove with his lights out, faster than he should.


  The heavy snowfall blanked out the stars and moon and made the night landscape two-tone: black above and dark purple below. He used the faint double set of tire tracks ahead to follow, as well
  as the distant taillights. He could see nothing in between.


  “Watch for wildlife on the road,” Nate said to Haley. “Warn me if you see anything.”


  The route from Jackson toward Grand Teton National Park was famous for grazing bison and elk alongside the two-lane highway.


  “Okay,” she said, tentative. He knew she was frightened. He didn’t blame her. He gently pressed harder on the accelerator, beginning a long process of closing the gap between
  the Tahoe and the Jeep in the dark.


  JACKSON HOLE AIRPORT was on their left. It was low-slung and obscured by the darkness and the storm, but several red warning lights shone through the
  snowfall. After they passed it, the darkness descended on them further. There were no houses and no lights. They were officially in Grand Teton National Park, headed north.


  He’d been on the road many times before and tried to recall the landscape, the features, and the turns. The Gros Ventre Range was to his right, the Snake River Valley to his left, and
  beyond the river the jagged sawtooths of the Teton Range. The highway was on a flat bench skirting the river valley.


  Nate guessed the Tahoe would continue to Moran Junction, then take U.S. 26/287 over Togwotee Pass via Dubois and on to the Bighorn Mountains.


  Before the road crossed the river and wound through pockets of timber, there was a long straightaway of three to five miles. Long enough to make sure there was no one coming, or behind them.
  Long enough, if he gunned it, to make his move. He didn’t want them to leave the park and get as far as the junction, where the route over the mountains became narrow and heavily wooded.
  Plus, it would likely be snowing harder.


  Nate pried the fingers of his right hand from the wheel and reached across his body for the grip of his .500. He drew it out of the shoulder holster and laid it across his lap.


  He said to Haley: “Hold on, roll down your window, keep your eyes open, and duck when I tell you.”


  He could tell she wanted to question him, but she swallowed her pride and cranked down the window. Cold air and whirling snow filled the cab.


  “Here we go,” he said, flooring it. His rear tires fishtailed slightly, then gripped through the snow to the asphalt, and they shot forward.


  THE TAILLIGHTS ahead of them started to widen. His engine howled, but he doubted Cowboy Hat and Trucker Cap would hear him coming before he was on top
  of them. In his peripheral vision, he saw Haley dig back in her seat and grasp the handhold on the dashboard as if it would cushion an impact.


  But just twenty feet before he plowed into the back of the Tahoe—he could suddenly see the smudge of white from its back hatch—Nate hit his headlights, clicked them to bright, and
  swung his Jeep to the left into the oncoming lane.


  The brake lights on the Tahoe flashed quickly—no doubt Cowboy Hat was temporarily blinded—and Nate roared up beside the SUV so they were rolling down the road side by side.


  “Duck!” he yelled to Haley.


  She went down.


  He extended his revolver straight out away from his body, aimed at the Tahoe, and looked over.


  Cowboy Hat turned his face to him as well. He was blinking from the unexpected blast of light and his mouth was slightly open, as if he was about to say something. Nate saw a face that was
  chiseled by bone and fashionably stubbled. His view within the scope trembled crazily, but when the crosshairs paused for a half second on a spot between the brim of the cowboy hat and the
  man’s left eye, he squeezed the trigger. The roar of the gunshot was deafening inside the cab of the Jeep, and a four-foot ball of orange flame leapt between the two vehicles.


  And just as suddenly, the Tahoe dropped away.


  “Oh my God!” Haley screamed into her arms.


  “Stay down.”


  Nate pumped his brakes to slow the Jeep and prevent an icy skid in the snow, while at the same time noting the sweep of errant headlights in his rearview mirror as the Tahoe left the road.


  After a three-point turn, Nate sped back to the scene. He found the Tahoe on its side in the sloped bottom of a sagebrush-covered swale, the top tires spinning in the air and the moist ground
  churned up behind it. Nate switched the Jeep into four-wheel drive and drove through the fresh gaping hole in the right-of-way fence, his headlights on the underside of the Tahoe. There was no
  movement from inside. The rear hatch had popped open in the rollover, and the gear bags, the suitcases, the plastic tubs, and the unsheathed Barrett rifle were slung across the snow.


  He drove around the vehicle until his lights framed the dented hood. The inside of the front windshield of the Tahoe gleamed bright red, as if it had been painted with a large bucket of blood.
  He hoped the slug hadn’t taken off Trucker Hat’s head as well.


  Keeping his lights on the Tahoe, Nate stomped on his emergency brake and leapt outside the Jeep with his weapon in front of him. Snow stung his eyes and gathered on his coat and hair. He could
  smell the sharp odor of leaking gasoline mixed with the sweet smell of crushed sagebrush.


  As he approached the Tahoe, he heard a thump from inside, and suddenly there was a heavy-soled footprint in the blood on the inside of the windshield. Then another thump, and another footprint.
  A football-sized star of cracks appeared on the glass. He waited.


  It took two minutes for Trucker Cap to kick his way outside.


  Trucker Cap crawled out into the snow on his hands and knees. His face and clothing were covered in blood, and it took him a few seconds to realize headlights were on him, and that Nate stood
  between the headlights of the Jeep with his gun out.


  “Oh, fuck me,” Trucker Cap said. “I didn’t think I’d ever get out of there. His head just . . . blew up.”


  Nate kept his eyes on Trucker Cap as he called over his shoulder, “Stay down, Haley.”


  From behind him, he heard her say indignantly, “I’m not a dog.”


  He ignored her and gestured with the muzzle of his gun toward Trucker Cap. “Don’t move.”


  “Are you the guy?” Trucker Cap asked. His voice was thick with shock as he stumbled to his feet. “Are you the guy who did this?”


  Nate could see his bright teeth through the gore on his face.


  “I told you not to move,” Nate said, and lowered his revolver and blew Trucker Cap’s right knee away. The man shrieked and fell straight down in a heap, moaning and writhing in
  the snow.


  “You’re going to answer a couple of questions,” Nate said, approaching the wounded man, hoping Haley had obeyed and wasn’t watching what was going to happen from the Jeep
  behind him. “I’m not asking you to answer questions,” he said. “I’m telling you what’s going to happen.”


  Trucker Cap groaned from pain and rolled to his back. He grasped his shattered knee with both hands, and blood pulsed out from between his fingers.


  “You should have known this was coming when you went after my friends,” Nate said.


  Nate thought of what Haley had said earlier: Like I haven’t seen ugly.


  He quickly closed the gap to the man and rolled him over with his boot. As he did, Trucker Cap’s jacket hiked up and Nate saw the grip of a .45 Heckler & Koch semiauto tucked into this
  belt. He snatched it out and tossed it over the top of the Tahoe.


  “Any more weapons?”


  “God, no,” Trucker Cap moaned. His eyes were closed tightly.


  Nate dropped to one knee next to Trucker Cap and patted the man down with his free hand through his clothes. His hand came away sticky with blood, and he wiped it clean in the snow before
  reaching back and gripping Trucker Cap’s left ear. He gave it a vicious twist, and the man’s eyes shot open.


  “I’m going to bleed out,” the man said.


  “And what’s the downside?” Nate asked. Then: “Three things, or I rip your ear off.”


  Trucker Cap’s eyes narrowed on Nate’s face.


  “One: how many operatives were on your team? Two: why is Nemecek coming after me now?”


  Trucker Cap’s mouth twisted into a defiant leer. “Why should I tell you? I heard what you did over there, you fucking traitor. When he gave us a chance to come after you, we jumped
  on it, you son-of-a-bitch.”


  Nate ripped his ear off and tossed it over his shoulder like an apple core. Trucker Cap howled, and Nate waited for the man to catch his breath. While he did, he reached across the man’s
  face and grasped his other ear.


  Nate said, “Everything Nemecek told you is wrong, but it doesn’t surprise me, and I don’t have the time or inclination to convince you otherwise. But now I know how he
  convinced good men to go rogue with him. Now back to the three things. . . .”


  Trucker Cap said, “But you only asked two.”


  “Oh,” Nate said, “the third. I want you to make a call when we’re done here. If you do exactly what I say, you might survive this. If you don’t, I’m
  going to pull you apart with my bare hands until you’re begging me to kill you. Got that?”


  Nate became aware that Haley must have watched, because behind him he could hear her sobbing.
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  AT THE SAME TIME, 360 miles to the east, Marybeth Pickett left her counter at the library, walked back behind the new acquisitions display to the
  business office, and picked up the hand microphone and made an announcement: “The library will close in ten minutes.”


  As she cradled the mic, her own voice echoed through the near-empty building and sounded severe and tinny. The acoustics in the old building were awful. To complete the protocol for closing the
  building, she doused the lights and quickly turned them back on so patrons who were wrapped up in whatever they were doing—or wearing earbuds—would get the word. It was 8:50 p.m.


  She didn’t like closing the building at night and wished she hadn’t made a deal with the other senior librarian to switch shifts. Part of the negotiations for coming back to work was
  her insistence that her shift conclude by three so she could be home when the girls got out of school. But once a month or so, she traded shifts for the sole reason of maintaining a good working
  relationship with her colleagues.


  Both Lucy and April were at home—they’d sent texts asking if they could heat up some frozen pizza—and Joe was still out in the field and hadn’t communicated his
  whereabouts or when he’d be getting back to their house on Bighorn Road. She was anxious to hear from him how the multiple investigations were going. Three homicides and three missing-persons
  cases within the span of a week had unnerved every local she’d talked with. Things like that didn’t happen here, she knew, and never all at once. Although someone driving through the
  town of Saddlestring would see a sleepy community hugging the banks of the Twelve Sleep River as winter approached, they would have no idea that the people who lived there were filled with anxiety
  and it felt on the streets and in the shops like the wheels were coming off the place. The weekly Saddlestring Roundup had a story in it just that day featuring residents who said they were
  openly carrying weapons and locking their doors at night for the first time in their lives.


  The pressure growing on Sheriff Kyle McLanahan to restore order was immense and more than a little unreasonable, she thought. Locals directed a hefty part of their fear and frustration toward
  him, and talked about the incompetence of the department. Several of the small business leaders who gathered for morning coffee at the Burg-O-Pardner—Marybeth’s former clients who were
  struggling in the down economy and barely holding on as it was—discussed circulating a recall petition for McLanahan if he somehow won reelection. Although she’d never liked McLanahan
  and wanted him to lose, Marybeth thought most of the criticism recently to be over the top and unfair. Though, she thought, it couldn’t happen to a more deserving guy.


  THE OLD COUNTY LIBRARY was a wholly different place at night, Marybeth thought. It was an original Carnegie library built in the 1920s, and added on
  to. Outside, the classical Greek architecture, columns, and scrollwork were impressive in the floodlights that shone back on it. But inside, the high ceilings and corners weren’t lit well,
  and sounds carried in odd ways, like her announcement had. It was too cool in the winter and too warm in the summer, and the ancient boiler sometimes shuddered with enough force to rattle the
  windows and scare children in the children’s section. At night, the original hardwood floor produced moans and squeaks she never heard in the daytime. The layout of the building was outmoded
  and crowded, with high shelving that prevented her from seeing who was at the study tables or reading area in the back of the building from her counter.


  Outside, clouds had been drawn over the moon and stars. She could see from the wet windows it was spitting snow. The valley was due for the first serious winter storm of the season, and she
  hoped it didn’t roll in until later that night, after she was home safely. After Joe was home safely. The closeness outside and the water-streaked windows added to the overall gloom of the
  building—and her mood.


  She listened for the sounds of books being snapped shut or patrons gathering up their possessions on their way out, but it was quiet inside. Marybeth walked over to a side window and looked at
  the parking lot. There was only one car besides her own—a dark new-model crossover she didn’t recognize. So there was at least one person still in the building, maybe more.


  Marybeth usually noted and greeted each patron as they entered, but she’d been busy all night with library work as well as her own project. At the time the patron entered, she guessed,
  she’d been entranced in reading accounts of the murder in Colorado Springs on the Internet on the website of the Colorado Springs Gazette. About the unidentified victim found in Nate
  Romanowski’s father’s home. According to the sheriff, there were no suspects yet, but they were hoping the analysis on the forensic evidence obtained might shed light on the identity of
  the victim or the killer. Neighbors were quoted saying what neighbors always said, that Gordon Romanowski was a friendly man who kept to himself and would never be capable of such an act, as far as
  they knew.


  She was curious about Nate’s father. She wondered what he looked like and how he’d raised such a son. Nate himself had rarely mentioned his family, and had made only one passing
  reference to his father years ago that she could recall. He’d said, after observing Joe with his daughters, “So that’s how it’s done.”


  She was also drawn to a separate story on the newspaper web-site that appeared unrelated to the body found in the Romanowski home but that set off alarm bells within her: two unidentified male
  victims had been found as the result of a rollover on Pikes Peak Road. Unrelated but similar in Marybeth’s mind to the “accident” in Montana years before involving a vehicle
  remarkably similar to Nate’s Jeep.


  She checked the clock behind her and went back, once again, into the business office. “The library will close in five minutes,” she said, and again blinked the lights.


  She hoped the driver of the crossover would appear and go out into the lot for his car. Marybeth didn’t enjoy going back into the library to roust patrons, because she never knew what
  she’d find. Once, it was a couple of teenagers she knew making out under a study table, partially undressed. Sometimes it was a homeless old man sleeping in one of the lounge chairs in the
  reading area and she’d had to wake him up. Once, she’d found an ancient sleeping ranch hand with his sweat-stained cowboy hat lowered over his face. When she awakened him, he jumped up
  wild-eyed and hollered: “Close the damned gate, Charlie! The fucking horses are getting out!”


  THERE WAS a creak from the shadows beyond the stacks, and she looked up but could see no one.


  “Hello?” she asked.


  There was no response.


  “Oh, please,” she whispered, “it’s time to go.”


  There were myths that the old library building was haunted, but she didn’t believe in ghosts. Lucy told her the library was now a stop on the Halloween night “Ghosts of
  Saddlestring” tour the chamber of commerce sponsored. According to Lucy, the story recounted on the tour by Stovepipe—the county court bailiff who volunteered to lead the ghost
  tours—was about a workman who’d died from an accident while the building was under construction. Because the man who died was an ornery Swede and the foreman a resentful Norwegian, the
  body was left where it lay and the walls were built up around it. Now, according to Lucy via Stovepipe, passersby sometimes heard Swedish wailing from inside the library late at night. Marybeth had
  laughed off the story at the time and said, “Swedish wailing? How would they know?”


  But now she thought about it. And felt foolish for doing so.


  Then she heard another creak from the stacks of books.


  She took a deep breath and walked out from behind the counter. She’d need to find whoever was still inside the building.


  Several times over the last year, Joe had driven into town and waited for her to come outside after the late shift. She’d told him it wasn’t necessary. Tonight, though, she wished he
  was out there.


  Before leaving the desk, she retrieved her purse from under the counter. Clutching her cell phone in one hand and a small container of pepper spray Joe had pressed on her years before in the
  other, she went to find the last remaining patron. Joe had once tried to talk her into carrying a gun in her purse and she’d disagreed with him, saying it was dangerous and unnecessary. Now,
  though . . .


  SHE ASSUMED the last remaining patron would be at the tables. But there was no one in the study area or reading lounge. On the way to the back
  she’d glanced down the aisles between shelves of books and hadn’t seen anyone loitering. She pushed open the door to the women’s restroom and called, “Hello?” No
  response. She leaned in, glanced for shoes beneath the stalls, shut the lights out, and did the same with the men’s. Both were empty.


  Marybeth took a deep breath and walked from one side of the building to the other, methodically checking each aisle of shelves for the owner of the vehicle outside. She speculated that perhaps
  the driver wasn’t even in the library—that he or she had simply parked his or her car in a public lot and walked elsewhere or was picked up. It seemed unlikely, though, since there were
  no retail stores open in the neighborhood and the Stockman’s Bar was four blocks away, with plenty of parking available on the street.


  There was no one in the aisles.


  As she walked back up to the front counter, she defied her inner librarian and called out, “Is anybody still in the library? I’m ready to turn out the lights and lock up.” Her
  voice sounded weak to her. “Hello? Is anyone here?”


  From the front of the building, she heard a man clear his throat.


  She froze for a moment, squeezing hard on both the phone and the pepper spray. At least she thought she’d heard a man. But it might be that damned boiler. . . .


  HE STOOD at the checkout counter with his back to her as she approached. The man was tall, with light hair, wide shoulders, and long legs. He wore a
  heavy brown suede leather jacket that looked expensive.


  “May I help you?” she asked. “We need to close up the building.”


  The man swiveled his head toward her, and she instantly felt a chill. He was pale, with sharp, close-set blue eyes and high cheekbones that looked sculpted. What was striking about him were his
  full red lips. His mouth was set in a slight, bemused smile.


  “I think you can,” he said softly. There was a twinge of a Southern accent. He held up a stack of three or four books.


  She bustled around the end of the counter, putting it between them. She felt his eyes on her as she casually moved the hand with the pepper spray behind her back. As she bent over to sit in her
  chair and slid close to the counter, she placed the phone on her desk and the spray can on her lap where he wouldn’t be able to see it. She tried not to appear rattled.


  “I’d like to check these out,” he said. “But I can’t seem to find my library card.”


  “I can’t issue you a new one right now,” she said, “but we can have it done tomorrow for a five-dollar replacement fee.”


  “Five dollars?” he asked, amused. “That’s just highway robbery.”


  She looked up at him. He seemed to be playing with her, and she tried to make him know she wasn’t entertained. “You can check out the books with a temporary voucher, provided
  you’re a county resident. But you’ll need to find your card or get a new one as soon as possible.”


  “Or what happens to me?” he asked, smiling with his mouth.


  “What happens to you?” she repeated.


  “Yeah. Do I get thrown in jail? Does the sheriff come to my house and lock me up?”


  She felt the hairs prick up on the back of her neck and her forearms as she said, “No. You can’t check out any more books.”


  “What if these are the only books I’ll ever need? Then what?”


  She looked back at him, exasperated. “I really don’t have time for this,” she said. “We need to close the library.”


  She reached out for the three books, and he handed them to her. As she took them, he kept a grip on them for a second, then released. His smile never wavered.


  “Please,” she said.


  She quickly scanned them. The Art of War by Sun Tzu, The Looming Tower by Lawrence Wright, and Falconry and Hawking by Phillip Glasier. She paused before she scanned
  the last book.


  “Something wrong?” he asked.


  “No.”


  She’d seen a copy of the book before. Nate had given it to her daughter Sheridan when she first showed interest in becoming an apprentice.


  “It’s kind of dated,” he said, “but the basic foundation hasn’t changed for thousands of years. So how dated can it really be?”


  “I have no idea,” she said, scanning the book. She had trouble meeting his eyes again. How could that book be a coincidence? She turned to the side to face her computer monitor.


  “What’s your name, please?” she asked, calling up the database of county residents who had library cards.


  “Bob White,” he said, chuckling. “Just like the bird.”


  She entered the name. “There’s a Randall White and an Irene White but no Bob. Do you go by Randall?”


  “I’m surprised,” he said, but his tone wasn’t. He said, “There must be some kind of mistake.”


  She turned back to him and shrugged.


  “Maybe you can try again,” he said. “Maybe you entered the wrong name.”


  “I don’t think I did.”


  “Try it again,” he said. “Just for grins.”


  She didn’t want to but had no good reason to refuse other than reluctance to turn her back on him again. But if it would move things along and get him out of there . . .


  While she tapped the keys he said, “So where is your husband these days? Still out investigating?” The last word simmered with sarcasm and she mistyped “W-h-i-t-e”
  and had to delete and rekey. It wasn’t unusual for patrons to ask about Joe. The location of the game warden was valuable information in a hunting and fishing community. But the question was
  tinged with malice, and was too familiar from someone she’d never met.


  “No, he’s on his way here now,” she lied.


  “He is, is he?” he chuckled. He obviously didn’t believe her, and she felt her neck flush.


  Then: “What about your kids? Are they home?”


  A chill rolled through her. She couldn’t type. She swiveled in her chair and stared at him.


  “Why are you asking about my family?” she whispered.


  “I guess I’m just neighborly. I’m a neighborly guy.”


  “You need to leave,” she said, dropping her right hand below the counter and gripping the pepper spray. “You have no idea who you’re talking to. You do not talk
  about my family,” she said, her eyes flashing.


  “Who are you?” she asked, terrified that she already knew.


  “Bob White. Like the bird. I already told you that.”


  “I could call nine-one-one right now,” she said.


  He nodded. “Yes, you could, Marybeth. And we could both wait here in embarrassed silence until they arrived.”


  She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. When he used her name, she felt as if she’d been slapped.


  “Your name tag,” he said, gesturing toward her breast.


  She felt her face flush.


  “What I’m really interested in,” he said, leaning forward on the counter so his face was two feet away, “is falconry. They call it the sport of kings, you know.
  It’s an ancient art with almost religious overtones.” He tapped the book as he talked. “I understand you’re acquainted with a master falconer. I’d love to talk with
  him and, you know, pick his brain.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.


  He shook his head slightly, as if disappointed.


  “Please,” she said, her mouth trembling. “Just leave.”


  A low hum suddenly came from the breast pocket of his leather jacket, and she saw a split-second look of irritation in his eyes. He rose off the counter and pulled his phone out of his pocket
  and checked the caller ID.


  He stepped back away from the counter until he was in an aisle of shelving. Close enough to keep an eye on her but far enough not to be overheard. Or so he thought. Due to the strange acoustics
  in the building, she could clearly hear him when he raised the phone to his mouth and said, “Yes?”


  Beneath the counter, out of his view, Marybeth reached down and opened her own phone. She kept her chin and eyes up, though, so he couldn’t sense what she was doing. Opening her phone, she
  opened up her “favorites” screen. Joe’s number was at the top, and she pressed send. Quickly, and without looking down, she keyed the speaker button and turned down the volume of
  his voice message. It was good to hear his recorded voice, even briefly, before she dialed it down. When the prompt came to leave a message—she had the cadence memorized and knew without
  hearing it—she increased the volume all the way. She was now recording on his phone, wherever it was. And he’d hear what happened in the library if anything did.


  The man who called himself Bob White listened to his phone without responding. But even at that distance and in the poor light, she could see him stiffen.


  “But not our target?” His voice was clipped and angry.


  Then: “I don’t care. We can talk about it when you get here.”


  After a minute more of holding the phone up to his ear, the man closed it without another word and dropped it into his pocket. He hesitated for a moment, then strode back toward her out of the
  shadows. His head was tilted slightly forward, and his eyes pierced into her from under his brow. She felt her heart beat faster.


  He turned sharply toward the door to the parking lot, as if changing his mind from his original intention. Over his shoulder, he said, “You can keep the books. I’ve already read
  them.”


  He walked toward the doors swiftly, retrieving his phone and raising it to his face. Before he pushed his way out, he covered the speaker and looked back over his shoulder.


  “It was a real pleasure to meet you, Marybeth Pickett,” he said through clenched teeth. “I look forward to the next time.”


  And he was gone.


  SHE WAITED until he was clear of the vestibule before running to the doors herself and throwing the locks. Even though she was sure she’d
  attended to all of them, she double-checked each. Through the glass, she could see him backing out of his space and turning toward the exit onto Main Street.


  She was shaking so badly she had to concentrate to punch the three numbers on the handset back at her desk. When Wendy, the dispatcher, answered, Marybeth said, “This is Marybeth at the
  library. A man was just here. . . .”


  And after she hung up, she picked up her cell phone and said, “Joe, I hope you heard that. It was him. Get home now. I’m calling the girls to tell them to lock
  everything up and stay inside. Joe, he knows too much about us.”





  22


  JOE PICKETT didn’t receive the message, because at 9:30 he was miles away from the highway, on the side of a mountain, grinding his departmental
  pickup down a brutal and narrow two-track in the falling snow. He was looking for an abandoned line shack deep in the timber that might or might not contain the remains of Alice Thunder. By the
  time he neared the shack, he was quietly fuming.


  Heavy wet snowflakes shot through the beams of his headlights like meteors. Luckily, the road was knuckled with protruding rocks so the traction on his tires was sound, but they made for
  painfully slow progress and a ride similar to being caught inside a tumbling clothes dryer.


  “We’re getting closer,” Luke Brueggemann said, the GPS unit glowing in his lap. “That is, if those hunters who found the body gave the sheriff the right
  coordinates.”


  Joe leaned forward and tried to see the sky through the top of the windshield. “I don’t like this snow right now,” he said. “We’ve got to get in, check out that
  line shack, and get out. I don’t want to get stuck back here on the dark side of the moon.”


  “I think I’ve heard that story,” Brueggemann said, grinning.


  “There’s not much funny about it.”


  “It’s kind of a legend among the trainers,” Brueggemann said, referring to the time Joe had been handcuffed to his steering wheel by a violator, who escaped during a blizzard.
  “In fact, there’s probably more case studies of things you’ve gotten into than any other game warden.”


  “Is that so?” Joe said, not knowing whether to be angry or impressed.


  “Seems that way.”


  “How far until we reach the line shack?”


  Brueggemann held the GPS up and traced the contours on the screen. “A mile, maybe.”


  “Good. I’ve got a lot of patience, but I’m just about ready to call Cheyenne and ask them to cut us loose from this investigation. I’ve never done that before, but
  we’re doing nothing out here except burning fuel and calories.”


  “So you don’t think we’ll find her body?”


  “Look around us,” Joe said. “We’re forty miles from the res. Do you really think a nice middle-aged lady like Alice Thunder would end up here?”


  “I don’t know her.”


  “I do,” Joe said. “This is a wild-goose chase.”


  “But we’re gonna check out the shack first, right?” Brueggemann asked.


  “Of course. But first thing tomorrow morning—provided we can get out of here tonight—I’m calling Cheyenne.”


  “Does that mean we’re going to get to do real game-warden stuff?” the trainee asked. “Like checking out hunters and finally visiting all those elk camps?”


  FOR THE PAST day and a half, they’d been assigned to Sheriff McLanahan through an agreement reached between the governor’s office and the
  Twelve Sleep County Sheriff’s Department. To both Joe Pickett’s and Sheriff McLanahan’s chagrin, County Attorney Dulcie Schalk had gone over the sheriff’s head and pulled
  together a multi-agency effort that involved local, county, state, and federal law enforcement personnel. In addition to the state DCI and the Bureau of Indian Affairs investigators, Schalk had
  also commandeered state troopers and had borrowed deputies and investigators from adjoining counties, over the sheriff’s objections. But characteristically, McLanahan claimed credit for the
  effort to the Saddlestring Roundup and described it as “a show of force not seen since the Johnson County Range War.” Despite McLanahan’s frequent interviews with radio
  journalists and television stations from Billings to Casper and the impressive coordination effort spearheaded by Schalk, no progress had been made on either the three missing-persons cases or the
  triple homicide.


  Because of Joe’s familiarity with the vast and empty corners of the county—and to keep him out of the way—McLanahan had assigned him the job of following up on far-flung
  anonymous tips and unsubstantiated sightings of Bad Bob Whiteplume, Alice Thunder, or Pam Kelly. All the leads had gone nowhere. Bad Bob was reportedly seen in Las Vegas and in the crowd of a
  Denver Nuggets basketball game. The Feds got those to follow up on. But when someone called in that they’d witnessed Bad Bob rappelling down the steep walls of Savage Run Canyon, it fell into
  Joe’s bailiwick. Joe and his trainee had driven as close to the rim of the canyon as they could and hiked the rest of the way, to find no evidence of Bad Bob or anybody else.


  Pam Kelly had been reported lurking around the corrals of a neighboring ranch, but when Joe and Brueggemann got there, the mysterious person turned out to be a barmaid from the Stockman’s
  Bar. She explained haltingly that she was “moonlighting”—performing an erotic dance routine for three Mexican cowhands in the bunkhouse for money. They drove her back to her
  car.


  The anonymous report from hunters said that they’d seen a body matching Alice Thunder’s description at a remote line shack on the other side of the Bighorn Mountains—for which
  they’d provided GPS coordinates—but it looked to be another dry hole.


  For the past two nights, Joe hadn’t returned home until after ten. He’d barely seen Lucy or April. Each night, despite his exhaustion, he’d booted up his computer and checked
  the falconry website. There wasn’t a single entry on the kestrel thread. Nate seemed to have vanished from the face of the earth. And for the first time he could recall, Marybeth hadn’t
  been able to provide any information from her legal and extralegal research into John Nemecek.


  On the way up the mountain to check out the line shack, Luke Brueggemann tried to hide the fact that he was trading text messages with his girlfriend. He’d turn his shoulder to Joe to keep
  his phone out of view while pretending to be enthralled by something outside his passenger window while he tapped messages by feel.


  “You’re not fooling me,” Joe had said as they neared the summit. Storm clouds from the north had marched across the sky and blacked out the stars and moon. “I can see the
  glow of your phone.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Luke, I’ve got teenage daughters. I know every texting trick in the book. I even know the one where you look right at me with a vacant expression on your face while you text under
  the table.”


  Brueggemann looked away, obviously embarrassed. He said, “I told you, this is tough on her.”


  “It’s going to get tougher,” Joe said, slowing the pickup, “because once we leave the highway you’ll lose your cell signal. We won’t even be able to use the
  radio for a while.”


  “Okay,” he said.


  “Consider it tough love,” Joe said. “For the both of you.”


  JOE DIDN’T KNOW the area well, because he rarely patrolled it. The mountainside had burned in a forest fire twenty-five
  years before, and the surface of the ground between the new six- to eight-foot pine trees was still littered with an almost impenetrable tangle of burned logs and upturned root pans. The slope was
  so crosshatched with debris even the elk steered clear of it, thus there were few elk hunters for Joe to check. And although the topo map he’d consulted showed several ancient logging trails
  through the mountainside, the first two trails they’d found were blocked by dozens of fallen trees.


  The third, which of course was the most roundabout route to the abandoned line shack, was passable only because the hunters who’d reported the body had cleared it painstakingly with
  chainsaws.


  “Less than a half mile,” Brueggemann said.


  It was snowing hard enough that it stuck to the hood of the pickup and topped outstretched pine boughs like icing.


  Joe said to Brueggemann, “The chance of there being a body way in here, and that body belonging to Alice, is slim to none. But that’s not the way we approach it. We approach this
  like a crime scene. We’re professionals, and we take our job seriously. Don’t touch or move anything. Be cautious, and keep your eyes open and your ears on.”


  Brueggemann sat up straight and looked over at Joe, wide-eyed.


  “When we get there, grab my gear bag from the back,” Joe said. “Find the camera. We may need to take some shots.”


  After a beat Brueggemann said, “I gotta ask. What’s a line shack, anyway?”


  Joe was surprised. “You really don’t know?”


  “I guess not.”


  Joe said, “Cowboys built them back when all of this was open range. It’s a shelter against sudden bad weather, or if the ranch hands got caught in the middle of nowhere toward dark.
  None of them are very fancy, and most of them are in bad shape these days. But they saved some lives back in the day, and we’ve found more than a few lost hunters in remote line
  shacks.”


  “Ever find any bodies?” Brueggemann asked.


  “Nope.”


  THEY ALMOST missed it. Joe was taking a slow rocky turn to the left through the trees when his headlights swept quickly across a dark box twenty yards
  into the timber.


  “Any time now,” Brueggemann said, his eyes glued to the GPS.


  “You’re a little late,” Joe said, reversing until the beams lit up the old structure.


  The heavily falling snow didn’t obscure the fact that the line shack was a wreck. It was tiny—barely ten by ten feet—and made of ancient logs stained black with melting snow.
  The roof sagged, and there was no glass in the two rough-cut windows on either side of the gaping door. A dented black metal stovepipe jutted out of the roof at a haphazard angle.


  “What a dump,” Brueggemann said.


  “Yup,” Joe said, swinging out of the cab. He dug his green Game and Fish parka out from behind the bench seat. It had been back there, unused, for the last five months, and he shook
  the dust off. His twelve-gauge Remington WingMaster shotgun was behind the seat as well, but he decided to leave it. He reached inside the cab for the long black Maglite flashlight, which was
  jammed between the seats. He clicked it on and shined it toward the line shack. He choked the beam down so it peered into the open windows, but all he could see were interior log walls.


  “I’ve got the camera,” Brueggemann said, tossing the evidence bag into the cab of the truck.


  Joe took a step toward the line shack, then stopped. He turned and got his shotgun.


  “You think you’re going to need that?” Brueggemann asked.


  “Probably not.”


  The snow crunched under their boots as they approached the line shack. Joe held the flashlight with his left hand and carried the shotgun in his right.


  “Why a shotgun?” Brueggemann asked. “What’s wrong with your service pistol?”


  “Nothing,” Joe said, “except I can’t hit a damned thing with it.”


  Brueggemann chuckled. He said, “I knew that. I just wanted to hear you say it.”


  “You’re starting to get on my nerves,” Joe said. “Now, get behind me.”


  THE HEAVY SNOW hushed the rumbling of the running motor of Joe’s pickup as he neared the front of the line shack. He swept the beam left to right
  and back again, covering the front of the structure as well as the roof and several feet to each side. Because of the snowfall, any boot prints that might have been there were hidden.


  “Anybody home?” Joe asked, feeling more than a little silly.


  He heard Brueggemann’s breath behind him, and was grateful he didn’t giggle.


  As he got close to the line shack, still sweeping the light across the windows, he saw something that surprised him: a glimpse of brightly colored cloth on the cluttered dirt floor inside.


  “There might be something,” he said over his shoulder.


  “Really?” Brueggemann asked, surprised.


  Rather than enter the sagging open door, Joe moved to the left to the broken-out window.


  Joe took a deep breath of cold air and inhaled several large snowflakes that melted in the back of his sinus cavities. Then he stepped forward and thrust the Maglite through the window frame
  toward the floor, slowly moving it up and down the length of the body wrapped in a blanket. The beam swept across the partially exposed skull, the matted hair, the gaping eye sockets where the
  flesh had been eaten away by rodents and insects.


  “Want to look?” Joe asked Brueggemann.


  “Is it her?”


  “Not exactly,” Joe said, stepping aside and handing his trainee the flashlight.


  ON THE WAY OUT of the forest toward the highway, Luke Brueggemann said, “Jesus, who would do something like that? Wrap a dead deer in a blanket
  and leave it in a line shack? What in the hell could they have been thinking?”


  Joe shrugged.


  “That’s just sick, man,” the trainee said.


  “It happens,” Joe said. “My guess is some hunter shot an extra deer than he had permits for, and decided to dump it. Why he’d wrap it in a fake Navajo blanket—I
  don’t know. I hate it when hunters waste a life and all that meat. It makes me furious. Luckily, it doesn’t happen very often.”


  “I wish we could have found the bullet,” Brueggemann said. He’d watched Joe perform the necropsy with equal measures of curiosity and disgust. But because of the deteriorated
  condition of the carcass, the fatal wound couldn’t be determined. “I’d like to figure out who did that and ticket their ass.”


  “We’ll never know unless someone fesses up,” Joe said. “Sometimes it takes years to solve a crime like that. But we’ve got the photos, and we’ll write up an
  incident report for the file. One of these days we may solve it. Someone talking in a bar, or telling the right person about it—that’s when we can cite them. And you’d be
  surprised how many of these miscreants show up and confess. Crimes against nature eat on some of these guys the way nothing else does.”


  “It’s a puzzle,” Brueggemann said, withdrawing his cell phone and glancing at the screen.


  “What’s even more of a puzzle,” Joe said, “is how those hunters saw a deer carcass in a blanket and thought it was Alice Thunder. There seems to be something strange in
  the air right now. The missing people and that triple homicide have everyone looking over their shoulders and seeing things that aren’t there, I think.”


  When his trainee didn’t respond because he was concentrating on his phone, Joe said, “We’re still a few miles away from getting a signal.”


  “I can wait.”


  “You’ll have to.”


  THE SNOW had accumulated so quickly they couldn’t see their entry tracks in the rough two-track on the way out. The big rocks in the road made
  them pitch back and forth inside the cab like rag dolls.


  “I’ll be glad to get back on asphalt,” Brueggemann said.


  “Uh-oh,” Joe said, as his headlights lit up a dead tree that had fallen across the road in front of them, blocking their progress. Luckily, the tree didn’t look too large to
  push aside.


  “When did that happen?” Brueggemann asked.


  Joe said, “Heavy snow brings down those old dead trees. Try and push it out of the way. If that won’t work, I’ll get the saw out of the back.”


  The trainee hesitated for a moment, as if preparing to argue, but apparently thought better of it. “It’ll just take a minute,” he said, pulling on leather gloves.


  While Brueggemann walked toward the fallen tree, his back bathed in white headlights, Joe withdrew his own cell phone to check messages. No bars. He glanced to the bench seat and realized
  Brueggemann had absently left his there. Joe wondered if Brueggemann’s smart phone picked up a signal yet, and picked it up to check.


  There was no signal yet, but the darkened screen hinted at the text thread underneath. Joe glanced up to make sure Brueggemann’s back was still to him—it was, as his trainee lifted
  the tree and walked it stiffly to the side—before tapping a key to light up the screen. Although Joe had no business looking at the extended text thread, he was curious. But the phone was
  locked and a password was required for access. He lowered the phone back to the seat, ashamed of his attempted spying.


  Out on the road, Brueggemann stepped aside and brushed snow from his sleeves and signaled for Joe to drive forward. When he drew up alongside, Joe stopped for his trainee to crawl in. He noted
  that the first thing Brueggemann did when he swung inside was to immediately retrieve his cell phone from the seat and drop it in his breast pocket.


  “Thank you,” Joe said.


  “The pleasure is mine,” Brueggemann said sarcastically. “It’s snowing like a motherfu—” He caught himself before the curse came out. “Like crazy,”
  he said instead.


  “It is,” Joe said. “But we’re not that far from the highway now, and we should be fine.”


  “Late, though,” his trainee said, looking at his wristwatch. He seemed to be in a hurry to get back to his motel. Probably to talk to his girl. Joe wondered what her name was.


  AFTER BEING TUMBLED about the cab on the two-track, it felt like heaven to drive onto the snow-covered highway again, Joe thought. He turned right and
  began to climb toward the summit.


  After shifting out of four-wheel-drive low, he snatched the mic from its cradle. They were now back in radio range. Since they were participating in the task force, the under-dash radio unit was
  still tuned to the mutual aid channel that included all the law enforcement agencies.


  “This is GF-48,” Joe said. “We investigated the lead and it’s negative. We’re heading back to the barn now.”


  “Roger that, GF-48,” the dispatcher said. The signal—and her voice—crackled with static. “I’ll inform the county sheriff’s department.”


  “It was a dead mule deer wrapped in a blanket,” Joe said, and glanced to Brueggemann, who smiled.


  “Roger that. A dead deer.”


  “GF-48 out,” Joe said. As he leaned forward to cradle the mic, the dispatcher came back. “Joe, have you been in touch with your wife yet?”


  Concerned, Joe said, “Negative. We just regained radio contact.”


  “Better call her,” the dispatcher said.


  “Right away.”


  To Brueggemann, Joe asked, “Do we have cell service yet?”


  The trainee looked at his phone and shook his head and said, “Must be the snow.”


  THERE WAS an untracked foot of it on the summit of the mountain, and Joe used the reflections of the delineator posts to make sure he kept the pickup
  on the road. As they finally began to descend, he felt the vibration of an incoming message on his cell phone in his pocket. At the same time, Brueggemann’s cell phone chirped with received
  text messages.


  As both men reached for their phones, the radio chatter increased in volume and was filled with distant voices.


  Brueggemann reached forward to turn down the volume when Joe recognized the fast-clipped exchange of officers somewhere involved in a tense situation.


  “Hold it,” Joe said to Brueggemann. “Something’s going on, and I want to hear what it is.”


  They listened as Joe drove. One of the speakers identified himself as a Teton County sheriff’s deputy. The other was a Wyoming highway trooper. The third was the local dispatcher in
  Jackson Hole. Snatches of the conversation popped and crackled through the speakers of Joe’s pickup radio.


  . . . One dead at the scene of the rollover . . .


  . . . transporting a second victim now to Saint John’s . . .


  . . . the vehicle is a Chevy Tahoe, Colorado plates, VIN number . . .


  “Where’s Saint John’s?” Brueggemann asked Joe.


  “Jackson,” Joe answered quickly, imploring his trainee to be quiet.


  . . . need to alert the emergency room doctors that the victim is in bad shape . . . claims he was tortured and it sure as hell looks like it . . .


  “Tortured!” Brueggemann yelped.


  “Please,” Joe said, “I can’t hear.”


  . . . The dead one at the scene appears to be male, late twenties to early thirties, no identification . . . massive head wound . . .


  . . . The staff at Saint John’s has been informed. . . .


  . . . snowing like hell here . . . not sure if there are other victims around . . . can see tire tracks but no other vehicles . . .


  . . . cannot send additional units because our personnel is currently across the border in Idaho . . .


  . . . Idaho! We need them here. . . .


  . . . Teton Pass is closed because of the storm. . . .


  . . . We need an evidence tech on the scene ASAP. The snow is covering the tracks and we’re gonna lose the chance of figuring out what happened. . . .


  . . . Requesting once again any possible backup or assistance on the scene . . .


  “Jesus,” Brueggemann said. “What do you think happened?”


  Joe shook his head as if he didn’t have any idea, and raised his phone to listen to Marybeth’s message that had been left two hours before.


  When he heard it, he felt his insides go ice cold. Despite the road conditions, he punched the accelerator.


  “Jesus!” Brueggemann said. “What are you doing?”


  “I’ve got to get home,” Joe said through clenched teeth.
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  NINE MILES WEST of Dubois, after summiting and descending the Absaroka Mountains, Nate slowed his Jeep and turned right on an untracked dirt road that
  led to a wide ribbon of ink that serpentined through the snow. The inside of the cab smelled of burned dust from the heating vents, hot tears from Haley, and the musky congealing blood that covered
  his flesh and clothing. The grille of his Jeep was packed with wind-driven snow from the drive over, and melting rivulets coursed down his headlights.


  He wheeled parallel to the bank of the Wind River and parked behind a thick stand of willows, concealing the location of the Jeep from anyone behind them on the highway. He cut the headlights
  before opening his door and swinging his legs out.


  “Do you want me to keep the motor running and the heat on?” he asked Haley.


  He couldn’t see her face well in the soft glow from the dome light. It had been nearly two hours since she’d spoken to or even looked at him. She’d spent the whole of the trip
  over Togwotee Pass staring out the front windows in unsettled silence, her head tilted slightly forward, her hair hanging down over her face. Her cheeks were wet with tears, but she’d rarely
  sobbed, as if she’d been too proud to make a sound and reveal herself. Instead, she gripped the safety bar across the dashboard as if holding on for dear life.


  He’d spent the whole of the trip deconstructing what he’d done to Trucker Cap, and analyzing the information he’d tortured out of him.


  “Haley . . .”


  She mumbled something that was snatched away by the muscular flow of the river behind him.


  “What?”


  “I said I don’t give a fuck what you do, you fucking monster!” she shrieked, her mouth twisted into rage, her eyes wide and rimmed with red.


  Nate leaned back on his heels and waited a full minute before walking to the back of the Jeep for his duffel bag. He left the engine running and said, “I told you not to watch.”


  FALLING SNOWFLAKES disappeared on contact with the icy surface of the river, leaving tiny one-ring disturbances. Curls of steam rose from the flow into
  the even colder air and vanished like ghosts. As Nate shed his shoulder holster and hung it over a willow branch, he heard a beaver slap its tail on the surface upriver and the gloop sound
  of the creature diving deep. What little filtered moonlight there was marked the sides of the current with accents of light blue.


  His clothing crackled as he peeled it off, because blood had dried through to his skin. He tossed each item into the middle of the river so it would float downstream, undulating in the current
  and over rocks, ending up who knew where: the Fitzpatrick Wilderness Area, Crowheart, or back home on the Wind River Reservation. Maybe his wretched clothing would be trapped beneath the heavy ice
  for the winter, washing the blood away, diluting the dissolving blood and fluids with startlingly clean and cold mountain water.


  Snowflakes landed on his bare skin like icy fly bites.


  The river itself was so cold it burned his skin and made him gasp. He waded in above his knees until the current upset his balance and his feet slipped on the smooth tops of the river rocks and
  he sat backward and went under. The tumbled silence underneath was awesome.


  For twenty long and silent seconds, he bounced along the riverbed on his back and butt, naked feet out ahead of him, arms out to the side, eyes closed. As the river cleansed his flesh and the
  cold numbed all feeling, he briefly forgot about the blood that flowed from ripping a man’s ears off, the muffled pop from twisting his victim’s nose sidewise until the nostrils looked
  up at his cheek, the dull, dry cracking sounds of fingers being snapped back one by one, the undignified screaming, the unholy crunch of shinbones being stove in.


  And when he emerged from the Wind River howling and trembling and thirty yards from where he’d left his duffel bag of clean dry clothes upstream, he fought back the depraved and
  exhilarating sense of yarak that had engorged him until he’d have to summon it back again.


  SHE WAS STILL staring at the snow-covered windshield when he climbed back into the Jeep. He’d found an old pair of jeans in his duffel as well as
  a dark green wool tactical sweater from the old days to wear. He closed the car door and sat in silence for a few minutes, letting the heat from the vents warm his body until his muscles stopped
  quivering.


  Then he turned to her and swiftly reached out and with his right hand grasped her ear through her dark hair. At his touch, her hands fluttered briefly in her lap like wounded birds. He drew out
  his .500 with his left hand and pressed the gaping muzzle against the white flesh of her neck just below her jawbone.


  “This is how it starts,” he said.


  She still wouldn’t look at him, but her eyes welled with tears. She said, “Do whatever you have to do, Nate. Torture me like you tortured that man back there. I’m sure once you
  get started you’ll get me to say whatever you want me to say, but it won’t be true.”


  “How did you hook up with Cohen?” he asked.


  “You should believe me when I tell you he hooked up with me,” she said. “The man was relentless. Why would I throw my life away to go off in the middle of the mountains
  in Idaho and live like a hillbilly with a bunch of other men? There’s only one reason people do such things. It’s called love, Nate. Maybe you’ve read about it.”


  He gripped her ear with more pressure and said, “Haley, the man back there told me there was a young and beautiful operator on the team. He didn’t know her name except by code.
  I’m thinking she was the one that got to Merle a month ago. I didn’t ask him to identify you in person, but now I want you to tell me something. Did you ever leave Camp
  Oscar?”


  “I can’t believe you’re asking me this,” she said. He could tell she was trying hard not to let her lips tremble and betray her emotions. “If he said it was me, he
  was lying. He couldn’t even see me in the Jeep. The headlights were on him, and we never made eye contact.”


  “Did you ever leave Camp Oscar?”


  After a beat, she said, “Yes. And yes, it was two weeks ago.”


  He increased the pressure but didn’t twist.


  “My father is dying back in North Carolina,” she said. “I flew home to see him. Then I flew back.”


  Nate said softly, “That would have been the third week of September?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Right now I can’t think straight. Cohen took me to the airport on a Monday night. . . .”


  “September seventeenth,” Nate said.


  “Okay. I got back Friday.”


  “The twenty-first.”


  “If you say so.”


  “Merle was gutted on September twentieth,” Nate said. “So you had time to find him, get close, and murder him. Or did you just set him up so one of the operators could get to
  him?”


  She blew out a quick, frustrated breath. More tears. “That whole week I was either at my parents’ house in Rocky Mount or at Nash General Hospital seeing my dad.”


  She laughed bitterly. “I assured my dying father I knew what I was doing out here. That I’d found a good man and I was safe. That gave him some comfort, and I didn’t know I was
  lying at the time.”


  She tried to turn her head toward Nate, but the grip on her ear prevented it.


  She said, “I wasn’t in Wyoming. In fact, this is the first time I’ve ever even been here. If this is what it’s like, I never want to come back.”


  “I never said Merle died in Wyoming.”


  “Oscar told me. He knew because you contacted him. Think about it, Nate.”


  Nate said, “I can check on that story pretty easily.”


  “Do it,” she said, pleading. “Please do it. I flew from Idaho Falls to Salt Lake City and on to Raleigh, where my mom picked me up.”


  “What airline?”


  “Delta.”


  “What flight number?”


  “I have no fucking idea.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” he asked.


  “Why should I?” she asked. “I guess I didn’t realize you planned to torture me. That you didn’t trust me.”


  “Oscar told me you’d been there the whole time.”


  “Oscar . . . must have forgotten,” she said. “It was before everything started to happen. Or maybe,” she said, a lick of flame reentering her tone, “maybe Oscar was
  in on it, too. Maybe you should drive back to Idaho and break his fingers and pull his goddamn ears off if you can find what’s left of his head.”


  He released her ear and slipped his weapon back into the shoulder holster.


  “I had to be sure,” he said, and turned back and put the Jeep into gear.


  “Are you sure now?” she asked, then followed it with a sharp slap across his face. He flinched but didn’t retaliate.


  “I think so,” he said.


  Her words reminded him of his own father, and how he’d left him in Colorado Springs. Nate wondered where Gordo had taken his new family, his stepmother and two half sisters he barely knew.
  The thought flooded him with remorse for uprooting them, and he hoped someday he’d be able to make things right. Gordo had made him what he was, for better and worse. Nate no longer resented
  him for that, and he hoped to tell Gordo all was forgiven. Then Nate shook his head to clear the thought away. The task ahead of him left no room for sentimentality.


  THE LIGHTS of Dubois emerged through the snowfall ahead. It was a small, sleepy mountain town of barely a thousand people surrounded by closed guest
  ranches, hunting lodges, and working ranches, and rimmed by the Absaroka and Wind River Mountains.


  Nate slowed before he reached the town limits, looking for activity ahead, a roadblock or law enforcement presence. He saw nothing unusual.


  Finally, she said, “What else did you learn from that man back there in Jackson?”


  “Enough,” Nate said. “The playing field isn’t close to even, but at least it’s not as stacked against us as it was before. Now I know there are more operators where
  Nemecek set up his headquarters.”


  “How do you know he wasn’t lying?” she asked. “How do you know he wasn’t just telling you what you wanted to hear, or making something up you’d
  believe?”


  “I know the difference,” Nate said. “He lied at first. He lied through all of his fingers being broken back. He was a tough guy.”


  “What you did to him,” she said angrily, “it was awful. Savage.”


  “I let him live,” Nate said. “I called the hospital with his phone when I could have let him bleed out or freeze. I could have finished him off. Now I’ve got a broken
  Special Forces operator out there who may someday come back at me.”


  “But what you did to him . . .”


  “Means to an end,” Nate said. “Torture works. It always has. That’s why they call it torture.”


  “You looked like you were enjoying yourself.”


  “I told you not to watch.”


  “I finally turned away,” she said, “but by then I’d seen too much. In ten minutes I went from kind of trying to like you to hating your fucking miserable guts.”


  He shrugged.


  “That’s all you’re going to say?” she said, eyes flashing. “‘Means to an end’?”


  “Look,” he said, “that guy back there was a Peregrine. I went through the same training. He’s been waterboarded, sprayed in his open eyes with pepper spray, and dropped
  off in both jungles and deserts with no weapons or food. He wasn’t going to just tell me what I wanted to know unless he was convinced I wanted to kill him slowly. If there was a
  shadow of a doubt in his mind, he wouldn’t have talked.”


  She thought about that for a moment, then said, “But he talked.”


  “It took a while,” Nate said. “A lot longer than I’d hoped. Not until I started on his second hand, and even then he held back. For a while.”


  “It’s just so inhuman,” she said. “I always knew Gabriel had seen things and even done things overseas, but he never talked about them. Now I think I hate him,
  too.”


  “Don’t,” Nate said. “Cohen was like that poor son-of-a-bitch back there in the trucker cap. He was doing what he was hardwired to do and what he thought was right.
  It’s been going on for thousands of years, but you’ve had the wealth and comfort to go soft. Our whole country has. If it weren’t for men like those two, you’d see a lot
  more savagery, but you’d see it in the streets.”


  He said, “They protect you from knowing what’s out there, and there’s no appreciation for them. No gratitude.”


  “Don’t paint me like that,” she said defensively. “I know there’s violence in the world. I know there are people who want to kill us. I’m from a military
  family,” she said. “But I don’t have to enjoy what you did.”


  “And I hope you never do,” Nate said, “or your world would turn into mine.”


  They passed under a huge retro neon trout struggling on a fishing line that marked a closed sporting-goods store.


  “I’m looking for a pay phone,” Nate said.


  “They still have those?” she asked.


  He ignored her. “I need to call a buddy of mine. He’s in big trouble, but he doesn’t know it.”


  AS THEY backtracked through town and Nate located a public phone mounted on the side of a sleeping grocery store, she said, “For a while there,
  it seemed like something was happening between us, didn’t it?”


  He looked over, not sure how to respond.


  “I’d like to say it ended back there,” she said, looking away.


  “But it didn’t,” Nate said.


  “I’m not so sure now.”


  “Bad timing, I guess.”


  “It always is,” she said, and sighed.





  24


  JOE FELT A PUNCH OF PANIC in his gut when he saw the strange vehicle parked in front of his house through the cascading snow. It was a half hour from
  midnight: no one should be visiting. Worst-case scenarios corkscrewed through his mind, and he instinctively reached over and touched the shotgun—propped muzzle-down on the bench
  seat—to make sure it was there.


  His anxiety level had climbed each time he’d tried to call Marybeth’s cell phone as he roared down the mountain, only to get her voice-mail message. She was either on her phone or
  the phone was turned off. The message he’d left was: “I’m on the way.” While he’d dropped off Luke Brueggemann at the hotel, he’d speed-dialed the house phone,
  but all he got was a tinny recording announcing that the number he’d called wasn’t “in service at this time.”


  As he neared his home, he recognized the SUV as belonging to Deputy Mike Reed, and breathed a sigh of relief. Not until that moment did he realize how tightly he’d been gripping the
  wheel.


  Nevertheless, he carried the shotgun with him as he skipped up the snow-covered porch steps and threw open the front door.


  “Whoa, there, buckaroo,” Reed said when he looked up from a cup of coffee and saw the weapon. “Just us friendlies here.” He was seated on the couch in full uniform.


  Joe lowered the weapon and propped it in the corner of the mudroom before entering the living room. He could hear Marybeth talking in the kitchen on her cell phone—the reason he
  couldn’t reach her earlier. He shook snow off his parka and hung it on a peg.


  “It doesn’t look like it’s letting up much outside,” Reed said to Joe.


  “Nope.”


  “Road okay?”


  “Hasn’t seen a plow, if that’s what you’re asking,” Joe said.


  “I’m not surprised,” Reed said. “I don’t think the county road and bridge guys were ready for an October blizzard. No one was. The heavy snow knocked down some tree
  limbs south of town and took out the phone lines, too. They’re just now getting them fixed. The phone company didn’t have crews ready. You’d think they’d all just moved to
  Wyoming or something.”


  Joe nodded, relieved by the explanation for not being able to reach his wife.


  “So you found a dead deer in a cabin instead of a missing Indian woman?” Reed asked. When Joe looked up, Reed patted his handheld radio, from which he’d obviously been
  monitoring the transmissions.


  “Yup.”


  “What a waste of time,” Reed said, chuckling bitterly.


  “That’s how it goes these days,” Joe said in the same tone. Then: “Have you heard anything more about that situation in Jackson with the rollover?”


  “Not for a while,” Reed said. “I think we had a window there in the storm where we could hear them. But it’s closed now. I haven’t heard anything but static in that
  direction.”


  Joe nodded, then said, “Be right back.”


  He walked down the hallway and cracked open Lucy’s door. She was in bed. Her blond hair shimmered in the bar of light from the open door, and she turned over with her back to him and
  moaned in her sleep. Joe eased the door shut and went across the hall to April’s room. It was locked. He rapped on it with a knuckle.


  “What?” she asked, her voice shot through with outrage.


  “You okay?”


  “Why shouldn’t I be?”


  “No reason,” Joe said, turning back down the hall. Behind him, he could hear her voice trail off. Something about being grounded without a cell phone, practically a prisoner in her
  own home . . .


  Situation normal, he said to himself.


  He returned to the front room. Tube yawned and padded down the hall on his heels.


  Joe stopped inside the threshold and squinted at Reed.


  “Mike, why are you here?”


  Reed chuckled, lowered his coffee cup, and said, “Your wife called and told me what happened at the library when the lines went down. I thought I might just come up here and check on her
  and kind of hang out until you got home. Just to make sure this Bob White guy—or whoever he is—didn’t decide to come by for another visit.”


  “Thank you,” Joe said. He was touched.


  “Don’t mention it,” Reed said. “To be honest, it feels kind of nice to get out of the office for a while. McLanahan is going crazy. He’s lashing out at everyone
  like Hitler in his bunker during the last days of Berlin. I don’t mind getting away from that.”


  Marybeth peeked out at Joe from the kitchen. She held her cell phone to her ear and gestured with a “just a minute” finger in the air.


  “Did you locate the guy who spooked Marybeth?” Joe asked Reed.


  The deputy shook his head. “He was long gone, unfortunately. We’re circulating his description and the make of the vehicle she saw in the parking lot, though. If we get an
  identification I’ll let you know right away. This town isn’t big enough to hide in very long.”


  “I know,” Joe said. “But it’s a hell of a big county.”


  “Joe,” Reed said, “let us handle it if we find him. I don’t think it would be a good idea for you to be there. I’ve seen that look in your eye before.”


  “Hmph.”


  “Do you have any idea who it was?” Reed asked, shooting Joe his sidelong cop stare.


  “Not for sure,” Joe said.


  “Marybeth told me it might be a guy named”—he glanced at his notebook—“John Nemecek. We ran the name and came up with absolutely nothing. No priors, no record of
  any kind. We don’t even know where he’s from.”


  “That sounds about right,” Joe said.


  Reed said, “There’s something you’re not telling me.”


  Joe thought about it for a few seconds and came clean. “Nate told me this John Nemecek might be after him. Apparently, they served together in Special Forces. I don’t know much more
  than that, but it’s possible Nemecek had something to do with all that’s been going on around here.”


  Reed didn’t blink, and continued to deadeye Joe. “So you’re all but admitting Romanowski offed the Kellys and Ron Connelly.”


  Joe said, “I don’t want to go there. But this Nemecek might be the key to everything.”


  “How long have you suspected this?”


  “From the start. But I’ve got no proof at all. I’ve never seen the guy, and I don’t know anything more about him than what Nate told me before he flew the coop. I’m
  not about to take my suspicions to McLanahan or Dulcie until I’ve got some kind of solid proof.”


  “Still, you should have said something before now,” Reed said. “We might have found this guy sooner.”


  Joe shook his head. “I don’t have any evidence, Mike. I’ve only got a suspicion. And I don’t want McLanahan to botch it by overplaying his hand.”


  Reed put his coffee down and looked away, a thoughtful expression on his face. “I understand,” he said. “I could see the sheriff announcing this guy’s name in the press
  as our suspect so it looks like we’ve made some progress in the investigation, and drive this Nemecek underground. And if we didn’t find him right away, McLanahan would hang you out to
  dry and say you’ve been withholding evidence. He desperately needs a scapegoat.”


  “I’ve played that role before,” Joe said.


  “I know.”


  Joe turned, walked past Marybeth in the kitchen, and found a sixpack of Coors in the refrigerator. He twisted the cap off a bottle.


  “Want one?” he asked Reed when he returned.


  “I want one so bad I could die,” Reed said. “But I’ll have to pass.”


  “Sorry,” Joe said, recalling Reed’s problems with alcohol a few years before. “I forgot.”


  “So what’s next?” Reed asked, gesturing with both hands to include the whole of it all.


  “I might go over their heads,” Joe said.


  “You mean McLanahan and Dulcie Schalk?”


  “Yup.”


  “To who? The governor?”


  Joe shook his head. “He can’t help me. But there’s a guy named Chuck Coon in the FBI in Cheyenne. I’ve worked with him a few times. He’s by the book all the way,
  but he might be interested in this, and he’ll have better resources to find out something about Nemecek—or rule him out.”


  “McLanahan’s not going to like that,” Reed said, obviously savoring the prospect.


  “Too bad,” Joe said. “When this guy—whether he’s Nemecek or Bob White or both—approached my wife, he made it personal. I’m going after him with both
  barrels.”


  “And you think the Feds might know about him?”


  Joe took a long drink and lowered the bottle. “Feds can find out about other Feds easier than we can.”


  Reed sat back. “‘Other Feds’? Nemecek is a government guy?”


  “Used to be,” Joe said. “I don’t know his status right now. He used to be in Special Forces with Nate.”


  “And you think the FBI can find something on him? You might be giving them too much credit,” Reed said.


  “Maybe.”


  Reed nodded toward the kitchen and lowered his voice. “You’re married to a tough lady, you know. My wife would have fallen apart if that guy showed up at her office.”


  “She’s tough, all right,” Joe said. “Do you know what she’s doing in there right now?”


  “I gather she’s calling airlines and hotels,” Reed said. “I think you’re all going on a little vacation. And I think it’s a damned good plan,
  myself.”


  “Vacation?” Joe said. “How are we going to afford that?”


  AFTER REFILLING Reed’s cup and asking him to stay around a little longer, Joe ducked into his office and booted up the computer. Marybeth was
  still occupied, although when he heard her read her credit card number to the agent on the other end of the line, he assumed she was about done.


  He was pleased to find out the phone company had restored service and he could both use the house phone and access the Internet. He sat down and opened the browser and scrolled through the
  bookmarks and clicked on the falconry website. His scalp crawled when he saw there was a single new entry:


  
    
      NOTHING I TRY WILL WORK, AND I’M GETTING FRUSTRATED AND CONCERNED. IT’S A DISASTER ON EVERY FRONT. I JUST WANT TO SAY TO THAT BIRD,
      “FLY AWAY NOW AND DON’T LOOK BACK.”

    

  


  JOE PUSHED his chair away from the monitor and rubbed his eyes. Nate was often obscure when he spoke, and there were times after they talked when Joe
  wondered what his friend was trying to say. But this seemed extremely clear.


  In the other room, he heard Marybeth close her phone. She was in his office within fifteen seconds. She eased the door shut behind her and leaned back against it.


  “Thank God you’re home,” she said. “I hate it when I can’t reach you.”


  “Likewise,” he said, then told her what they’d found at the line shack.


  “You got my message, though?” she asked.


  He stood up and closed the gap and wrapped his arms around her. She was stiff at first, but then welcomed the embrace and burrowed her face into his shoulder. Her hair smelled good. She said,
  “He scared me, Joe. And what bothered me the most was how confident he was. He didn’t really threaten me, or say anything that we could use against him. There was no mistaking
  his intent, and who knows what would have happened if he hadn’t gotten that call.”


  “Any idea who called him?”


  “No. But it made him change his plans.”


  “I’m sorry I couldn’t be reached,” Joe said, stroking her back. “I wish I could have been there. But I’m very glad Mike came here.”


  “Me, too. He’s a good man.”


  Then: “Joe, he knew us. And he seemed to know you wouldn’t show up even when I told him you were on the way.”


  Joe stopped stroking her and asked, “Really? He knew my location?”


  “I don’t know about that for sure, but he knew you were in the field and wouldn’t show up to interrupt him.”


  “That’s no good,” he said. “He must be keeping close tabs on the sheriff’s office.” His mind leapt. And he couldn’t help but suspect Mike Reed in the
  other room, even though Reed had never given Joe a reason not to trust him. But he instantly wished he hadn’t told Reed so much.


  Marybeth stepped back and looked up at Joe. “This man, Bob White or John Nemecek, whoever he is, just oozed creepiness. I honestly had no doubt he would have hurt me if he didn’t get
  that call. I don’t have any doubt he will go after our girls if it would help him get what he wants.”


  “Which is Nate,” Joe said.


  Her eyes flashed as she said, “Which is why we’re leaving this place for a while. I can’t put my girls at risk any more than they are now. Or you, Joe. I refuse to let a member
  of our family get hurt.”


  She said it with such vehemence that there was no point in arguing, Joe knew.


  “Nate agrees with you,” he said, handing her the printout.


  She read it and handed it back.


  “You didn’t tell me you were in touch with him,” she said, hurt.


  “I haven’t been,” Joe said. “This is the first communication he’s sent since he left.”


  “I thought we didn’t keep secrets from each other,” she said.


  “We don’t, and I’m sorry. But I didn’t want you to get any more involved than necessary.”


  She glared at him, and he eventually looked away.


  “We can talk about this later,” she said. “Right now, Nate and I are on the same page. I booked us on the first flight out tomorrow morning.”


  “To where?” Joe asked with no enthusiasm.


  “Saddlestring to Denver to Los Angeles,” she said.


  “Los Angeles?” Joe said incredulously. He’d never been there and didn’t have any desire to see it. But Marybeth had lived there for a few years while growing up, and she
  was somewhat familiar with the city.


  She said, “I can’t think of a better place to get lost, can you? I don’t know anyone there anymore, and no one knows us. Maybe we can take the girls to Disneyland.”


  “Disneyland . . .” Joe repeated, shaking his head.


  “Do you have a better idea?”


  Joe thought, Find Nemecek and take him down. But he said, “Nope.”


  “Then let’s start packing. I’ve booked us into a Holiday Inn in Anaheim. It’s one of those places with a package deal that gives discounts to Disneyland and caters to
  young families. It’s so boring, no one will even want to try and find us.”


  Joe cringed.


  She said, “I’ll wake the girls up. Tomorrow, as we’re boarding that plane and not before, I’ll call the schools and let them know Lucy and April will be missing some
  classes. And I’ll tell Sheridan what’s going on. I’ve got some sick leave built up at the library I can take, and I know you’ve got plenty of time coming because you never
  take any days off.”


  Joe screwed up his face and crossed his arms over his chest.


  “What?” she asked, her voice rising.


  “How are we going to afford this?” he asked.


  “We’ll figure something out,” she said, and started to leave the room. “Don’t forget, my mother left us money for the girls.”


  Joe groaned at the mention of Marybeth’s mother. “That’s for their college,” he said. After all, he’d negotiated the deal with Missy several weeks before, as her
  price for leaving without him revealing what he knew about her. Money had shown up in their college funds via wire transfer. It had been an act of pure extortion, and Joe was proud of it.


  Marybeth said, “They’ve got to get to college first, Joe.”


  He didn’t argue with that logic.


  “I’m going now,” she said. “I’ve got to get the girls up and help them pack.”


  When he didn’t follow, she turned back to him and locked his eyes with hers. “Joe, I know what you’re thinking.”


  He didn’t say yes or no but let her continue.


  “What I’m telling you is we need to leave,” she said. “All of us. I looked into that man’s eyes and I saw no empathy at all. Not even a spark. It was like looking
  into the eyes of one of Nate’s falcons. He’s capable of anything, and he’ll do anything to get to Nate. Our family means nothing to him except as bargaining chips. We can’t
  let him use us as bait to lure Nate here to his death. Do you understand me?”


  Joe didn’t respond. It made perfect twisted sense, he thought. The man at the library had set the trap.


  “I bought four tickets,” she said, opening the door. “Your name is on one of them.”


  She started to reach for the door handle but stopped short. Turning, she gestured to a stack of books on Joe’s desk. He followed her finger. He hadn’t noticed them previously.


  She said, “I don’t know if it means anything at all, but those are the library books he brought to check out. They could have been chosen at random for an excuse to engage me, but my
  intuition tells me they mean something to him.”


  Joe picked the books up one at a time and frowned. The Art of War by Sun Tzu. Falconry and Hawking by Phillip Glasier. And The Looming Tower: Al-Qaeda and the Road to 9/11
  by Lawrence Wright. Joe felt his neck get hot.


  “What?” she asked. “Do they mean something to you?”


  “I’ve seen them all before,” he said. “At Nate’s place. They read the same books. It was our man, all right.”


  JOE SAT DOWN heavily at his desk and reread the message from Nate on the screen. There was no other way to take it than Nate wanted them to hit the
  road.


  He looked through the three books again. Both The Art of War and Falconry and Hawking seemed too specialized and unrelated to provide much insight. But The Looming Tower?
  Joe opened it and turned straight to the index, looking for the names Nemecek or Romanowski. He found neither. But he agreed with Marybeth: something in the book had meaning to them. But where to
  start?


  He rubbed his face and tried to think of alternatives to leaving—some kind of action he could take to try to help Nate and protect his family—but there were simply too many unknown
  variables. He felt impotent, useless, and cowardly.


  When Joe tried to figure out how White/Nemecek knew so much about his family, his whereabouts, and the investigation, there were few people he could rule out. There were dozens of people privy
  to the proceedings: deputies, dispatchers, reporters, administration, maintenance, visiting state and federal agents, even McLanahan’s coffee group that met every morning at the
  Burg-O-Pardner. He could rule out only the sheriff himself, because without solving either the murders or the missing-persons cases, the man was circling the drain of his own career. He’d do
  whatever he could to stop the spiral by making arrests, Joe knew.


  He leaned back in his chair and sneaked a long look at Mike Reed in the other room. Reed thumbed through a hunting magazine and sipped the last of his coffee on the couch. The man was affable
  and good-natured. By all rights, he should be the next sheriff. And although he certainly wanted to win the election, could he possibly be predatory enough to assist a killer so his opponent would
  go down in flames? Joe couldn’t conceive it.


  Who else would know?


  Then he thought about the password-protected text thread on Brueggemann’s phone.


  WHEN LUCY entered his office rubbing her face from sleep, she said,


  “Mom said we’re going on a trip.” She didn’t sound happy about it.


  “That’s the plan.”


  “What about my play?” she asked. “I can’t let everybody down. I’m the lead. This really means a lot to me, and Mom doesn’t even want to talk about it.
  I mean, I could stay with Heather until you got back.”


  Joe didn’t have a good answer. “Maybe we’ll all be back in time.”


  “But I’m the lead,” she said again. “If I’m not here they’ll give the part to Erin Vonn or somebody else.”


  “I’m sure they’ll take you back,” Joe said, not sure about it at all.


  “Mom won’t even tell me why we’re leaving.”


  “For your safety,” Joe said. Lucy rolled her eyes in response.


  “I have a life of my own, you know,” she said, folding her arms in front of her and striking a pose very much like Marybeth had a few minutes before. “You and Mom treat me like
  your property.”


  Joe said with some sympathy, “You’ve got to get a few more years on you before it’s otherwise.”


  “You sound just like her,” she said, meaning Marybeth.


  “We’re a team.”


  “Yes,” she said, her eyes flashing. “An evil team trying to destroy my life.”


  “That’s a little dramatic, isn’t it?” he asked, stifling a smile.


  “I’m in drama!” she cried. “That’s the point!” But her anger was diffusing.


  Joe said, “Before you pack, I need your help. I don’t understand how Facebook works, and I know you’re an expert. You spend more time on it than you do sleeping or
  eating.”


  She rolled her eyes again, and said, “Thanks, Dad.”


  “Everybody around your age is on it, right?”


  “Yes. Everybody.”


  “Everybody in college, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  He said, “What I’d like you to do is use your laptop to find the page or the profile or whatever it is for Luke Brueggemann, my trainee. See if there are any comments from his
  girlfriend, if he has one. See if he’s sharing things about his new assignment.”


  She asked him how to spell the name, and he did.


  “I may not find much,” she said. “It depends on how much he’s got his profile set up to share. I’m not his friend or anything.”


  “Just find whatever you can,” Joe said. “Let me know what you find.”


  She sighed, and said, “At least we’re going to Disneyland. I can’t believe it.”


  “Neither can I,” Joe said.


  IT WAS MIDNIGHT when the house phone rang. As always, Joe ignored it. He was talking with Mike Reed and waiting for Lucy to come back and tell him what
  she’d dug up on Brueggemann and his girlfriend.


  Marybeth came into the living room holding the handset, and the moment he saw her face he knew something momentous had happened.


  She handed him the phone with concern in her eyes. “You’ll want to take this,” she said.


  As he reached for it, she said, “In your office.”


  She followed him back in and again closed the door behind them. “It’s Nate,” she whispered.


  “WHERE ARE YOU?” Joe asked immediately, careful not to use his name.


  “We can’t talk long,” Nate said. The connection was clear, but from the airy tone of it, Joe assumed Nate was speaking from somewhere outdoors. Maybe a pay phone, he
  thought.


  “Gotcha,” Joe said. “Where . . .”


  “No,” Nate said. “We can’t go there right now. Our friends might be listening.”


  “Right.”


  “It’s time to fly,” Nate said. “Take the entire nest. Don’t think about it, and don’t play hero. Just go.”


  “I understand,” Joe said, glancing up at Marybeth, who nodded.


  “The threat is on top of you right now.”


  Joe hoped he didn’t have to respond to Nate in falconry terminology. Instead, he said, “Yup.”


  “At least three of the Peregrines are still out there,” Nate said. “One may be a young female.”


  “Only three?” Joe asked, wondering how many men Nate had taken out of the game.


  “At least,” Nate said. “But there could be more I don’t know about. Leave them to me.”


  “Are you sure about that?”


  Nate laughed bitterly. “So far, so good. But the cost has been too high and the collateral damage has been heavy.”


  Joe thought, So many questions. He said, “Is there any way we can talk more?”


  “No,” Nate said, no doubt measuring the time of the call and trying to end it quickly. Joe wanted to tell him it didn’t matter: If the call was being traced, it was already
  too late. But he didn’t dare say it.


  “Just remember,” Nate said, “these creatures won’t return to the fist no matter how much you’ve done for them. They kill, they eat, and they move on. Do you
  understand me?”


  “Yes.”


  “They might be right next to you, but you can’t trust them. Just get away now.”


  And he hung up. Joe listened to the dial tone for a moment, then cradled the phone and picked it back up and dialed star sixty-nine. The phone rang on the other end, but no one picked it up.


  “He’s gone,” Joe said.


  “Is he okay?” Marybeth asked.


  “I guess he is.”


  “What did he say?”


  Joe tried to recall the conversation verbatim, and repeated it.


  She frowned. “The only thing I understand is he wants us to go. That I got. What was the rest about?”


  Joe said, “He thinks Nemecek has someone inside. And so do I.”


  He stood and said, “I’ve got to go out for a while.” Marybeth stepped aside, puzzled. “Where are you going?”


  “Out,” he said. “I’ll ask Mike to hang around until I get back.”


  HE TOLD HER his suspicions and her eyes widened and she raised her balled fist up to her mouth.


  She said, “I won’t even tell you to be careful,” she said. “Because if you don’t, I’ ll kill you.”


  He handed her the copy of The Looming Tower. “You might want to look through this,” he said. “You’re a much faster reader than I am. See if you can find anything
  that might relate to Nate, or Nemecek. Maybe you can find something about their old unit, or something they might have been involved in.”


  She took the book and eyed him warily. “You mean when I take a break from packing and organizing the girls?”


  He nodded. “Yup.”


  “I’ll see what I can find,” she said.


  AS JOE REACHED for his coat, he noticed Lucy standing in the mudroom, a look of annoyance on her face.


  “Did you forget something?” she asked.


  He paused as he pulled on his parka, and it came to him. “Oh, Brueggemann on Facebook. I did forget.”


  “Just as well,” she said. “He doesn’t have a page. There was nothing to find.”


  Joe paused while he took it in.


  “It’s weird,” she said. “Everybody has a Facebook page. But not him.”


  “I don’t,” Joe said, reaching for his shotgun.


  “I mean everybody young,” Lucy said.


  “Oh, thanks.”
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  SEVEN MILES NORTH of Crowheart on U.S. 287, past midnight, Nate Romanowski broke the long silence and said to Haley, “There’s an airport in
  Riverton with a commuter flight to Denver in the morning, where you can connect to wherever you want to go. I’ll give you money for a ticket.”


  “Keep your money,” she said. “I don’t need it, and I’m not going anywhere.”


  He shook his head and sighed.


  “You’re stuck with me, dooley,” she said, her jaw set defiantly.


  When he didn’t respond, she turned her head and looked out at the darkness and falling snow. “Where are we?”


  “Out of the mountains,” he said. “If you could see anything, you’d see the Wind River Mountains to the west.”


  “Okay.”


  Nate gestured to the left. “Crowheart Butte is out there. On the other side is Bald Mountain. The road goes between them.”


  They’d not encountered a single oncoming car for two hours.


  “How do you know?” she asked. “I can’t see a thing anywhere.”


  “I can feel it,” he said.


  She snorted. “And how does one acquire this skill?”


  He shrugged. “It comes from experience. Climbing trees, burrowing into the dirt, watching clouds go over. You’ve just got to open yourself up and not clutter your mind with thinking.
  Have you ever skied with your eyes closed?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Try it,” he said. “All of your senses open up. You can feel the terrain through your feet, and smell how close you are to the trees. You don’t have to go fast. Just try
  it sometime. The contours of the slope and the surroundings become clear even though you can’t see them with your eyes. It’s like being in a dark room. As you walk around it, you
  discover how big it is, where the tables are, how thick the carpet is. Sometimes, you can hear your own breath and your beating heart.”


  “You sound kind of nuts,” she said.


  “My friend Joe Pickett says the same thing.”


  “Maybe we’re right,” she said.


  “Maybe. But test it out,” he said softly. “Close your eyes. Crow-heart Butte will come to you. You’ll know where it is. . . .”


  After a few minutes, she opened her eyes. “I’ve got nothing,” she confessed.


  “Practice,” he whispered.


  THE HIGHWAY cut through a vast carpet of foot-high sagebrush that gathered clumps of snow in the palms of its upturned, clawlike branches. But it
  wasn’t yet cold enough on the valley floor for the road to ice up.


  “You said you wanted to ride this out until we found the guys who killed Cohen and the others,” he said. “We found them and put them down. Now you can go home and spend some
  time with your dad.”


  “I already did that,” she said. “I said goodbye. Now I’m committed to riding this out.”


  “You’re sure?” he asked.


  “You don’t sound that disappointed,” she said.


  “Remember the rules,” he said. “I can’t guarantee your safety. And I can’t promise you won’t see something much worse than what you saw back there.”


  She hesitated, and for a moment he thought she might reconsider. Instead, she said, “Just drive. You said you know where this Nemecek is located, right?”


  “Yes.” He nodded. “Unless that guy back there was lying or somehow tipped off Nemecek. But I don’t think so, given the circumstances.”


  She cringed at the word circumstances and said, “You made that poor man back there make a call on his cell. What was that about?”


  “I told him to call his team leader and tell him they’d lost Oscar and you. That you broke out of the cabin sometime during the night and they didn’t know where you went. That
  you were on the loose and they were coming back to reconnoiter.”


  Haley looked over, puzzled. “Why?”


  “So it would throw a huge kink in Nemecek’s operation. The idea was to eliminate all the operators in Camp Oscar so they wouldn’t be able to help me. But if two of you got
  away, Nemecek would need to figure out how to track you down before you went to the cops or the media. It throws his timetable off and threatens the entire operation.”


  “Did Nemecek buy it?”


  Nate said, “It appears so. He got real quiet and told our operators to meet him at his command post.”


  “Is it possible Trucker Cap told him something in code? That Nemecek will be expecting you?”


  Nate shrugged, “Unlikely, but possible. I was right there with him, and I could hear both sides of the conversation. Nemecek got very calm and cold. That’s how he reacts to pressure.
  He doesn’t scream or threaten, he just goes dead. That’s when he’s the most dangerous.”


  “So why tip him off that his plan went screwy?” she asked. “Why not just let him think everything is sailing along?”


  Said Nate, “It’s a diversion. I want him to coil up for a while and stew in his own juices. If he’s trying to figure out what his next move will be, that family in Saddlestring
  might have a chance to get out of there before he turns on them. And it could give me the opportunity to get close enough to him to do some damage.”


  “Then let’s go get him.”


  Nate snorted.


  “What?”


  “If only it was that easy.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Nate took a few moments, then turned to her.


  “He’s got me right where he wants me, but he doesn’t know it yet. He doesn’t need to send operators to flush me out or set up traps. I’m delivering myself straight
  to him.”


  She gestured that she didn’t quite understand. “If we surprise him, won’t you have the advantage?”


  “Yes,” Nate said.


  “But what?” she prompted.


  “I’m very good at this,” he said. “But John Nemecek is better. He’s my master falconer, and I’m his apprentice. I don’t expect to get out of this
  alive.”


  Haley slowly covered her mouth with her hand in alarm.


  HE SLOWED the Jeep and edged it to the shoulder of the highway. A double reflector emerged from the dark, indicating the mouth of a two-track road that
  exited onto the highway. He turned on it and drove over a cattle guard and continued over a hill. On the way down the other side, the headlights illuminated an ancient wooden barn that stood alone
  on the edge of an overgrown field. The roof of the barn had fallen in years before, and the open windows gaped wide and hollow like eye sockets on either side of the rotting half-open barn
  door.


  Haley sat in silence, but he could feel her eyes probe the side of his face, obviously wondering what his intentions were.


  He stopped in front of the barn and kept his headlights on. Light snow sifted through the air.


  “You’ve fired a gun,” he said, killing the motor but keeping the lights on.


  “Yes,” she said, hesitating. “I used to go grouse hunting with my dad, but I didn’t like shooting them. And Cohen took me out to the range a couple of times, but
  I’d rather read a book than shoot.”


  “Can you hit anything?”


  She shrugged.


  “Okay, then,” he said. “Get out.”


  NATE FOUND an aluminum beer can in the opening of the barn—there were dozens more inside, and he guessed the structure was a meeting place for
  wayward ranch hands—and speared it aloft on a nail that stuck out from the weathered wood on the barn door. It was eye level, fifty yards from the Jeep.


  While Haley stood in front of the vehicle shuffling her feet and hugging herself against the cold, Nate drew out the Ruger Mini-14 Ranch rifle and handed it to her. He showed her how to load a
  round into the chamber by pulling back on the breech-bolt feeder, where the safety was located underneath, and how to raise it to her shoulder so the stock rested against her cheek.


  “It’s called a peep sight,” he said, touching the small steel ring near the back of the action. “Look through it until you can see the front sight, which is a single
  blade.”


  “Okay, I see it,” she said.


  “Find the front sight in the middle of the circle. Exactly halfway up, and centered in the circle from side to side.”


  “Okay.”


  “When you aim, think of a pumpkin sitting on a post. The post is the top of the front sight. Put that beer can right on top of the front sight, remembering to make sure it’s in the
  center of the back circle. Make sense?”


  It took her a few seconds, then she grunted.


  “Keep both eyes open and squeeze the trigger.”


  He stepped back. He was impressed that she held the rifle firmly and the barrel didn’t quiver.


  The boom was sharp and loud, and the muzzle spit a tongue of orange flame.


  “Wow,” she said.


  “You missed,” Nate said. “High and to the right of the can by an inch. That means you flinched just as you pulled the trigger. Now breathe normally, don’t hold your
  breath, and do it right this time.”


  “I was close.”


  “You don’t get extra credit for trying and missing,” he said. “Instead, you get killed.”


  “You can be an asshole sometimes,” she said as she raised the rifle again.


  “Relax,” he assured her. “Pumpkin on a post.”


  The second shot ripped the bottom of the can away.


  “Do it again,” he said.


  She fired until she’d emptied the thirty-round magazine and the air smelled sharply of gunpowder. Hot spent shells sizzled in the snow at their feet.


  Nate said, “Twelve direct hits, nine near-misses, seven bad shots because you flinched. Overall, not so bad. Just remember: breathe, relax, both eyes open.”


  She grinned and handed the rifle back to him. “Pumpkin on a post,” she said.


  He nodded while he loaded fresh cartridges into the magazine and rammed it home. “Haley,” he said, “you’re a very good beer-can shooter. In fact, you’re a natural,
  as long as you remember all the steps. But I want to tell you something important, and I need you to listen carefully.”


  His tone made her smile vanish, and she looked up at him openly.


  “Knowing how to shoot is a small part of killing a man. Too many of these damned gun nuts think it’s all about their hardware, but it isn’t. It’s about keeping things
  simple.”


  She nodded, urging him on.


  “Don’t shoot unless you have a fat target. Aim for the thickest part of the target. Don’t try a head or neck shot—aim for the mass of his body. That way, if you flinch a
  little you still hit something vital. And don’t assume one shot will do it. That only works in movies or unless I’m shooting. Keep pulling the trigger until the target goes down. Then
  shoot him a few more times and run like hell. Got it?”


  “Got it,” she said. “I just hope I won’t have to put all this advice into action.”


  “Me, too,” Nate said, sliding the rifle back beneath the seat.


  When he turned she was there, right in front of him. She reached up with both hands and pulled his head down and kissed him softly. He could taste her warm lips along with melting flakes of
  snow. His hands rested on her hips, and he could feel her fingers weave through his hair.


  As he reached around her to pull her closer, she gently pushed him away.


  “Thank you for teaching me that,” she said.


  “Thanks for the kiss.”


  They held each other in their eyes for a long tense moment. He could feel his heart beat.


  “I don’t know why I did that,” she said, grinning and turning away.


  “I do,” he said, and turned her around so she was facing him. He reached down and grabbed her hips again and launched her up onto the hood of the Jeep. She collapsed back on the hood
  until her head was propped up against the windshield, and she looked at him with heavy-lidded eyes. Snowflakes landed on the warm sheet metal on both sides of her and dissolved into beads of
  moisture and he stepped up on the front bumper next to her.


  “Let me get a blanket from the back,” he said.


  “Hurry,” she begged, and he felt her fingers trail off his shoulders as he rolled away.


  “I DON’T KNOW what I was thinking,” she said, looking down at her shoes while she cinched her belt. Fresh
  snow—larger flakes now but more infrequent—tufted her hair and shoulders.


  “Whatever it was, I hope you think it again,” Nate said, folding the blanket.


  “Too much has happened,” she said, still not looking up. “My nerve endings are exposed, I guess. My force field is worn out. My reserve has been blown away. I’ve never .
  . .”


  “Stop talking,” he said.


  “It’s different for you,” Haley said. “In one day you kill a guy, torture another guy, and get the girl. This must seem like fucking Christmas to you.”


  “Only the get-the-girl part,” he said.


  She finally looked up and smiled. “Well, I guess that’s kind of a nice thing to hear.”


  THEY WERE back on the highway and no more had been said since they left.


  “Since it’s very unlikely we’ll be around much longer,” Nate said, “you should know something about me. And when I’m done telling you, there won’t be
  any hard feelings on my part if you want to get dropped off at the airport. In fact, I wouldn’t blame you.”


  She reached over and touched his arm and turned to him, waiting.


  Nate couldn’t meet her eyes. He said, “Because of me, thousands of people are dead. Maybe tens of thousands.”


  She gasped, and her fingertips left his sleeve for a moment as she recoiled. Then, surprisingly, she touched him again.


  “Tell me,” she said.


  AFTER THEY crossed the border of the Wind River Indian Reservation, Nate told Haley about growing up, moving around, discovering his interest in
  falconry, and meeting Lieutenant John Nemecek at the Air Force Academy. And the six brutal months of training to become a full-fledged member of Mark V, a secret and off-the-books Special Forces
  unit comprising the best special operators from the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines. As with the other members of the Peregrines, Nate didn’t know how many men were involved, or most of
  their real names. Eight-man teams were assembled for specific tasks based on their skills, sent overseas to kill, cripple, and destroy targets, then broken up when they returned. Although all the
  operators assumed Nemecek reported directly to superiors high in the government, it was never clear who gave the orders or even which branch or federal agency had ultimate authority. It
  wasn’t their business to know.


  Peregrines operated under false identities in foreign countries, and got in and got out. Their assignments were highly choreographed and impeccably planned, and rarely failed. Nate was sent to
  South America, Eastern Europe, Africa, island fiefdoms in the Pacific, and the Middle East. None of his teams ever lost or left a man. There were only two missions that weren’t completed
  successfully. Once, when their target—a Central African warlord—was tipped to their presence and the team immediately evacuated, and another instance where a team member got too
  intimate with locals and inadvertently blew their cover. None of the other Peregrines from that mission ever saw or heard from the operative again.


  The one constant in all the operations and planning for all the Peregrines was the man who’d recruited and trained them: Lieutenant John Nemecek.


  “He is the greatest falconer I’ve ever seen,” Nate said to Haley. “He’s flown every species of raptor imaginable, from kestrels to golden eagles.”


  Haley said, “I’m confused. What does falconry have to do with thousands of people getting killed?”


  Nate drove on for a full minute before he said, “Everything.”
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  THERE WAS STILL a sifting of powdered-sugar snow that held in the cold night air as Joe slid his shotgun into the cab of his pickup and pulled himself
  in. He shut the door and started the motor and sat for a few seconds with the engine idling, sorting out his route and hoping his suspicions about Luke Brueggemann were wrong. Lord knows, he
  thought, he’d been wrong before.


  As he backed out of the drive onto Bighorn Road, he recalled the first time he’d heard that he’d be getting a trainee. It had been less than a month before and in the form of a
  departmental email sent by the assistant director of the Game and Fish Department in Cheyenne. It wasn’t a request as much as an order. Joe hated orders, balked at them simply for being
  orders, but in this case he swallowed his consternation and remembered his own days as a trainee, and how the experience—for better and for worse—had set him on the path he had taken.
  Pay it forward, he had thought.


  But Joe recalled that the initial email was typically terse: the trainee’s name, origin, and date of arrival. No other information, and Joe didn’t have additional reason to ask for
  more at the time. Joe knew the state system well enough to doubt whether Brueggemann had somehow infiltrated it with this end in mind. He doubted it. More likely, he thought, Brueggemann had been
  recruited by someone—probably his girlfriend.


  Brueggemann was of the age and station in life—single, barely twenty-two, and practically penniless—that he’d likely be vulnerable to an approach, Joe thought. If sex, a
  future, or money were offered, few boys that age would refuse. So maybe they got to Brueggemann once it was known he’d be assigned to Joe Pickett in Twelve Sleep County.


  Or maybe, Joe thought, she’d replaced the real Luke Brueggemann with a Luke Brueggemann of her own? If so, what happened to the real kid? Joe shivered at the possibilities.


  Or maybe, Joe thought, he should stop letting his imagination run wild until he knew more and could actually base his speculation on a foundation of facts.


  As he drove away from his home, he watched it recede in his rearview mirror. The house was lit up like Christmas, which was all the more striking because of the utter darkness all around. It
  looked like a beacon, every room lit up as Marybeth and Lucy and April packed for their early morning flight. The place looked so . . . inviting.


  He took his foot off the gas and coasted for a moment, thinking about turning around. It wouldn’t be that many hours before they’d need to gather up and go to the airport. If
  something happened while he was away, he’d never forgive himself.


  But . . .


  Mike Reed had agreed to stay until he got back. Reed could be trusted, couldn’t he?


  Joe swatted away his paranoia and drove on.


  AS HE LET the threads of speculation hang there, one item jolted him in another direction: Brueggemann’s girlfriend. All he knew about her, or
  thought he knew about her from Brueggemann, was that she lived in Laramie because she was a student at the University of Wyoming. And he thought about what Nate had said: a young female.


  Which made his mind leap and his scalp contract. Joe drew his cell phone out of his breast pocket and opened it and scrolled down the speed dial until he found Sheridan’s cell phone
  number.


  The call went straight to voice mail.


  “Call me the second you get this,” Joe growled, “and don’t turn your phone off at night.”


  He cursed aloud. One of the problems with every person having a cell phone instead of a landline was that if they turned their phone off, there was no way to contact them in an emergency.
  Sheridan was a serial offender, and like most girls her age, she was casual about keeping her phone on or properly charged up. To her, the phone was for her personal convenience—for calling
  or texting out. She needed her sleep, after all, and rarely considered the possibility of a worried father trying to call her in the middle of the night.


  Joe considered letting Marybeth know of his concern but decided to let it lie for now. Marybeth had enough on her plate that very moment. He’d tell her after he’d come up with some
  kind of plan. Meanwhile, he sent a CALL ME text to Sheridan’s phone.


  Then he scrolled further down and found the name chuck coon and pressed send.


  Coon was the special agent in charge of the FBI office in Cheyenne in southeastern Wyoming, which was only forty-five miles from Laramie. Coon was approaching middle age but looked surprisingly
  youthful. He was upright, tightly coiled, and crisply professional. In a perfect world, Joe thought, Coon would be on track to move up in the Bureau to the top echelon. But in the bureaucratic and
  political world of the federal government, there was no assurance of his advancement. Coon, like Joe, didn’t do politics well.


  Luckily, Coon seemed to like the unique and sometimes bizarre challenges of living and working in a state with dozens of overlapping state and federal law enforcement agencies despite its tiny
  population of barely a half million residents. Joe had worked with—and against—Coon on several cases over the past few years. They respected each other. Joe had happily become a thorn
  in Coon’s side more than once, and Coon used Joe for background and as a sounding board for all things Wyoming. Since both were family men with young daughters, they had a common bond. Coon
  had asked Joe never to call him at home on his private number unless it was an emergency.


  Coon’s phone rang four times. Joe imagined the special agent plucking it from a nightstand, reading the caller ID, and groggily making a decision whether to take it or not.


  Then: “Joe, what do you want?”


  “Sorry to wake you up,” Joe said.


  “What makes you think I was sleeping in the middle of the night?”


  “You don’t sound very excited to talk to me.”


  “It’s”—Coon was likely fumbling around for his glasses before he said—“twelve thirty-five in the morning.”


  Before Joe could speak, Coon said, “Hold on a minute.”


  Joe waited, assuming the special agent was padding out of the bedroom and shutting the door behind him so his wife could go back to sleep.


  “Okay, what?” he asked.


  “I’m sure you’re tracking all the troubles up here,” Joe said. “The triple homicide, the missing residents, all that.”


  “Of course,” Coon said, instantly irritated. “Your sheriff asked for some technical help, but he won’t let me send in the cavalry.”


  “I know,” Joe said. “He’s funny that way. Anyway, I’m starting to believe everything is connected to one man. And I’m narrowing down his motives and location.
  I wish I could say he’s lying low, but I think he’s just taking a breather until the next shoe drops.”


  Coon didn’t speak for a moment. Finally, “You think one bad guy is responsible for all that?”


  “One guy and his team. He has others,” Joe said. “I don’t think I have enough time to lay it all out right now. But the bad guy I’m talking about has federal
  connections. He’s one of you—only on the special-operations side instead of the Homeland Security side.”


  “One of us?” Coon asked, doubt in his voice. “What’s his name? No, let me guess: Nate Romanowski.”


  Joe snorted. “Not this time.”


  “Then who?”


  Joe told him, and spelled out N-E-M-E-C-E-K so Coon could jot it down.


  “Never heard of him,” Coon said.


  “I’m not surprised. And you likely won’t find much on him, is my guess. But if you dig deep enough into the Defense Department or talk to some secret spooks, you might find out
  more.”


  “This is crazy,” Coon said. “This is too much for the middle of the night. Why are you calling me with this now?”


  “So you can start the process,” Joe said. “And I know you’ve got no reason to believe me yet. But just start the process, get things going in the morning with your guys.
  It’s Friday and you wouldn’t want to wait over the weekend to get started because it may be too late. I’m thinking if official inquiries are made it might get back to the bad guy
  that he’s got trouble. It might make him back off and we can save some lives up here.”


  Coon moaned the moan of a frustrated federal bureaucrat. Joe had heard it before.


  “I know,” Joe said. “But some of those lives might belong to my family.”


  “What?”


  Joe told him about the visit to Marybeth in the library.


  Coon was flummoxed. “But why would he do that? Was he trying to intimidate her?”


  “I guess,” Joe said. “Of course, he didn’t know who he was dealing with. But it did put the fear of God in her when she considered our daughters. We’re leaving for
  a few days in the morning.”


  Coon sounded genuinely concerned when he said, “You’re taking your family out of the state? Jesus—this is serious.”


  “I wouldn’t have called you otherwise,” Joe said. “But I need something else.”


  Coon’s concern turned quickly back to agitation. “What?”


  “It’s a personal request,” Joe said, “but it may connect with everything else. Do you remember I have a daughter going to school in Laramie? Named Sheridan?”


  “Yes,” Coon said. “I remember her.”


  “I’m asking you to drive over the summit tomorrow and wake her up in her dorm room. I’ll give you the hall and the room.”


  “Wake her up? Why?”


  “Ask her about a new friend of hers from Maryland. A female. I’m sure Sheridan will give you her name and location. When you find this Maryland girl, check her out. Look into her
  background, then go see her. It should be you in your official capacity. You in your suit and tie and that FBI ID. If this girl from Maryland is who I think she is, you’ll get a whole
  different response than I would. And be careful—she might surprise you. And find out if she’s acquainted with a boy who just graduated named Luke Brueggemann. I’ll spell that . .
  .”


  “You can’t just throw this crap out there and expect me to jump,” Coon said. “Did you forget who I work for?”


  “Look,” Joe said, “trust me on this. Chuck, I wouldn’t call if I didn’t think it was important. This is my family and my daughter I’m talking about, plus who
  knows how many other innocent people will go down before this is over. I can’t prove a darned thing, but we can sort it all out later. I’m not asking you to do anything unethical or
  illegal. I’m just asking you to rearrange your morning and get your guys in the office to start an investigation of John Nemecek. If it all pans out, you and your office will be heroes. If it
  doesn’t, I’ll be the jackass.”


  “Won’t be the first time,” Coon chuckled.


  “Or the last. And as soon as I know more from my end, I’ll call you. I think the pieces will start to fall into place if we force it.”


  Another sigh.


  “I’d do it for you,” Joe said. “If you ask me a favor to help your family, you know I’d do it.”


  “I was waiting for you to play that card,” Coon said, defeated.


  “I would,” Joe said.


  “I know you would,” Coon said. “Now what was the name of this Luke kid?”


  AFTER JOE closed his phone and dropped it into his pocket, he looked up and the road was suddenly filled with mule deer. He weaved around a doe and two
  fawns—barely missing them—and stomped on his brakes inches away from hitting a five-point buck.


  Then something hit him.


  Over the last week, Brueggemann had made several references Joe found discordant, but he hadn’t placed any significance to them at the time. But now, in retrospect, they were odd things to
  hear from a Wyoming boy who claimed to have grown up in Sundance.


  First, Brueggemann had asked Marybeth for another soda, instead of a soft drink or pop. More significantly, now that Joe thought about it, was when Luke said he’d done a full head mount of
  an “eight-point buck” and that he liked his venison bloody. In the west, hunters classified deer by the number of antler points on one side, not both. Hence a buck with a set of
  four-point antlers was called a “four-point,” not an eight-point, like they said in the east. And no one used the term “venison.” Everybody simply called it “deer
  meat.”


  He sat motionless in his pickup, breathing hard, while dozens of deer flowed around him. They were moving from the mountains toward the valley floor in a thick, shadowy stream.


  JOE DROVE down dark and silent Main Street, noting that even the Stockman’s Bar had closed early, and turned left on First. A single set of tire
  tracks marked the asphalt. Light snow hung like suspended sequins from the streetlights.


  As he drove up the hill toward Brueggemann’s motel, he took a side street and turned up an alley toward the building. As if he were approaching potential poachers in the field after dark,
  he slowed down and turned off his headlights and taillights and clicked on his sneak lights. He crept his pickup up the alley and slowed to a stop at the egress where he could see the front of the
  TeePee Motel parking lot but remain hidden in the shadows.


  It didn’t take long.


  There was a sweep of headlights from the street that licked across the windshields of parked guests’ cars followed by the sight of a dark crossover Audi Q7. The vehicle paused near the
  front doors of the motel and the brake lights flashed. Because of the darkness, Joe couldn’t see the driver or any other passengers in the car.


  He dug for his spotting scope and screwed the base into a mini-tripod and spread the legs out on his dashboard. He leaned into the eyepiece just as a silhouette framed the left-front door.


  Brueggemann was looking out from the TeePee Motel alcove into the parking lot with a strained expression on his face. He’d changed from his uniform shirt into a dark bulky fatigue sweater,
  and he clutched his cell phone in his hand as if it were a grenade he was about the throw. Joe pivoted the scope until he could see Luke Brueggemann’s shadowed face in full frame. He adjusted
  the focus ring to make the image sharp.


  Then, apparently confirming who was out there, he pushed his way through the doorway.


  Joe sat back away from the scope and watched his trainee stride across the wet pavement toward the Audi. As Brueggemann neared the vehicle, he did a halfhearted wave, then paused at the
  passenger door. Apparently getting a signal from inside, Brueggemann opened the door without hesitation and swung in.


  The crossover sat there for a few moments, and Joe removed the spotting scope and folded the legs and tossed it on the passenger seat. He assumed Nemecek and Brueggemann were having a
  conversation, or outlining plans. After fifteen minutes, Brueggemann climbed out and went back into the building. The brake lights flashed on the Audi, and the vehicle pulled away and turned left
  on the street and was quickly out of view.


  Left was the way to get to the mountains.


  “Oh, Luke . . .” Joe whispered, shaking his head.


  JOE NOSED his pickup out of the alley and turned left and hugged the building he’d been hiding behind. He slowed to a crawl before turning onto
  the street to make sure the Audi hadn’t stopped or pulled over, but he saw no activity.


  With his sneak lights still on, he drove out onto the street to give chase. The TeePee was on a rise and the road ahead dropped out of view. At the crest, he slowed again before proceeding and
  saw the taillights of the crossover about a quarter of a mile away. He checked the cross-streets on both sides to make sure there were no other cars, then eased his pickup down the hill. Up ahead,
  the vehicle he was following turned right on Main Street. When it was out of view, Joe accelerated to close the gap, then slowed again as he drove through town, over the bridge, and onto the
  highway. At the entrance ramp he checked both directions, assuming Nemecek would drive toward the mountains but not positive of it, and waited until he could see the single set of red lights
  heading west. Then he gunned it so he could keep the vehicle in view.


  Because of the absolute dearth of traffic in either direction, Joe dared not turn on his headlights again. Instead, he used the faint reflections of his sneak lights from delineator posts along
  the sides of the road to keep himself in the center of it. He wished the snow had stuck to the pavement so he could simply use the tracks to follow, and as the elevation rose he began to get his
  wish. One set of tire tracks marked the snow, and far up ahead—so far he prayed the driver couldn’t detect him back there—the Audi continued toward the Bighorns.


  Elk and deer hunters longed for heavy snow in the mountains and foothills during hunting season. Joe knew that when local hunters saw what had happened during the night, they’d start
  gearing up in the morning. No doubt there were a few dozen men looking out their windows at that moment, planning to call in sick the next morning so they could get into the mountains and get their
  meat. As a game warden, Joe often did exactly the same thing and planned the next day accordingly. In this case, the elk and the deer and the hunters were off his radar. But he’d take
  advantage of the snow for tracking.


  He wondered what Nemecek and Brueggemann had discussed. After all, as far as his trainee knew, Joe would pick him up early in the morning. Brueggemann had no idea Marybeth had planned the
  Pickett family exit.


  As he drove, Joe wondered how many more operatives Nemecek had in the area besides his trainee.


  THE FALLING SNOW increased in volume as he rose in elevation. Joe ran his heater and windshield wipers, and the snow made it harder to see the
  reflector posts as he coursed along the highway in the dark. Luckily, the tires of the Audi had crushed the fluffy snow into the asphalt and the result was two dark ribbons. Easy to follow.


  He simply hoped Nemecek had no inkling he was being followed. If he did, he could simply slow down and pull over in a blind spot and wait. Joe could only hope that—as usual in his
  career—he was being underestimated. That Nemecek’s strategy and thinking was all about finding Nate Romanowski, and determining his whereabouts. That he’d never really consider
  that the local game warden was tailing them with his lights out.


  Joe weighed grabbing his mic and requesting backup from the highway patrol or sheriff’s office, but quickly dismissed the idea. The lone highway patrol officer stationed in Saddlestring
  would be asleep in bed, and wouldn’t be able to join in pursuit in time to provide assistance. McLanahan might have a man available on patrol, but because it was Joe making the request the
  call would be routed to the sheriff himself for approval. The delay and subsequent radio chatter could prove disastrous and tip off Nemecek. Brueggemann, after all, had a department-issued handheld
  radio and could follow the conversation.


  Besides, Joe thought, he had nothing on Nemecek except his odd visit to the library and the suspicious behavior involving Brueggemann. By following them and maintaining radio silence, he
  thought, there might be a chance to determine the location of Nemecek’s headquarters. Then, if there was probable cause, he could alert the cavalry. . . .


  AS THE AUDI neared the turnoff to Bighorn Road and his house, Joe could feel his stomach clench and his scalp crawl—two sensations that always
  kicked in just before a fight. Instinctively, he reached down with his right hand and touched the stock of his shotgun, which was muzzle down on the floorboards.


  “You take that road, mister,” Joe said aloud, “and things are going to get real western real fast.”


  The crossover continued on without slowing down for the exit. Joe exhaled.


  Twenty miles out of town, Joe got an inkling where the crossover might be headed.


  So much so, in fact, that he decided he could slow down and allow the cushion to lengthen, reducing the risk that he’d be spotted. Since dark timber now formed walls on both sides of the
  road and he couldn’t see his quarry ahead, he decided to simply stay in the tracks to see if his speculation proved correct.


  If so, he’d located the headquarters of John Nemecek.


  And now that he was sure of Luke Brueggemann’s involvement—or whoever his trainee really was—he smacked the steering wheel with the heel of his hand.


  It made perfect sense.


  JOE HAD no intention of following the Audi all the way to its destination. He just wanted to make sure it was going where he thought it was. When he
  confirmed it, he’d return to his house and have a lot of thinking and sorting and worrying to do—while he packed.


  The road narrowed, and the tracks he was following went straight down the center. The trees were so thick and close on both sides that if the crossover stopped suddenly and Joe came upon the
  vehicle it would be nearly impossible to turn around quickly. It wasn’t much farther until the old road he guessed Nemecek was aiming for intersected the pavement.


  He envisioned rounding a corner to find the Audi blocking his path, Nemecek straddling the tracks, rifle ready. Joe slowed down around the next turn, eyes straining through the darkness beyond
  his sneak lights, hoping to see the vehicle before the occupants of the vehicle saw him.


  THE TRACKS made an abrupt turn off the old highway onto South Fork Trail, and Joe stopped his pickup. He would pursue no farther, because he now had no
  doubt where the Audi was headed. He was both relieved and anxious at the same time.


  He backed slowly up the road he had come on, careful to keep his tires in the same tracks. If it kept snowing, the tracks would be covered and Nemecek would have no idea he’d been
  followed. But if the snow stopped suddenly, Joe’s pursuit would be revealed as plainly as if he’d left a note.


  So he ground backward in reverse, keeping his tires in the tracks, until his neck hurt from craning it over his shoulder. When he thought he’d retreated far enough from the logging road
  that the evidence of a three-point turn in the snow could be explained away as a wandering elk hunter, he headed back toward Bighorn Road.


  HIS CELL PHONE burred a few minutes after he cleared the timber, and he snatched it out of his pocket. Joe wasn’t surprised to see who was
  calling.


  “Hi, darling,” he said.


  “Are you okay?” Marybeth asked.


  “Okay enough,” he said. “Luke is working with Nemecek. I followed Nemecek as far as the road to his camp.”


  “My God,” Marybeth said, and he heard sincere disappointment in her voice. “He seemed like such a good kid.”


  “He might be,” Joe said. “I’m about forty-five minutes out. Is everything okay there?”


  “Everything’s fine,” she said. “Mike is sticking around until you get back. Every fifteen minutes or so, he goes outside and looks around. He said nobody is out and about
  yet.”


  “Good,” Joe said.


  “You sound distracted,” she said. He didn’t realize he was, but she was good at pulling things out of him.


  He said, “I was thinking about something.”


  As briefly as he could, and with a real effort not to color the theory or worry her any more than necessary, he told her about what Nate had said about the female operative on Nemecek’s
  team.


  “Since we haven’t encountered any young women that would fit that profile,” Joe said, “something came to mind. . . .”


  She didn’t let him finish his thought. Her voice quickly rose through the scales: “A young woman, probably from the east. Sheridan’s new friend is from Maryland. She
  doesn’t know much more about her, I don’t think. The girl who wants Sheridan to go to the East Coast for Thanksgiving. It might be her. Nemecek may know Sheridan is Nate’s
  apprentice, and this girl might be in Laramie to keep an eye on her—or do something to our daughter to lure Nate.”


  “Calm down,” Joe said. “We don’t know anything yet.”


  “And she won’t answer her phone!” Marybeth said, clearly alarmed.


  “She never does,” Joe pointed out. “Really, we can’t do any good getting worked up.”


  “I’m not worked up!” Marybeth shouted.


  The juxtaposition of her statement with her tone gave them both pause. He waited until she came back, this time more calmly. “I could try to call a couple of her friends to go wake her up,
  if only I knew they’d have their phones on,” she said. “Or better yet, we could call the dorm front desk or the Laramie police department.”


  He told her about his conversation with Chuck Coon, and she agreed that was the best way to go.


  “I’m going to keep trying to get in touch with her, though,” Marybeth said. “She’ll have to wake up and turn on her phone eventually, won’t she?”


  “Yup.”


  “Hurry back,” Marybeth said. “We’ll need to leave for the airport in three hours, and you haven’t packed anything.”


  Joe shrugged, even though he knew she couldn’t see it.


  “Oh,” she said, “I had something to tell you when I called.”


  “Go ahead,” he said. The road was covered with an inch of slush as he descended from the mountains into the valley, where it was a few degrees warmer.


  “I looked at that book I brought home.”


  “Yes,” he said, prompting her.


  “It’s a lot to digest. Did you know the idea for al-Qaeda got started in Greeley, Colorado, of all places?”


  “Greeley?” Joe said, thinking of the northern Colorado city that smelled of feedlots and cattle. “Is that our connection?”


  “Hardly,” she said. “That was 1949. It’s interesting and sick at the same time. The Egyptian named Sayyid Qutb was at the college there as a visiting professor, and he
  became disgusted with Western morality because he went to a barn dance! I’ll tell you all about it on our plane trip.”


  “Okay,” Joe said.


  “But that’s not what I found that makes me think we’re onto something. I think we might know the secret of Nate: why he is how he is and how he got that way. And maybe why
  they’re after him. The timing is perfect as far as Nate goes, and we know he was involved in some bad stuff. Listen closely. . . .”


  Joe strained to hear, as she obviously found her place in the book and began to read aloud:


  “In early February 1999 . . .”
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  NATE AND HALEY DROVE through Riverton without seeing a single person awake or out on the streets. It was 2:30 in the morning and the bars were closed
  and not even a Riverton town cop was about. For the past hour he’d filled her in on assignments he had undertaken on behalf of Mark V, and some of the things he’d seen and done. He said
  he used to have several passports, issued to him under different names. In fact, he said, he’d used the last clean one a month before to fly to Chicago and back under a false identity.


  Before they cleared town, Nate stopped at a twenty-four-hour convenience store and filled the gas tank as well as his reserve tank. Inside the Kum & Go, he awoke the Indian night-shift
  clerk. He bought two large cups of coffee, granola bars, and energy drinks, and handed over five twenty-dollar bills. Although it hadn’t occurred to him yet that he hadn’t slept for
  nearly twenty hours, he wanted to stave off exhaustion when it came for him.


  He climbed back in the Jeep to find Haley sitting up, wide awake. She rubbed her eyes and thanked him for the coffee, and said, “You left off in 1998.”


  “Do you really want me to go on?” he said, easing out onto the street. He turned north until it merged onto U.S. Highway 16. One hundred eighty miles until they hit Saddlestring.


  “Yes.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes,” she said. “You said Nemecek came to you with a special assignment.”


  IN MARCH OF 1998, John Nemecek called Nate Romanowski into his office. The building itself was a small, single-level brick residential bungalow. There
  was no plaque or sign out front to indicate it was anything other than one home of many at Warren Air Force Base in Cheyenne. Airmen and their families occupied the houses on either side of the
  bungalow. There were bicycles and wading pools in the yards up and down the street.


  “HE STARTED OUT as he usually did,” Nate said to Haley, “with a history lesson. In this case, it was about how important the sport of
  falconry was to the Arab emirs through time. How falconry was literally the sport of kings in the Arab world, and how it had almost mythical and religious significance. Unlike here, where anyone
  can become a falconer if they have the time, patience, and desire, in the Arab world only the royals and elite are allowed to participate. Think of it like fox hunting in England in the
  past—very elitist.


  “The pinnacle of falconry in the Arab world is to hunt a rare and endangered bird called the houbara bustard,” Nate said. “These are large birds that mainly stay on the ground,
  but they’re capable of short flights. Some weigh up to forty-five pounds. They remind me of prairie chickens but bigger and faster. When a falcon takes them on, it’s a wild and violent
  fight. Bustards live in high, dry country, and they’re all but impossible to get close to because they live where there are no trees. Bustards can see for miles if anyone is coming. The Arabs
  like to watch the kill through binoculars hundreds of yards away, like generals watching a battle far from the front line. They don’t eat the dead bustard or use it for any purpose.
  It’s all about the kill.


  “To me, their philosophy of falconry is perverse. They hunt their birds for the sake of killing, and it’s done in big social gatherings of the upper crust. They buy raptors from
  around the world as if they’re racehorses, and the royals gain status by having the most exotic and deadly birds.”


  Haley said, “How is that different from your experience?”


  “Every falconer I know hunts his birds as a means of getting closer to the primitive world,” Nate said. “It’s a way to become a relevant part of the wild. There’s
  nothing sweet or Bambi-like about it. It’s not about status or elitism. Most of the falconers I know are barely getting by, because it takes so much time to get good at it. You can choose a
  family and a career or you can devote your life to falconry. They don’t mix well. The only exception to that I can think of was Nemecek himself. He was able to maintain his falconry while
  running Mark V. He thought of himself as a royal falconer because of this strange connection he had with his birds, and I really can’t blame him for it.”


  WHILE NEMECEK detailed the Arab obsession with falcons and falconry, Nate listened patiently and waited for the general outline of the mission ahead.
  Instead, Nemecek asked him about obtaining young peregrine falcons from the nest.


  “AT THE TIME,” Nate told Haley, “peregrines were hard to find. They were on the endangered species list, and even though there were
  plenty in zoos and aviaries, it was illegal to capture the wild birds. Wild birds are what falconers want, not birds raised in captivity. They’re considered to be a much higher prize.


  “I knew of a nest—maybe two—in Montana where I grew up, and I told Nemecek about them. He asked me if there were young birds up there, and of course I didn’t know at the
  time, but I assumed so. Right then, without telling me anything more about the operation or explaining why there were no other team members present, he signed a travel authorization for me to fly
  up to Great Falls. He told me to go as a civilian, take my climbing gear, and operate under my real name.”


  ON A THIRTY-DEGREE spring day under leaden skies, Nate snapped on his climbing harness, threaded the rope, and backed off the edge of a
  five-hundred-foot cliff overlooking the Missouri River. Beneath him, car-sized plates of ice floated sluggishly with the current of the water and occasionally piled up at river bends. The northern
  wind was sharp and cold and teared his eyes as he descended.


  He rappelled down, feeding rope through the carabiners of his harness, bouncing away from the sheer rock with the balls of his feet. Tightly coiled netting hung from his belt.


  It was fifty feet down to the first nest, which filled a large fissure in the cliff face. The next was a huge crosshatching of branches and twigs and dried brush, cemented together by mud, sun,
  and years. It was well hidden and virtually inaccessible from below, but he’d located it years before by the whitewash of excrement that extended down the granite from the nest, looking like
  the results of an overturned paint bucket.


  As he approached it from above, he noted the layers of building material, from the white and brittle branches on the bottom to the still-green fronds on the top. The nest had been built over
  generations, and had hosted falcons for forty years. Nate couldn’t determine if all of the inhabitants had been peregrines, but he doubted it. The original nest, he thought, had been built by
  eagles.


  The nest came into view, and Nate prepared for anything. Once he had surprised a female raptor in the act of tearing a rabbit apart for her fledglings and the bird had launched herself into his
  face, shredding his cheeks with her talons. But there were no mature adults in the nest. Only four downy and awkward fledglings. When they saw him, they screeched and opened their mouths wide,
  expecting him to give them food.


  He guessed by their size that they were two months old, and would be considered eyas, too young to fly. Four young birds in a nest was unusual, he knew, since usually there were just two or
  three. If taken now, they would need to be immediately hooded and hand-fed until their feathers fully developed, and kept sightless in the dark so they didn’t know who gave them their food.
  If the birds saw their falconer too early in their fledgling maturity, the falconer would be imprinted for life as the food provider and the birds would never hunt properly or maintain their wild
  edge. Nate didn’t like taking birds this young, not only because of the work involved but because of the moral question. He no longer wanted to own his birds, preferring instead to partner up
  with them.


  But here they were. So where was Mom? He almost wished she would show up and drive him away. He could claim to Nemecek that the trip had been unsuccessful. But Nate was in a stage of his life
  where he refused to fail.


  He spun himself around, and the landscape opened up as far as he could see. The sun was emerging from a bank of clouds on the eastern horizon and lighting the skeleton cottonwoods below while
  darkening the S-curves of the river. There were no birds in the sky.


  He spun back around, pulled the net from his web belt, and reached inside the nest.


  FARTHER DOWNRIVER, on another cliff face, he found the second nest. He was surprised to find out it held three more birds. The seven eyas were
  carefully crated, and Nate drove them to Colorado, where Nemecek maintained his elaborate falconry camp in Poudre Valley near Fort Collins. For the next eleven months, the birds were slowly and
  carefully brought along by Nemecek and Nate. All seven turned out to be healthy, strong, and wild. All seven turned out to be exquisite killers.


  When Nate finally asked what the fate of the birds would be, Nemecek was vague, except to say their presence had a national security purpose, and that Nate would soon learn what it was.


  When Nate asked why no other operators had been involved in the mission thus far, Nemecek was contemptuous. He told Nate the answer to his question should have been obvious: there were very few
  competent master falconers in the entire country, much less Mark V. Nemecek and Nate were the only men capable of capturing, nurturing, feeding, and training the young peregrine falcons. So of
  course no others were brought in.


  Nate didn’t know whether to be flattered or suspicious.


  “ONE YEAR LATER, in February,” Nate said, “I found out. When the falcons were a year old and in prime flying condition, Nemecek and I
  took the seven birds with us to Kandahar in Afghanistan. We were met at the airport by a driver in a brand-new GMC Suburban and taken a hundred miles south in the desert. The driver seemed to know
  Nemecek by sight, and never asked for ID. There was barely a road, and the guy driving us didn’t speak a word of English.”


  “By then,” Haley asked, “did you know what your operation was about?”


  “Barely,” Nate said. “All Nemecek told me was we were to meet some important people who would buy the falcons from us for a minimum of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars
  each.”


  “Good Lord.”


  “That’s what I thought, but I didn’t say it. You didn’t say much around Nemecek, or question his planning. You simply did what you were told. But when I saw where the
  driver was taking us, I was blown away.”


  SEVEN LARGE jetliners and two cargo planes were parked on the desert floor on a huge flat expanse of hard rubble. Arabic writing marked the tails of
  the aircraft. As they passed through the makeshift airport, Nate could tell from the lettering and the green, red, white, and black flags painted on the sides that they originated in the United
  Arab Emirates. One had a slogan painted in English on the side that read VISIT DUBAI—THE JEWEL OF THE DESERT. They continued on the poor road but the driver never slowed down. Uniformed men
  with automatic weapons waved them through two checkpoints and the driver didn’t even acknowledge them.


  This operation continued to be unlike any other Nate had participated in. There were only the two of them—his superior and him. If others had been embedded, that fact was kept secret. They
  were traveling under their own names, with their personal passports. And they had no weapons. Only the birds in their special darkened crates, their personal luggage, and a single satellite phone
  Nemecek kept turned off in his carry-on bag.


  The predominant color in all directions was beige, Nate noted. There was little green vegetation except in shadowed pockets on the sides of rock formations, and everything looked sun-bleached
  and windswept and bone dry. As they drove on, the terrain rose and got rougher and wind-sculpted rock escarpments stood like monuments. Nate could see the distant outline of mountains, and he was
  reminded of the bleak badlands of eastern Montana or western Wyoming. That impression went away, however, when the driver topped a small hill and below him he could see an elaborate desert
  camp.


  As they approached, he was astonished by the size and number of Bedouin-style tents. Parked next to the tents were dozens of late-model American SUVs, Land Rovers, and Mercedes luxury
  crossovers. Uniformed men with submachine guns strapped across their chests wandered through the tents. But what struck him most were the dozens of tall wooden poles mounted in the desert next to
  the tents. On each of the poles was a small platform. And perched on top of each platform was a hooded falcon.


  “IT WAS a bustard hunting camp,” Nate explained. “The emirs flew their falcons and handlers from the UAE to Afghanistan for a hunting
  trip. The cargo planes brought the tents, soldiers, and vehicles. I found out later that when they struck the camp and left, the emirs left the SUVs and tents for the Taliban as payment. And they
  did this kind of thing two or three times a year.”


  “Let me get this straight,” Haley said. “These rich Arabs flew private jets to Afghanistan just to hunt forty-pound birds? That must have cost them millions to stage a thing
  like that.”


  “Absolutely,” Nate said. “And it’s why Nemecek schooled me. So I’d have an idea what we were getting into.”


  “But why were you there?”


  “I was there to be the bird handler,” Nate said. “I assumed when we saw the camp that our mission was to gift the peregrines to some king. As tribute, since the UAE were allies
  and things are done different over there. I could imagine some genius in the State Department finding out an influential emir was crazy for falcons, and having the brilliant idea of delivering rare
  North American peregrine falcons to him as a gift. Remember, this was a year and a half before 9/11 happened. This was after the Khobar Towers bombing but before the attack on the USS Cole
  in Yemen. Al-Qaeda was at war with us, but very few of us knew it. All I knew at the time was that in the Arab world we had both friends and enemies, but that nothing was clean-cut or predictable.
  Some of our friends bred future enemies, paid protection money to terrorists, and killed their own people. But it wasn’t my job to know which from which, or why we were over there delivering
  peregrine falcons to emirs. My job was to take care of the birds and show them when Nemecek gave the word.”


  THEY WERE housed in an amazingly well-appointed tent on the edge of the camp. Servants appeared to bring them food and drink and to help secure the
  bird crates.


  While they waited, Nemecek left the tent with the satellite phone and didn’t return for a half an hour. Nate fed the birds—they were hungry and disoriented and now of age to fly and
  hunt once they were released—and wondered who his boss was checking in with. But he didn’t ask, and Nemecek didn’t volunteer any information when he returned.


  “WE WERE invited to the largest tent that night for dinner,” Nate said. “We ate roasted goat and lobsters flown in from Maine. Our
  host was the prime minister of Dubai, named Mohammed bin Rashid Al Khartoum, and he was fat and jolly and a wonderful host. He spoke perfect UK English because he’d gone to school at the
  London School of Economics and later MIT. But his interest was in the peregrines, and Nemecek deferred to me on all the questions. It didn’t take long to figure out Nemecek knew this guy
  pretty well, and he was our contact. There were about twenty-five other guests that night. No women. After dinner they told hunting stories and laughed about things that had gone on during the day,
  how one of the emir’s falcons missed a bustard and smashed into the ground, that sort of thing. I could understand bits and pieces of the conversation, but it wasn’t unlike any hunting
  camp I’ve ever been to. They broke out the single-malt Scotch, although technically as devout Muslims they weren’t supposed to drink, and it went on late into the night. I know now it
  was a Who’s Who of UAE royals and underlings. Plus, there were some visiting guests in addition to us. All I remember about the guests was that several of the emirs really groveled
  around them, and I assumed they were locals. I guessed they were emissaries from the Taliban government, but it was only a guess.”


  Nate said, “One of them was tall and handsome and the other older and very intense. Both had long beards in the Taliban style—one black, one gray. The older man wore glasses and
  talked a lot. He kept looking at us in a way that gave me the impression he was suspicious of our being there. The tall one just smiled the whole time, as if he was enduring the stories in a
  good-hearted way. He seemed serenely calm. They were never introduced to us. The storytelling went on for hours, and I was bushed. It was obvious Nemecek wanted to stay, and I didn’t care. I
  needed to feed the birds. As I said good night, the two other visitors got up and made all kinds of apologies about leaving as well. From what I could understand, they had a camp of their own a few
  miles away and it would take them a while to get back.”


  NATE THANKED his hosts and paused while two soldiers threw back the tent flap and let him out. The night was cool and dry and the stars brilliant. He
  paused outside and looked up, marveling at the upside-down constellations.


  The two other visitors followed, and Nate stepped aside to let them pass. He nodded at them as they strode toward their car and driver. The driver, Nate noticed, eyed him coolly and thumbed the
  receiver of the AK-47 he had strapped across his chest. The older, intense man removed his steel-framed glasses and cleaned the lenses with his robe while the tall cool one paused next to Nate.
  Surprisingly, the tall man spoke in English for the first time that night.


  “You’re from America,” the man said. “Do you watch the cowboy shows?”


  Nate was confused. “The cowboy shows?”


  “You know, what you call westerns. Cowboys and Indians.”


  His tone was soothing, whispery, almost hard to hear. His eyes were dark and soulful, his features thin and angular.


  “Like Gunsmoke?” Nate asked.


  The man grinned and gently clapped his hands together. Nate thought the display oddly effeminate. “Gunsmoke,” the man said. “Marshal Matt Dillon. Miss Kitty. Doc. And
  that Festus, he makes me laugh. Do you remember the one where Festus went to San Francisco and thought they were trying to feed him a mermaid?”


  Nate was flummoxed. He vaguely remembered it from when he was a boy. “I think so,” he said.


  “That one makes me laugh,” the man said. “And the one where Marshal Dillon is trapped in the mine with the outlaw? Do you know that one?”


  “I’m sorry. I don’t.”


  “Did you ever watch The Rifleman?” To illustrate his question, the tall man pretended he had a Winchester lever-action rifle and fanned his right hand as if firing and
  ejecting spent shells.


  “I remember that one,” Nate said.


  “Good show,” the tall man said, and grinned. “His son was named Mark.”


  In the dark, the older man with glasses had reached their car. He coughed politely and insincerely. The tall man talking to Nate waved in his friend’s direction.


  He said, “Maybe we can talk about westerns later. Before you go back to America.”


  “Sure,” said Nate.


  The tall man bowed with a nod and turned toward his car.


  “SO DID you sell the falcons to this Mohammed guy?” Haley asked.


  “I’ll get to that. Plus, half of them were named Mohammed. Our guy was Al Khartoum.”


  “Sorry,” she said. “I just think of all those innocent birds from Montana sitting there in a crate halfway across the world. It kind of breaks my heart.”


  Nate snorted. “I wasn’t crazy about the deal, either. I don’t mind killing bad guys I’ve never met. I didn’t lose a minute of sleep afterward. But those birds . . .
  it bothered me to leave them there, to be honest.”


  “Anyway,” she said, a lilt in her voice to prompt him to continue.


  “Anyway,” he said, “you’re focused on the falcons. That is the least significant part of this story.”


  FOR THE NEXT two days, Nate took out each of the seven peregrines one by one to demonstrate their ability. The Arabs would gather on an escarpment
  under a temporary cover with binoculars and long-lens video cameras as Nate drove out farther into the desert. Nemecek stayed behind with the emirs to detail the strengths and abilities of each
  young bird, as well as the attributes and characteristics of peregrine falcons in general.


  “THE BIRDS were magnificent,” Nate said wistfully. “It was almost as if they’d been born there, the way they took to the sky.
  There was no hesitation, and no lack of confidence in any of them. All of them were perfect aces—they performed as if they’d been bustard-hunting all their lives. Those little falcons
  would drop out of the sky at two hundred miles an hour and take out a bustard running full-bore across the desert that weighed four times as much. I could hear the approval of the Arabs even
  without using the radio.


  “It was more like an air show than falconry,” Nate said. “As if we were defense contractors showing our new equipment in front of rich generals who wanted to buy.”


  NATE NOTED that late at night, after the inevitable long dinner in the tent of their hosts, after he’d fed and secured the falcons on their
  stoops and tightened their hoods and gone to bed, Nemecek would gather his pack and slip outside without a word. He’d be gone for an hour or more and return silently and slip back into his
  blankets. Nate never asked Nemecek where he went, and Nemecek never explained.


  But Nate knew that along with personal items and clothing, the satellite phone was located within the small pack he took along with him.


  ON THE MORNING of the fourth day, as the wind picked up and sandblasted the fabric of the tents with the sound of angry rattlesnakes, Nemecek appeared
  and said, “Let’s go.”


  They left the peregrine falcons, and the drive back to the airport through the makeshift camp and parked jetliners seemed strangely hollow to Nate. Nemecek, however, was buoyant.


  When they were seated together in first class on the commercial airplane on the way home, Nemecek said, “Establishing and nurturing relationships with these people is more important than
  anything else. We’ve got billions of dollars of hardware and technology, but what we don’t have is on-the-ground human intel. It’s like the Jetsons versus the Flintstones, and
  we’re the Jetsons. But that doesn’t mean the Flintstones might not win in the end if we don’t figure out a way to relate to them on a human level.”


  Nate nodded, not sure where the conversation was going.


  Nemecek said, “Now all those men back there know us and respect us on a basic level. We can sell them planes and rockets and technology, but that doesn’t mean they like us. But
  appealing to their actual wants and needs, like we did back there, puts us on a different level. We can now call on them if we need something, even if it’s personal. They’ll receive us
  in their homes and palaces. If the diplomats and the politicians can’t get them to do what we want, they’ll ask us to help out.”


  His commander grinned at Nate, an expression Nate had rarely seen before.


  “If you think you were valuable to our government as an operator,” he said, “imagine how valuable you are now. Imagine how valuable we are. Suddenly, Mark V is the tip
  of the spear in Special Forces because we know these people personally. And the Middle East is where everything will happen when the shit hits the fan.”


  Then he turned, still smiling, and closed his eyes. Nemecek slept for the remainder of the flight. Nate spent his time wondering what he’d just been told.


  Nate’s incomprehension grew deeper the next time he was called into Nemecek’s bungalow.


  “THAT’S WHEN he handed over two million dollars in cash to me,” Nate said. “A full military duffel bag
  filled with bricks of hundred-dollar bills. He said it was my share.”


  Haley gasped.


  “The peregrines performed so well there was a bidding war between the emirs,” Nate said. “The final price was a half million each. Or so Nemecek said. It might even have been
  more.”


  Nate paused and said, “I’ve been living on it ever since.”


  HE TOOK the duffel bag of cash back to his quarters. He sat next to it on the bed for the entire night, thinking. How many other operations was Nemecek
  involved in that provided such huge payoffs? How many other Peregrines were tethered to Nemecek because of off-the-books operations that resulted in personal wealth?


  Of course it wasn’t right. Operators didn’t become operators for the money. But if by doing good and valuable things for their country and risking their lives every time they
  went out resulted in rewards that would provide for them (if they lived) and their families for years, where was the harm? After all, the only other logical recipient of cash would be the U.S.
  Treasury. Might as well feed the bricks of cash, one by one, into the garbage disposal, right?


  The next day, he drove back to Nemecek’s bungalow to return it. Nemecek was gone, cleared out. Nate guessed he’d moved—as he often did—to one of his other small offices
  throughout the world.


  He went back to his quarters, expecting a secure set of orders for his next operation or at least a communication from his commander. But there was nothing.


  Over the next year, Nate spent a good deal of his time deconstructing the mission and analyzing everything that had occurred both at home and in Afghanistan. Because of the vertical and
  decentralized design of Mark V, he never saw or heard from Nemecek. That in itself wasn’t unusual, except for the special circumstances of Nate’s relationship with his superior officer.
  Nate had questions and concerns. And later, guilt.


  “THE WEEK after 9/11,” Nate said in a whisper, “I walked away. I didn’t say goodbye to anyone, and I didn’t file any
  papers. I didn’t submit to debriefing, which was in my contract. I just threw that duffel bag in the back of my Jeep and started driving. I ended up in Montana.


  “All along the way,” he said, “I saw American flags on every storefront and in every yard. I remember looking out once over the prairie near Billings, way out in the distance,
  and seeing a single flag flying above a ranch house. The world had changed, good people had been killed and damaged, and I was partially responsible for it. And when they needed me most, I
  quit.”


  Haley had wrapped her arms around herself, and she shook her head from side to side. She seemed deeply troubled.


  “I don’t get it,” she said. “I don’t see why you just left them when they probably needed you the most. It doesn’t seem like you.”


  Nate snorted.


  “Why did you do it?” she asked. “Why did you desert our country and your service?”


  Nate took a deep intake of breath. “I was young. I was stupid. I was devastated.”


  He turned away. “I believed in Mark V and John Nemecek. I devoted my life to the cause, and I killed human beings all over the world on their behalf. I knew what we were doing was
  questionable in terms of laws and treaties, but I thought it was for the greater good. But when I found out Nemecek was using the Peregrines for his own benefit, and that much of what we’d
  been doing was all a game, I lost faith in the entire system. I just wanted out. I couldn’t look at myself in the mirror anymore, and I sure as hell couldn’t go on another operation. So
  I went to Montana to leave Mark V and the rest of the world behind.”


  She asked, “And why do you say you were responsible for innocent lives lost?”


  “I told you the story,” Nate said, “except for the most important parts. It all became clear that week after September eleventh. I watched those buildings go down in New York
  and the speculation on who was responsible. Then they showed the old video of who had masterminded the attack. Until then, I didn’t know.”


  “Know what?” she demanded, her tone shrill and accusatory.


  He took a deep breath and held it. Then: “The visitor to the camp that night, the lover of westerns, was Osama bin Laden. His friend was Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri. Together they were the heart
  and brains of al-Qaeda, and at the time they were putting the final touches on the 9/11 attacks.”


  “But how could you know that?” she asked.


  “I didn’t, and nobody did at the time,” Nate said. “But our government wanted to kill bin Laden for things he’d done already—the USS Cole bombing, the
  embassy bombings. They were watching that camp with satellites while we were there, ready to launch cruise missiles and take him out. In the end, the reason they didn’t pull the trigger was
  because they were afraid of collateral damage—they didn’t want to be responsible for a bunch of dead princes in the desert as well.”


  Haley shook her head. “But you said the visitors had a camp a few miles away. They could have hit that camp and everybody else would have been fine.”


  “Exactly,” Nate said.


  “So how are you responsible for that bad decision?”


  Nate turned his head, his eyes slitted. “Because our government man on the ground called them up each night on his satellite phone to tell them bin Laden was staying in our camp. So
  we wouldn’t risk our lives and so we’d personally get rich with blood and oil money.”


  Haley recoiled. “Oh my God.”


  “Now, apparently,” Nate said, “Nemecek has gone semi-private, like a lot of the old spooks have with all the defense cuts. His company is up for a massive contract to do
  clandestine counterintelligence, and he looks like a shoo-in, at least according to that poor bastard I got the information from back in Jackson. The skids are greased for him to make millions more
  and do what he’s best at. His reputation in Washington is stellar because of the great work of the Mark V Peregrines. But if the staffers and senators awarding the contract knew that he did
  his damnedest to save bin Laden’s life before 9/11 . . .”


  “He’d lose the contract and his reputation and probably go to jail,” Haley said, finishing Nate’s sentence.


  “And there’s one guy who could blow it for him if this ever got public,” Nate said.


  “Now I understand,” she said. “So your friend Large Merle? He knew?”


  Nate nodded.


  “What about Oscar and Gabriel and the rest back in Idaho?”


  “No. But Nemecek thought they might. So he had to take them out.”


  “What about your friends in Saddlestring? The ones you called and told to leave?”


  “No,” Nate said. “But it doesn’t matter.”


  “I don’t understand something,” she said. “I don’t understand why you never went to the government or to the press with your story? You could have put Nemecek out
  of business.”


  “It wouldn’t have worked,” Nate said. “Nemecek is inside of the inside. He would have found me before I even made contact with anyone. He used every resource the
  government has to try to find me, which is why I went low-tech and completely dropped out of society. No credit cards, no phone, no address. But if I’d stepped forward and tried to contact
  someone, it would have been like signing a death warrant on us both. Very few people in the bureaucracy can operate with complete impunity. They’ve got to report to people and write
  summaries. Nemecek would have intercepted the communications within minutes and cut everything off and eliminated anyone involved.


  “Believe me,” Nate said, “I’ve spent years agonizing over this. I could never figure out a way to take him down without taking down innocents as well. I don’t mind
  killing people who deserve it, but not those just doing their jobs. So I dropped out. I did what I could to help out a friend. I carefully made contact with a few others, like Oscar and Cohen. And look what happened to them.”


  Haley squirmed in her seat. He could guess what she was thinking.


  “And now I know,” she said.


  “I tried to get you to leave,” he said.


  “We don’t have a choice, do we? We’ve got to kill him and stop this.”


  “It’s our only option,” Nate said. “But an old saying keeps coming to mind: If you’re going to try to kill the king, you’d better kill the
  king.”


  AFTER THEY’D driven a few more miles in silence, Nate looked over at Haley. He said, “It’s a different
  version of events than you heard from Nemecek, isn’t it?”


  The question froze her in her seat. Even in the dark, he could see her face drain of color and her eyes fix on the windshield in involuntary terror. She looked like a frightened ghost with dark,
  hollow eyes.


  “He told you it was me who was in business with bin Laden, didn’t he? And that there was a score to settle? That’s what he told all the other operators, wasn’t
  it?”


  She didn’t react other than to continue staring ahead. But the fact that she didn’t lash back told him everything he needed to know.


  “You don’t have to explain,” he said. “I can figure it out. He recruited you for this operation with the story about letting bin Laden get away. Only he reversed the
  players and the motivation. You don’t know how many others are on the team, and you don’t know who they are or what they’ve been told. And you’ve spent the last few hours
  trying to reconcile what he told you against what you’ve seen and heard yourself.”


  He said, “I think you’ve got a good heart, Haley. I think your reaction to what happened to Cohen and Oscar was genuine. And I sure as hell know your passion back there with me felt
  real.”


  Her mouth trembled, and her eyes blinked too fast.


  “You’ll have plenty of opportunities ahead to take me out,” Nate said. “And if you choose, you can probably find a way to warn Nemecek I’m coming for him. I’m
  not going to stop you or kill you now. I’ll let fate take its course.”


  In a barely audible whisper, she asked, “Why?”


  “Because I think you’ll do the right thing.”


  She said, “If you’re going to try to kill the king, you’ d better kill the king.”


  He didn’t ask which king.
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  THE PICKETT FAMILY sat in a line on uncomfortable red plastic scoop chairs in the predawn at Saddlestring Municipal Airport as the tiny cinder-block
  structure staggered to life. Their luggage, an assortment of mismatched suitcases and duffel bags, had been checked through by the lone ticket agent, a pierced dark-haired stocky woman of
  indeterminate age who had communicated via a series of grunts, and who had gone outside the double doors for a cigarette the minute she’d completed grunting as she tossed the bags on a
  cart.


  Joe turned in his chair and watched her out there, the tiny red cherry of her cigarette bobbing in the darkness, until she returned and sulked back to her counter to check the manifest.
  He’d caught a glimpse of it as they checked in: only five passengers were listed. The Picketts and a local rancher named Donald M. Jones, also known as Rowdy. Rowdy Jones hadn’t checked
  in yet.


  Joe wore civilian gear and his battered hat. No uniform shirt, holster, or equipment belt. He felt lighter than air and vulnerable without his weapons and gear and sense of purpose.


  Joe hadn’t slept since he’d returned from following Nemecek into the mountains, and his sleep deprivation heightened his sense of despair. His thoughts were like too many large fish
  in a small tank—writhing and intertwining over one another, depleting the oxygen available, in search of some kind of blue-water relief.


  Three locals dead. Bad Bob and Pam Kelly—missing. Nate gone, his only communication a cryptic warning to get his family out. Nemecek, planning his next move. Brueggemann’s betrayal.
  Snow, elk hunters, The Looming Tower.


  He thought about the community he was leaving, the residents bunkered in their homes. And he felt like a coward.


  Marybeth looked over to Joe and smiled in a worried way. He knew she wouldn’t be comfortable until they were all on the airplane and Sheridan had checked in with them. It was still an hour
  or two before Chuck Coon could get over the summit from Cheyenne to Laramie, and likely longer before Sheridan would awake and turn on her phone. Nevertheless, Joe reached out and patted his wife
  on her knee to reassure her, then stood up and paced behind the row of chairs. He couldn’t sit still until they were all on the plane, either, he thought. His stomach churned and he had the
  sour taste of acid in his mouth.


  They’d left Marybeth’s van in long-term parking on the side of the terminal. There were only two other vehicles there, both dusted with snow—travelers who’d not yet
  returned. He wondered about asking Mike Reed to move the van somewhere after they’d departed, so Nemecek or one of his crew wouldn’t spot it and know they’d flown away.


  “Are you going to sit down?” Marybeth asked him.


  “Can’t,” he said, wandering toward a display case on the wall that boasted faded photos of famous people who had once used the local airport, including Queen Elizabeth twenty
  years before to visit relatives and buy locally made saddles, and former vice president Dick Cheney en route to a wilderness fly-fishing trip. He returned to the counter and waited for the agent to
  look up from her magazine.


  “What do you need?” she asked. He felt his anger rise from her manner.


  “Just wondering who has access to the passenger lists,” he said.


  She shook her head, confused.


  “Who keeps track of who flies in and out?”


  “I do.”


  “I mean generally,” he said, letting impatience creep into his voice. “Can anyone walk up and ask who flew out this morning?”


  “Nobody ever has,” she said.


  He took a deep breath. “What I’m asking, ma’am, is what if someone did?”


  “Nobody ever has. I just told you that.”


  “But if they did,” he said, his voice rising, “what would you do?”


  She shrugged. She looked over at his family, assessing them. He followed her gaze. Marybeth sat primly with her hands in her lap. Lucy was slumped to the side, her chin in her hand. April
  slouched back with earbuds plugged into her iPod.


  She said, “I don’t think it’s public information, sir. It’s nobody’s business.”


  He glared at her. “Let’s keep it that way.”


  She flinched and rolled her eyes in a whatever gesture. Then she looked over his shoulder and said, “I’ll need to get you to step away from the counter, sir. The other
  passenger has arrived.”


  Joe looked over his shoulder to see Rowdy Jones enter the terminal in full western dress: boots, pressed Wranglers, massive silver rodeo buckle, string tie, fine 30X gray Stetson. He pulled a
  large rolling leather suitcase behind him that had been personalized with his brand burned into both sides.


  “Rowdy,” Joe said as a greeting, stepping aside.


  “Morning, Joe,” the rancher said, looking over the Picketts. “Taking everyone on a family vacation?”


  “Kind of,” Joe said.


  “Game warden leaving during elk season,” Rowdy said, grinning. “That’ll get around.”


  JOE CONTINUED to pace. The eastern sky was lighting up into early-dawn cream. Snow crystals hung sparkling in the air. The sky looked as if it would
  clear soon. He looked at his watch, then his phone.


  Joe listened halfheartedly as April mocked Lucy by saying, “I’ll miss my precious play rehearsal, boo-hoo.”


  “April, please,” Marybeth said.


  Joe looked out onto the road, looking for a dark Audi crossover.


  ROWDY JONES lowered himself in a chair that faced Marybeth. Rowdy commented—loudly—as white-clad Transportation Security Administration
  employees filed in through the doors, headed for their screening station set up in front of a small departure area.


  “Five of the knuckleheads!” Rowdy said, evincing a scowl from two of the agents as they passed by. “Count ’em. Five of ’em. One per passenger. Boy, I sure feel safe
  now, don’t you? And to think it’s my tax money that’s paying them. And from what I hear, they’ve never caught a damned terrorist. Not one!”


  One of the TSA agents paused to glare menacingly at Rowdy.


  Marybeth looked to Joe like she’d rather be anywhere than where she was.


  Another dark fish was added to Joe’s small tank. This one represented what might have been, back in 1999, if cruise missiles would have been launched to take out the targets who
  later planned and approved 9/11. Would the world be better? Would those five TSA agents even exist? Would TSA exist? Would the country still be somewhat safe and innocent and intact?


  Rowdy turned back to Joe and Marybeth and said, “Make sure you don’t have any tweezers on you or any liquids more than four ounces. Think about our safety!”


  To change the subject, Joe asked Rowdy where he was headed.


  “Europe!”


  “Really,” Joe said.


  “Craziest thing,” Rowdy said, shaking his head, “I used to have to beg folks to come and help us out on the ranch during spring and fall, when we moved cattle to and from the
  mountains. Literally beg them. Bribe ’em with a big steak dinner afterward and hope they’d show up when they said they would. Then I started charging tourists for the
  privilege. Got my son to throw up a website advertising ‘Rowdy’s Authentic Cowboy Cattle Drives,’ and it was Katie-bar-the-door,” he said.


  “Fifteen hundred a person,” he said, grinning, as if Joe and Marybeth were coconspirators in a scam. “And all these Easterners and Europeans are paying me to do what
  nobody around here will do anymore. Now I spend the summer ranching and taking care of these dudes, and I spend the winter visiting them in Europe. England, France, Holland, Germany . . . staying
  in the homes of former guests. They tell me my money isn’t any good over there.”


  “That’s quite a story,” Marybeth said. Joe knew it was true.


  “Saved the ranch,” Rowdy said. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it fifteen years ago. Hell, I finally figured out how to make that place pay, and it sure as hell
  isn’t horses and cows. It’s rich folks playing cowboy! I’m thinking about building some more cabins at the place so I can charge ’em to stay there. I used to pay
  Mexicans and provide beans and a bed, and now I can charge folks for the same privilege.”


  Rowdy looked up as the front door opened. Joe wheeled around in his chair, tense. But instead of John Nemecek, it was the two pilots, each pulling along a battered wheeled bag. They were very
  young, and their uniforms helped only a little, Joe thought.


  “They look like they’re Sheridan’s age,” Marybeth whispered to Joe.


  Or military age, Joe thought, feeling his insides clench. But the pilots nodded to a couple of the TSA agents and addressed them by name. They were familiar with one another, and this was
  obviously a daily event. Joe sighed in relief but couldn’t sit any longer and listen to Rowdy. Rowdy was a fine man and a good guy, but Joe was too nervous and guilty and paranoid to
  relax.


  “I’ll be back,” he said to Marybeth.


  “Man looks like he’s got ants in his pants,” Rowdy said as Joe walked to the far end of the terminal to look at the old photos.


  AGAIN, Joe checked the road out front. No Audi. He checked his phone. No call or text from Sheridan. He tried her number again and it went straight to
  voice mail.


  There was a high whine outside. He went to the window that overlooked the tarmac to see that the pilots were bringing the airplane around from its hangar on the other side of the field. It was a
  small Beechcraft 1900D turboprop that held nineteen passengers. All over Wyoming, like angry bees, the little planes delivered people to Denver International Airport, where they could board large
  jets for other places.


  The aircraft swung around and parked, and the pilots killed the spinning propellers but kept the engines running. In a moment, the door opened and a spindly staircase accordioned out. Joe
  watched as the surly counter girl, now in an overlarge parka, tugged the luggage cart out toward the plane. The copilot stood near the back of the aircraft to help her toss the luggage inside. He
  could see Lucy’s colorful suitcase and April’s bulging duffel bag. It seemed to Joe the girls had packed everything they owned.


  Beyond the small airplane, the serrated profile of the Bighorn Mountains, fresh with snow, dominated the horizon. Up in those mountains was Nemecek’s headquarters. And Joe was flying away.
  As he stared, his stomach churning, he saw a lone falcon soaring high in the cirrus clouds, moving so slowly as to almost be motionless.


  He wished he could talk to Nate, tell him what he’d found out.


  Because of the whine of the aircraft, he didn’t hear Marybeth approach, and he jumped when she placed her hand on his shoulder.


  He turned.


  “Joe, are you all right?” she asked, tilting her head slightly back, probing his face with her eyes.


  He paused for a moment. “No, I’m not.”


  She couldn’t hide the disappointment but tried. “I know how you feel about these little planes.”


  “It’s not that,” Joe said. “Think of how many times he helped me. How many times he helped us,” he said, nodding toward Lucy and April. “Now, when
  he’s the one in trouble, I’m flying away.”


  “But he wants you to,” she said. “He said it himself.”


  “Nate doesn’t always know what’s good for him,” Joe said.


  She shook her head and said, “This is a different level they’re playing at. These are different kinds of men. You said it yourself, Joe.”


  “Doesn’t mean I can’t help,” he said. Her inference stung.


  “But he doesn’t want your help,” she said, frustration showing. “He wants you to go with us and watch over this family. That’s what he admires about you, Joe. You’re not like him.”


  Joe smiled bitterly. “I’ve got to see this through,” he said.


  Marybeth reached out to him and cupped her hands around his face and took a long moment. Then she said, “It won’t do me any good to argue, will it?”


  “Nope.”


  “If you get yourself hurt or killed . . .” She didn’t finish the thought. There was no point.


  Joe said, “I’ll see you in California in a day or so. We can use a vacation we can’t afford.”


  She smiled, but there were tears in her eyes.


  He said, “Go into the bathroom and compose yourself, honey. We don’t want the girls to see you crying. I’ll go say goodbye to them and tell them something came up.”


  She nodded, then kissed him on the cheek.


  “I’ll be careful,” he said. But he wasn’t sure what he meant.


  FROM INSIDE Marybeth’s van, Joe watched his wife and daughters troop across the tarmac toward the waiting plane. Rowdy Jones followed them. At
  the base of the accordion stairs, Marybeth turned and gave him a little wave.


  He waved back but wasn’t sure she could see him.


  When the airplane was in the sky and its wings tipped and it banked to the south toward Denver, he started up the van. Now that they were safe, the fish tank of his mind got bigger. He could see
  the individual fish, the individual problems. He began to make a plan.


  He had no idea if it was a good one.
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  ALTHOUGH NATE ROMANOWSKI had been gone only a week from Twelve Sleep County, it seemed to him as he cruised the untracked morning roads of the Wind
  River Indian Reservation that he’d been gone forever. He drove by Bad Bob’s, noting that although it was too early to have opened, there was a troubling and vacant feeling about the
  place, indicating no one was there. Bob’s pickup was parked as always on the side of the building, but it was covered with snow. There was no sign of life from inside the store or Bob’s
  house behind it.


  Same with Alice Thunder’s place. No woodsmoke from the chimney or exhaust fan on the roof. Newspapers, both the Saddlestring Roundup and the even smaller reservation weekly,
  gathered on the front porch sheathed in translucent orange tubes.


  “She’s gone, and she’s been for a week or so,” Nate said. “Good.”


  “Who’s gone?” Haley asked, following his gaze toward the small frame house.


  “Someone I care about,” Nate said. “Everybody I was in contact with is in danger. That’s why I warned them to get away.”


  Haley didn’t respond but seemed to be looking inward, thinking. He didn’t ask about what.


  NATE CRUISED up Bighorn Road fifteen minutes later. As he did he checked his mirrors repeatedly and slowed down on the crest of each hill before
  descending. His weapon was on his lap.


  He nodded as he drove by Joe Pickett’s house. Joe’s Game and Fish pickup was parked on the side of the garage, also blanketed with a thin coat of snow. A set of tracks emerged from
  beneath the garage door: Marybeth’s van. They were gone.


  “For once,” Nate said, “Joe seems to have listened to me when I told him something.”


  “He’s gone?” Haley asked.


  “Looks like it. They’ve got kids, and the place would have been a beehive this time in the morning before school.”


  He stopped at Joe’s mailbox a quarter-mile from the house and placed an object inside. When Haley gave him a quizzical look, he said simply, “I want him to know I was
  here.”


  “OKAY,” HE SAID, swinging off the pavement onto a rough two-track directly away from the Pickett house, “the
  field has been cleared and the operation is under way.”


  He could feel Haley’s eyes on him as he drove toward the base of Wolf Mountain. They crashed through a thick set of willows where the branches scraped both doors and emerged in a small
  white alcove. There was brush on all four sides of them, no way to see out, and no way to see in from the road.


  He looked sternly at her and killed the engine. “Come on,” he said.


  Unexpected fear flashed in her eyes. She hesitated for a moment, then climbed out.


  He chinned for her to move to the front of the Jeep, and when she did he raised the .500, then spun it with his index finger through the trigger guard and rotated it so the muzzle was pointed at
  his chest and the grip was offered to her.


  “Take it,” he said.


  “Why?”


  “Just take it,” he said more gently.


  She did. He stepped back three steps, his boots crunching in the light snow.


  He said, “If you’re going to kill me, I want you to do it now.”


  She stood there, uncomprehending, her eyes puzzled.


  “In an hour or so, I’m going after John Nemecek,” Nate said. “I’m going to hit him hard and fast and right in his face. The tactic is speed, surprise, and
  overwhelming violence. You don’t have to participate, and I may not want you involved. But Haley, if you’re going to bushwhack me, or try to warn him, I want you to do it now. Aim and
  fire. Blow a hole in me no one could recover from. Do it and get it over with now, not later.”


  She held the gun out away from her, pointed vaguely at his waist. But not yet raising it. Their eyes bored into each other’s.


  “Why are you testing me like this?” she asked. “Why are you doing this?”


  “I’m giving you your chance to be a hero. Do it now, if you’re so inclined. I have no other weapons, and I couldn’t get to you in time to stop a shot. This is your
  chance.”


  “Why, Nate?”


  He paused. “I can handle the enemy, and I salute him if he can get the better of me in a fair fight. But I hate betrayal. I need to know one way or the other with you.”


  After a few beats, she shook her head and let the weapon drop to her side.


  “You know what,” he said, as he took the .500 from her and fed it back into his holster, “I’ve never done that before. Given my weapon to someone.”


  He noticed her hands were trembling and he covered them with his own.


  “This might work out,” he said.


  “IT’S TOUGH when the foundation for your loyalty and beliefs crumbles away while you’re in the building,
  isn’t it?” he said, as they drove back out through the wall of willows toward the road.


  “Yes,” she said.


  She told him how Nemecek had found her after she’d enlisted in the Army and had gone through basic. How he’d selected her for the Peregrines and tested her character and strength. He
  knew her father was a lifer in the military, and that she understood the culture and the sacrifice necessary to ascend to Special Forces. She’d participated in two overseas
  operations—one in Bosnia, one in Iraq—before Nemecek came to her and explained that he was creating the strike team on the outside and that he had a very special role for her to
  play.


  “He told me that same story about Afghanistan,” she said, “but he reversed the blame, just like you said. There wasn’t a single operator, once they heard what happened,
  who didn’t want your head. Me included.”


  “He’s persuasive,” Nate agreed.


  “And he’s evil and cynical,” she spat, “because he uses our patriotism and loyalty for his own benefit. Now that I know, I question both those missions I went on. Were
  they to help defend our country or to settle a score or eliminate competition for Nemecek? I just don’t know.”


  “So it was you who found Merle,” Nate said. It wasn’t a question.


  “Yes, but I didn’t kill him. I’d already flown back to Idaho.”


  “Merle was my friend.”


  “And I’m sorry. I had no idea what they were going to do to him, and I was sick when I found out what happened.”


  WHEN THEY hit the highway, Nate turned back toward town instead of toward the mountains. It took her a second to realize what had just happened.


  “Aren’t we going the wrong way?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Why? You aren’t going to get rid of me somewhere, are you?” she asked angrily.


  “We need a new car,” he said, and didn’t explain any more.


  AS THEY neared the town limits, he asked, “Do you know how many are on the team besides you?”


  “No,” she said. “He never told me. You know how it is. You get your assignment and maybe see or meet one or two other operatives, but no one knows the entire plan or all the
  players. I only knew my job, which was to seduce Gabriel and Merle and infiltrate that compound in Idaho. Nemecek said you’d be in contact with them, and when you were, I was to tip him off.
  I never knew he planned to use me to kill Oscar and Cohen and the rest. I didn’t have a clue. All I knew was that when you showed up, I was to alert him.”


  “You didn’t?” Nate asked.


  “I never got a chance,” she said. “And by that time I was having doubts about everything he told me, to be honest. I came to really like and admire Gabriel and Oscar and the
  rest. They weren’t antigovernment, like Nemecek had led me to believe. They were pro– American individualism. They were patriotic and honest, and they were straight shooters. I kept
  waiting to hear someone go on a rant about revolution or something, but it never happened. They just wanted to be left alone. I can empathize with that.”


  Nate said, “You never knew where Nemecek’s headquarters was?”


  “No,” she said. “I had only one assignment. I didn’t know they were going to kill everybody.”


  She looked away sharply but not before he caught a glimpse of tears in her eyes. “Damn it,” she said, “I don’t want to cry. Goddammit.”


  NATE PULLED into Hinderaker’s Used Cars on the south end of Main Street just a few blocks from the Burg-O-Pardner. As he entered the lot,
  Hinderaker—the bespectacled proprietor who had his official third-generation GM dealership dissolved when the government took over the company—emerged from a single-wide trailer that
  now served as his office. He shot his sleeves out so his cuffs emerged from his jacket, worked up a friendly grin, and ambled out into the drive so Nate couldn’t help but see him.


  Haley stayed inside the Jeep while Nate strode through the rows of used vehicles, Hinderaker on his heels.


  Nate paused at a white five-year-old SUV.


  “You won’t be able to beat that deal,” Hinderaker said. “Plenty of miles but all highway miles. Are you thinking of trading in the Jeep?”


  Nate fixed his icy blue eyes on Hinderaker and noted how the man took an involuntary step back.


  “Maybe,” Nate said. “How’s the four-wheel drive?”


  “Great!” Hinderaker said. “Probably never been used.”


  Nate paused, not blinking. He knew he was making Hinderaker uncomfortable.


  “Mind if I try it out?” Nate asked in a whisper.


  Hinderaker started to object. No problem taking it for a test drive, he said. No problem at all. But company rules required a salesman to go along, and Hinderaker was on the lot
  all alone until his salesmen showed up at eight. . . .


  Nate said, “There’s my Jeep. I’ll leave it here as collateral with the keys in it. Registration and pink slip are in the glove box.”


  Hinderaker sighed.


  By the time Nate walked to the Tahoe, out of Hinderaker’s sight, Haley had transferred the gear and weapons from the Jeep.


  AS THEY cleared Saddlestring once again en route to Crazy Woman Creek in the Bighorns, Haley said, “White Tahoe. Got it. That’s what they
  all drive.”


  TWO MILES past the Bighorn National Forest sign, Nate gritted his teeth and spoke through them.


  “There’s this condition elite falcons get when all they can think about is to fly, fuck, and fight. It’s called yarak. . . .”
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  WHILE JOE pulled on his uniform in the darkened bedroom, he fought the growing feeling of dread that seemed to fill his empty house. It was odd being
  there without Marybeth and the girls, and he questioned his decision to stay, although not the reason for it. But there were so many loose threads, so many possible scenarios. . . .


  He retrieved his weapons from his gun safe—two long rifles, his shotgun, and his holster—and went back outside to brush the snow off his green Ford Game and Fish Department
  pickup.


  He swung out onto Bighorn Road—noting several sets of tire tracks already there—and did a mental inventory of his gear. Everything he might need was locked in the equipment boxes in
  the bed of his truck. Or at least he hoped so.


  For the hundredth time that morning, he checked his cell phone for messages from Sheridan, Nate, Brueggemann, or Chuck Coon. Nothing.


  He speed-dialed Coon, and after four rings the special agent picked up. “What now, Joe?” He sounded irritated.


  “Is everything under way?” Joe asked.


  “Yes, sir!” Coon said with sarcasm. “I’ve left urgent instructions in my office for them to start researching this Nemecek guy and rattling cages to find him, and
  I myself am in my comfortable government sedan just about to leave the city limits en route to Laramie to scare your daughter’s friend.”


  “Great,” Joe said. “Thank you. Will you call me the minute you can?”


  “Probably,” Coon said.


  “There’s something else,” Joe said, ignoring the epic sigh from Coon’s end when he said it.


  “Of course there is,” Coon said.


  “I got more information last night after I talked to you. Something big is about to happen up here, I think—a major break in the case. I’ll know within a couple of hours if
  we’ve located the bad guy. So in the meanwhile, can you get a team together and have them ready to fly up here on your chopper? We’ll need lots of firepower.”


  Coon moaned and said, “At least it’s just a small favor you’re asking.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “Look,” Coon said, his voice rising, “I can’t put together a request for that kind of operation without probable cause, and you haven’t given me any. I need an
  official request for assistance from your sheriff or police chief. You know that, Joe. I can’t just send my jackbooted federales on raids all over the state of Wyoming.”


  “I didn’t say send them,” Joe said. “I asked you to get them ready.”


  “We need an official request, Joe. You know how this works.”


  “Okay,” he said, frustrated. “I’ll work on that.”


  THE USUAL VEHICLES were parked outside in the lot of the Burg-O-Pardner, and Joe turned in beside them. This was the every-morning coffee gathering of
  the movers and shakers of the city and county. Discussions were off the record, and the public was never informed of what business was transacted. It had been going on since Joe first moved to the
  area, and he’d never been invited to coffee and wouldn’t have shown up if he was.


  He strode past the line of vehicles—the chief of police’s SUV, the mayor’s Lincoln Town Car, the one-ton diesel pickup belonging to the county commissioner, and Sheriff Kyle
  McLanahan’s stupid old beater truck, which he tapped on as he walked past.


  Inside, it was warm and close, and the small restaurant smelled of coffee, bacon, and burned toast. Five beefy faces all swung in his direction when he entered, and the conversation stopped. The
  sheriff had come with Deputy Sollis, who smirked at Joe with his piglike eyes.


  Joe said to Sheriff McLanahan, “Got a minute?”


  McLanahan looked tired and worn-out, despite the early-morning hour. There were dark rings under his eyes, and his skin seemed sallow and gray.


  “I’m eating my breakfast,” McLanahan said. “Can’t you see that?”


  Joe nodded. “Yup.”


  “Hold your horses and I’ll be with you when I’m done,” McLanahan said, dismissing Joe and stabbing the point of a piece of toast into his egg yolk.


  Joe asked no one in particular, “How many days until the election?”


  McLanahan looked up, scowling. The others looked from Joe to the sheriff and back again.


  After a beat, McLanahan made a show of tossing his toast down on his plate and pushing away from the table. Sollis pushed back from the table as well.


  “Not you,” Joe said to him.


  The deputy looked to McLanahan and was hurt when the sheriff nodded for him to sit back down.


  “Just a few minutes of your valuable time,” Joe said, stepping aside so the sheriff could walk past him toward the door.


  OUTSIDE, McLanahan turned around and put his hands on his hips and glared at Joe like a bull about to charge.


  Joe said, “You know I support Mike Reed for your job, right?”


  McLanahan nodded slightly.


  “So you know it would be better for Mike if you continued to screw up all these investigations and nobody got caught or arrested, right?”


  McLanahan’s face flushed and he looked like he was about to take a swing, but he growled, “Get to your point, Pickett.”


  “Appreciated,” Joe said. “I need you to do three things this morning, and I mean this morning. If you do them all, we might just crack this thing and get the guy responsible
  for all the crimes around here. If you don’t, we can be pretty much assured of Sheriff Mike Reed and your unemployment.”


  McLanahan didn’t move, but he didn’t object.


  “First,” Joe said, “you need to assemble your SWAT team as fast as you can. Make sure Mike Reed is on it.”


  McLanahan did a little head bob—not an overt agreement but more of an I-acknowledge-that-you-just-said-something-but-I’m-waiting-for-more gesture.


  Joe said, “Do you want to get out your notebook and write these things down?”


  “I think I can remember them, goddammit,” McLanahan spat.


  “Okay, second, get the SWAT team over to the TeePee Motel, room 138. The target is my trainee Luke Brueggemann.”


  The sheriff arched his eyebrows at the name.


  “You remember him,” Joe said. “He was with me when you called me down to identify the murder victims.”


  “I remember,” McLanahan said. “A young pup—a little wet behind the ears.”


  “That’s him,” Joe said. “But he isn’t who he seems. You need to get him in custody and start sweating him. Find out who he’s working for. Confiscate his phone
  and turn it over to your best tech people to find out who he’s been calling and texting. But most important, get him behind bars for the rest of the day so he can’t warn anyone or muck
  anything up.”


  McLanahan shook his head. “I can’t just arrest a guy and hold him without charges.”


  “You forget who you’re talking to,” Joe said, and laughed. “You do it all the time. And besides, I’m sure I’ll be the one to press charges against
  him.”


  The sheriff looked away for a moment, then back to Joe with a squint in his eyes.


  “Why do we need a SWAT team to bring him in? He don’t look like much.”


  “Because he’s not who he says he is, I told you that,” Joe said. “He’s got weapons and he may be highly trained. You don’t want anyone to get hurt, do you?
  Hit him fast and hard, and assume he’s dangerous.”


  McLanahan shook his head as if he couldn’t believe how ridiculous Joe was acting.


  “Plus,” Joe said, “you might need that assembled SWAT team later this morning. I think I know where our bad guy is located. Once it’s confirmed, I’ll give you the
  word.”


  “Bullshit,” McLanahan said. “Tell me what you know.”


  Joe shook his head. “Not until I’m sure.”


  “Damn you, this is my county. You can’t be running your own deal here. I’ve got jurisdiction and you know it.”


  Joe took a step toward McLanahan, which surprised the sheriff.


  “What I know,” Joe said, nodding toward the restaurant where Sollis stood watching them from inside the window, “is you’ve surrounded yourself with thugs and idiots.
  That’s why I want your assurance that Reed will be on the team this morning, so there’s at least one competent officer. And make sure you tell them all to stay off the radio.
  Brueggemann and others are likely monitoring your frequency. He’ll know you’re coming, and we don’t want that.


  “And if you send your goons out there before I pinpoint our bad guy, you could tip him off or get your goons killed. Or get my friend killed. Or get me killed.”


  “Your friend?” McLanahan said, perking up. “Romanowski’s involved?”


  “I’m not sure yet,” Joe said. “But if he is, I don’t want you risking his life.”


  “You’re really pissing me off,” McLanahan said. “I don’t need to do anything if I don’t want to. This is my county and my investigation.”


  “Understood,” Joe said. “But imagine what people will say about you if everything explodes today and you decided to sit it out. I can’t imagine that would help your
  reelection chances much.”


  McLanahan glared at Joe and then surprised him with a long, slow grin.


  “You think you’ve got it all figured out, don’t you?” he asked.


  “Nope,” Joe said, “not at all. I just know that being sheriff is the only thing you know how to do because you’d get eaten up in the real world. You want to keep this job
  as if your life depended on it, which in some ways it probably does.”


  The smile vanished.


  “You said there were three things,” McLanahan said, his tone flat.


  “That’s right. Call the FBI in Cheyenne and request assistance immediately. Tell them you might have a firefight up here and you need a federal strike team.”


  McLanahan turned away and stomped his foot in the slush.


  “I’ll take that as a yes,” Joe said.


  After a few smoldering moments, the sheriff said, “If this doesn’t all work out, I’m holding you personally responsible. You better understand that. I’ll hold a press
  conference and name names, and the governor and your director will hear from me.”


  Joe shrugged. “If it does work out, you might have a chance of being sheriff again, as miserable as that will be for everybody.”


  As McLanahan fumed, Joe walked back toward his pickup. “Keep your cell phone on and stay close to the radio,” Joe said over his shoulder. “I’ll call you as soon as I know
  if you need to send your goons in.”


  “Don’t tell me what to do,” McLanahan growled.


  Joe said, “I just did.”


  JOE CLICKED his radio over to the county frequency while he drove through town toward the mountains. He wanted to monitor traffic as well as he could,
  and hoped the arrest of Brueggemann would go down as smoothly and safely as possible. And that he wouldn’t hear a word about it until the arrest was made.


  Then he called Mike Reed on his cell phone and woke Reed up.


  “You’re supposed to be on a plane,” Reed said sleepily.


  “Maybe tomorrow,” Joe said. “But in the meanwhile, I need to let you know what’s going on and apologize to you in advance.”


  “Apologize for what?” Reed asked.


  Joe sighed and told him the story. There was silence on the other end.


  Finally, Reed said, “Don’t apologize, Joe. If we get the bad guys, it’s all worth it, whether I win or not. McLanahan’s still a fool, no matter what happens.”


  “Thanks, Mike.”


  “Well,” he said, “it sounds like I better get dressed and drag my butt into the office.”


  HE SAW a few elk hunters road-hunting on his way up Bighorn Road. When they saw his green truck, they pulled over to be checked, but he waved and kept
  going.


  His plan was under way, but he didn’t trust McLanahan not to figure out a way to screw it up.


  He looked at his watch and guessed Marybeth and the girls would be able to see the tentlike architecture of Denver International out the window of their Beechcraft.


  And he wondered where Nate Romanowski was, and hoped his friend would call. Immediately.


  For the second time since he’d left the airport, he drove past his house. Unlike the last time, though, Joe noted a set of tire tracks that veered off the road in the snow near the
  mailbox, and large boot prints going to and from his box.


  Since it was much too early for mail, Joe stopped, left his pickup running, and got out. The boot prints looked familiar, and a rush of excitement shot through him.


  Joe opened the door of the mailbox and saw the glint of bronze inside. He reached in and grasped the thick, heavy cartridge between his fingers, and read the stamp on the back: .500 WYOMING EXPRESS FA. The FA stood for Freedom Arms, where the revolver and the cartridge were manufactured.


  He slid the cartridge in the front pocket of his Wranglers as he strode back to his pickup.


  This is it, he thought.
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  JOE DROVE through Crazy Woman Campground, where he’d first encountered Luke Brueggemann. There were a few hard-side camper trailers in tucked-away
  campsites. As he passed one, several hunters were lashing camo packs onto the backs of ATVs with bungee cords. The hunters looked up, saw the green pickup with the game warden inside, and stopped
  what they were doing. One large man with a full beard and a coffee mug in his paw instinctively reached for his wallet to pull out his elk license and ID. Joe tipped the brim of his hat to them as
  he drove slowly by.


  Catch you next time, he thought.


  The morning sun had yet to soften or melt the snowfall from the night before in the deep timber. There were three to four inches of it covering the two-track that exited out the back of the
  campground. At least one ATV was ahead of him, marked by wide tracks and knobby impressions in the snow.


  The road got rougher less than a half mile from the campground as it rose up into the trees. Joe reached down below the dashboard and clicked the toggle switch to four-wheel-high. The old road
  was overgrown and little used since the Forest Service had placed a moratorium on cattle grazing on federal leases high in the mountains, and it no longer appeared on topo maps of the area. But
  local hunters and poachers knew of it, as did Joe, because it was a back route along the side of the mountain that eventually emptied onto a plateau overlooking the South Fork of the Twelve Sleep
  River. Below the plateau was the location of the eleven outfitter camps. They were strung out along the river, each three to four miles from the next. The camps were accessed by the South Fork
  Trail, which loosely followed the bends and contours of the serpentine river.


  The logging road Joe was on paralleled the South Fork Trail but on the other side of the mountain, and the two roads never crossed the water and intersected.


  Joe thought of the conversation he’d had with Luke Brueggemann that first day when he showed the trainee the locations for the camps. Ten were occupied by familiar local outfitter names,
  he told Brueggemann. One was unfamiliar.


  Because the permits for the camps were issued through the local office of the U.S. Forest Service and not Joe’s agency, there was no way for Joe to look up the names of the permittees.
  Although the USFS was supposed to forward the list of outfitters every year, a combination of bureaucracy, other priorities, and general malaise that formed between state and federal agencies
  usually delayed the arrival of the list until well after hunting season, when it did Joe no good. But he wished he could see the list now. Especially the new permittee who had obtained Camp
  Five.


  Joe realized he’d misread Brueggemann’s reticent reaction to inspecting the camps that morning, assuming it had to do with riding horses up to them. But now Joe understood, or
  thought he did. Because it had to do with who had set up in Camp Five. Brueggemann, Joe guessed, was wary because he was taken by surprise by the plan and wanted to alert the occupant, but it would
  be difficult to do on horseback with Joe there, not to mention they’d be in and out of cell phone coverage. How relieved Brueggemann had been that morning when the ride got called off, Joe
  recalled. Now it made sense, and it had nothing to do with his horses.


  THE TREES closed in on the old road the higher Joe climbed his pickup. Boughs heavy with snow dumped their loads on the cab of his pickup as he brushed
  under them. He picked his way slowly and cautiously up the road to avoid getting stuck or hitting a fallen tree obscured by the snow, but also to keep the engine whine of his pickup as low as
  possible.


  He had no radio or cell phone reception so deep in the timber, and he checked both periodically. On top, he knew, he would break through the thick trees and emerge above the timberline, where he
  might catch a signal before plunging back down the other side.


  He took a slow blind corner to the left through the trees and was surprised to see four massive bull elk barreling straight toward him down the road, their antlers catching glints of morning
  sun, their nostrils firing spouts of condensation, their eyes white and wild. He stomped on his brake pedal as one of the bulls nearly crashed into his grille but spun to the right at the last
  second and crashed headlong through the brush and timber on the side of the old road. The three others—a magnificent six-by-six, a five-by-five, and a young spike—all followed. Even
  with his windows closed to prevent snow from coming inside the cab, Joe could hear the sharp cracking of branches as the bulls barreled down the mountainside, kicking up pine needles and clumps of
  dark mulch in their wake.


  Just as suddenly as the appearance of the elk, a red ATV—the vehicle that had gone up the road before him—and two hunters roared around a blind corner ahead in pursuit of the elk.
  The driver was bent over the handlebars and the passenger behind him had his rifle out and pointed forward as if his plan had been to shoot from the moving vehicle. When the driver looked up and
  saw the green pickup, his mouth dropped open, but he stopped quickly and started a long skid in the mud and snow that came to a halt a few feet from Joe’s front bumper.


  For a moment, Joe glared through his windshield at the driver and the shooter. The driver, a thick and wide dark-haired man with a weeklong hunting beard, flushed red with anger and trepidation.
  The shooter, who looked to be a younger and hairier version of the driver, was simply peeved.


  Because the trees on each side of the road were so thick and close, neither vehicle could proceed without the other getting out of the way.


  Joe sighed and opened his door and climbed out. He clamped his Stetson tight on his head and indicated for the driver to kill his motor, which burbled loudly like a Harley-Davidson wannabe.


  The driver reached down and turned the key, and suddenly the forest was still, except for the distant sound of branches snapping and breaking as the elk thundered farther and farther away down
  the hillside.


  He could hear the shooter growl a colorful stream of curses.


  “How’s it going, guys?” Joe asked.


  “Just great,” the driver sighed, “until you showed up. We’ve been up here busting our ass looking for elk for seven days without seeing a goddamn one, and then last night
  it snows and we ride right into them.”


  “Yup, I saw ’em,” Joe said, indicating the churned-up path in the snow where the elk bolted into the timber.


  “Then you showed up and fucked it up,” the shooter said, sitting back and propping the rifle on his thigh, the barrel in the air.


  Joe nodded. He’d found over the years that his silence often produced confessions and was more effective than talking.


  After a few beats of Joe simply looking at them, the driver said, “I guess we were acting kind of stupid chasing them like that.”


  Joe nodded.


  “And I guess my son here shouldn’t be trying to pop them from the back of a four-wheeler.”


  “Nope.”


  “And I think we’re still in our hunting area,” the driver said, raising his palms in an exaggerated way. “At least I hope so. It’s harder than hell to tell
  sometimes. I mean, it ain’t like you guys mark where one area ends and the other one starts.”


  The shooter got quiet when he finally realized they might be in trouble.


  Joe said, “Chasing wildlife is a violation; so is hunting them from a moving vehicle. And if you think you’re still in Area Thirty-four, well, you left it about a mile
  back.”


  The driver took a deep breath as if to challenge Joe, then thought better of it and said, “Well, we’re damned sorry if we fucked up.” He thought better of his language and
  said, “I mean, screwed up.”


  Joe said, “Yup.”


  The father sighed. “You gonna write us up?”


  Joe didn’t answer directly. He asked, “How far did you two go up the road this morning?”


  The father looked worried, as if he was trying to figure out if they’d committed additional violations that morning. Finally, he said, “Just a couple miles. That’s where we
  jumped the elk. They took off running down this road and we followed their tracks.”


  Joe nodded. “You didn’t go up far enough to get to the top? To see over into the river valley on the other side of the mountain? Where the outfitter camps are located?”


  “Not today,” the shooter said quickly.


  Joe thought he said it in a way that implied there was more to the story. “But you’ve been up that far this week?”


  The father and son exchanged glances.


  “What aren’t you telling me?” Joe asked amiably.


  After a beat, the father turned back around and said, “Up until yesterday, we was hunting with my brother-in-law Richie. He said he had to go back last night to do some stuff at home.
  Richie is kind of a pain in the ass, but he knows this country up here like nobody else.”


  “Anyway . . .” Joe prompted.


  “Richie likes to hunt alone,” the father said. “He knows of some old miner cabin up there, and he likes to go up there by it and sit and glass the meadows with binoculars to
  see elk. He sits for hours up there, just looking around. He usually gets a nice bull that way. But something happened the last time he went up there. When he came back down, he looked fucking
  spooked. We asked him what happened or what he saw, but he just made up some bullshit about having to get home. He just packed up his gear and left us up here. We never could get him to tell us
  what happened.”


  Joe felt a twinge in his scalp. “When was this?” he asked.


  “Yesterday afternoon,” the father said. “He left last night before it started to snow. I’d normally say he’ll be back up soon because of this snow, but the way he
  left, I kind of wonder. It was just weird. Richie’s an elk-hunting fool, and I’ve never seen him just want to up and leave like that.”


  Joe withdrew the notebook from his breast pocket and asked the father for Richie’s full name, address, and contact numbers. Neither the father nor the son knew much more than
  Richie’s last name and the part of Powell, Wyoming, he lived in, but the driver said his wife had those details. Joe closed the notebook. He knew that, if necessary, it was enough information
  to find Richie in a state with as few people in it as Wyoming.


  “You gonna call him?” the son asked Joe.


  “Maybe.”


  “Tell him he still owes me for that case and a half of Coors he drank up here.”


  “I’ll try to remember that,” Joe said, sliding the notebook back into his uniform shirt.


  He left the father and son wondering what was going to happen next and went back to his pickup. No cell signal. No radio reception. Joe dug a card out of the holder in his glove box and walked
  back to the hunters and handed it to the father.


  He said, “If you’ll promise me something, you can consider this your lucky day, because I don’t have time to write you up right now and you’re both in clear violation.
  Tonight, if you haven’t seen me come back down the mountain, call nine-one-one. Tell the dispatcher we met and which road we’re on. Let her take it from there.”


  The father asked, “That’s it? Just that we met you?”


  “Yup.”


  Joe said, “Get your vehicle out of the road and take it back into your designated hunting area and make that call tonight, and for now I’ll look the other way.”


  After thanking him profusely and reversing the ATV into the brush so Joe could get by, the driver looked at the card and said, “So you’re Joe Pickett?”


  Joe nodded.


  “I’ve always heard you wouldn’t give a guy a break.”


  “Like I said, it’s your lucky day.”


  AS HE LEFT THEM, he glanced into his rearview mirror to see them talking excitedly to each other and gesturing toward where the elk had run. He had an
  inkling that once he was gone they’d ignore him and go after the elk and probably get stuck somewhere in pursuit.


  He shook his head, vowed to look out for them and give them a ticket if he ran into them again, and ground up the road until they were out of view.


  He hated not doing his job properly, even given the circumstances. But if they made the call to dispatch as they’d agreed, at least someone would know where he was last seen.


  And he thought about something Nate had said.


  Recruit local tribesmen.


  ALTHOUGH he’d been to the top of this road only once many years ago, he thought he remembered where he could find the old miner’s cabin.
  What he didn’t know was what was up there that might spook a dedicated elk hunter off the mountain hours before the tracking snow had arrived.
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  “GOD, THE MOUNTAINS are beautiful,” Haley said as Nate drove the white Tahoe toward the Bighorns, which were lit up
  with a full blast of morning sun that contrasted the fresh snow on the meadows and peaks against miles of dark timber. She said it as she reloaded the magazine, one by one, with 6.8-millimeter
  cartridges for the Mini-14.


  Nate grunted. He noted that now that the mask was off, she showed a confident proficiency with weapons that she’d kept under wraps before.


  “So this is where you live?” she asked, meaning the general area.


  “Most of the time,” Nate said. “When I’m not living in a cave.”


  “Do you realize how pathetic that just sounded?” she asked with a shy smile.


  “Yes.”


  “Maybe after this you won’t have to run anymore.”


  Nate let that hang for a moment, then turned toward her. “There’s a difference between running and dropping out.”


  “Sorry.”


  HE WASN’T SURE how he wanted to play it, but the more he thought it through and ran different scenarios through his mind,
  he kept coming back to his original inclination. It had worked with the two operatives on the mountain in Colorado, on the highway outside of Jackson, and countless times over the years on special
  operations.


  Nate said, “We’re going to go right at him.”


  “Pardon?” she said.


  “There are lots of ways to do this,” he said. “We could find a position and observe him—make sure he’s there and try to figure out how many guys he has with him,
  then make a plan. Strike at night, flank him, that sort of thing.”


  She nodded.


  “For all we know, though,” he said, “Nemecek has set up his usual electronic perimeter. He’s likely got sensors, cameras, and motion detectors at all the key points
  around his camp. He’ll know if someone is moving in on him, and he’s a master at dealing with those kinds of situations. Hell, he taught me. And in the worst-case scenario, he
  just drives away and we never get a crack at him. In that case, this could go on forever.”


  Haley shook her head. “I can’t imagine trying to live a normal life and knowing he’s out there,” she said.


  “Welcome to my world,” Nate said.


  “So how are you going to confront him?” she asked. “We don’t know how many we’re up against or who they are.”


  “We have an advantage, though,” Nate said. “We know how he thinks. He trained us. We know that anybody we encounter could be one of his. The only man in this valley I
  can absolutely trust just flew away on an airplane. Everyone else is a potential threat.”


  The gravity of what he said seemed to make her withdraw from him as she considered the possibilities.


  “But the longer we wait and plan, the longer he has to devise a countermove,” Nate said. “I’m thinking right now he’s confused. He doesn’t know we’re
  out here and he doesn’t know what exactly happened to the two operatives in Idaho. He thinks they’re coming to meet up with him—that’s what I made that guy back there tell
  him—but he’s been out of cell or radio contact with them since then. No doubt Nemecek is waiting to hear from them when they arrive, and he’s probably trying to raise them over
  the phone.”


  “Will he be suspicious?” Haley asked.


  “He’s always suspicious,” Nate said. “He’s probably even figured I got the upper hand on his boys somehow. But what he can’t know is that you’re with
  me. So when he sees you, he’ll be confused, at least momentarily.”


  “I see,” Haley said. “I’m bait.”


  Nate smiled a cruel smile. “You can still get out,” he said. “It isn’t too late.”


  “No, that’s not what I meant,” she said. “I just want to know what you’re thinking, so I can do my job right.”


  He thought that over for a moment, then methodically laid out his plan of attack.


  YARAK meant a condition of being hyperalert, he told her.


  “Engage all your senses and push them out to their limits,” he said. “Don’t think—react. Don’t consider consequences or collateral damage. If you see
  me go down, don’t hesitate. If you hesitate, you’re dead.”


  She shook her head, obviously doubting her ability to do it.


  Then she asked, “And if I go down first?”


  “I’ll miss the hell out of you,” Nate said. “But that’s after I’ve blown Nemecek’s head off.”


  “God, you can be so romantic,” she said.


  “Shut up, Haley,” he said sharply, shocking her. “Concentrate. Remember what I just told you about being hyperalert until this is over.”


  “Why are you yelling at me?”


  He gritted his teeth, and said, “I’m trying to keep you alive. I’m trying to show you, but I don’t think you’re listening. For example, what do you know about our
  situation right now that is different than a few minutes ago?”


  She started to say something flippant by her gesture, but stopped herself. Instead, she looked around the Tahoe and out through all the windows at the lodgepole pines that zipped by on both
  sides.


  “What?” she asked. “We’re in a forest?”


  “No,” he said. “We’re being followed.”
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  JOE CLEARED the tree line of the summit in his pickup to find a barren field of blinding white punctuated by sharp blades of volcanic black scree. The
  sharp shards pierced upward through the thick scrim of snow, which was untracked and polished to a high-gloss sheen by wind and high-altitude sun. As he emerged from the trees, his radio came to
  life with a screech of static, and he checked his phone to find two messages: Chuck Coon and Sheriff Kyle McLanahan. Each had called within the past twenty minutes.


  He slowed for a moment and reached for the mic, but as he did so he could feel the tires begin to sink into the snow. Since he couldn’t tell how deep it was and couldn’t risk getting
  stuck on top fully exposed, he grabbed the wheel again and goosed the accelerator. The snow was deeper than he would have guessed, but he knew if he maintained his forward momentum across the top
  of it he had a chance of getting across it to a windswept bank of gravel on the horizon of the mountain. If he made it to the other side, he could return the calls and call in his position.


  Although he couldn’t see clearly through the snow-covered windshield, he searched ahead for knobs of rock to steer toward so his tires could grab them and propel him forward. He saw a rock
  and cranked the wheel toward it, but the back end swung around again and his progress stopped cold. He cursed as the pickup settled in, sinking a few more inches, snow crunching and the exhaust
  pipe suddenly burbling as it descended into the snow, and he knew he was stuck fast almost exactly in the center of the snowfield.


  JOE SAT BACK and gritted his teeth. Just a few more feet and he might have been able to gain purchase and maintain momentum enough to get to the
  gravel. But there was no point now but to reassess. It would take hours of digging to try and find the solid rock bottom of the snowfield. And even if he did, the only way he could safely get out
  was to reverse in his own tracks and end up back where he came from. He knew from being stuck many times and helping others that he needed a winch-truck to get the pickup out.


  He cursed and slammed the top of the wheel with the heel of his hand. Wind buffeted the driver’s-side window. Out ahead of him, on the snowfield, small waves of gritty snow moved along the
  surface like sidewinder snakes.


  The view was magnificent. As far as he could see ahead were the snowcapped ridges of wave upon wave of mountains. Stringy cirrus clouds unfurled like battered flags through the brilliant blue
  sky. There wasn’t an airplane or a power pole or a cell tower to be seen anywhere.


  He felt incredibly lonely and frustrated, and when he caught a sharp whiff of carbon monoxide through his heating vents he reached down and killed the motor. The exhaust pipe was now buried deep
  in the snow and leaking back through the undercarriage. If he kept the pickup running, he risked asphyxiation.


  Joe briefly closed his eyes and calmed himself, then checked his phone. He had a weak signal.


  He called Chuck Coon first, and the agent came on after the second ring.


  “We found her, this Maryland student,” Coon said. “Woke her up at her little off-campus apartment. After I swung by your daughter’s dormitory and woke her up. She’s
  fine, Joe.”


  Joe felt a wave of relief. “Thank God.”


  “But we have a problem,” Coon said, and Joe could hear the anger in his voice. “Or I should say you have a problem. In fact, a couple of them.”


  “Yes?”


  “This Maryland girl checks out, Joe. Her name is Jennifer Wellington—a blue-blood name if I ever heard one—and from what we can tell, she’s exactly who she says she is:
  an out-of-state student. Her record shows a straight line from high school to college. No gaps. No military service. Her parents check out, and right now they’re very angry with the FBI, and
  her old man threatened legal action unless we cut her loose, which we did.”


  Joe said, “You let her go?”


  “No reason to keep her, Joe. That’s what I’m telling you. She was upset and blubbering, and she had no idea why we were there. This whole trip over the mountain was a snafu of
  the highest order, thanks to you.”


  “You’re sure?” Joe asked, feeling his stomach clench. “You’re absolutely positive she’s clean and her identity is solid?”


  “As absolutely sure as I’ve ever been in my life,” Coon said, his voice rising. “You’ve wasted my time and used up your last favor.”


  Joe sat back and looked at the phone in his hand. He was relieved his suspicions were incorrect and Sheridan was safe but disconcerted about how he’d been so wrong and so paranoid.


  “Oh,” Coon said, “your daughter isn’t real happy with you right now, either. In fact, I’d call her, um, hopping mad.”


  Joe could hear someone, another agent in Coon’s vehicle, laughing at that.


  “Man, I’m sorry,” Joe said. “But it means there is someone still out there. Another female operator.”


  “At this point,” Coon sighed, “it means this conversation is over.”


  “Hold it,” Joe said, sitting forward again. “Did McLanahan request assistance from you? Is your team on the way?”


  “Just a second,” Coon said, and Joe could envision Agent Coon covering the speaker while he asked somebody. When he came back, he said, “No word from your sheriff. Nothing.
  Nada.”


  Joe let the words sink in.


  “Where are you right now?” Coon asked. “The reception is terrible.”


  Joe slumped to the side. It was getting colder inside the cab, and he could feel a tiny tongue of icy wind lick his earlobe from a gap in the doorframe.


  “I’m stuck on top of a mountain with no backup and no plan,” Joe said sullenly. “And in the valley below is John Nemecek.”
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  NATE HAD CAUGHT two quick glimpses of a vehicle coming up the mountain behind them in his side mirrors. Each look was fleeting: a dark pickup rounding a
  switchback turn maybe a mile away, a glint of reflected sunlight on glass and chrome. But he’d seen enough to know the pursuing vehicle wasn’t just driving up the mountain—but
  flying .


  “Who is it?” Haley asked, placing her hand on the rifle next to her on the seat.


  “Don’t know.”


  “Could it be just a local? A hunter or something like that?”


  “Maybe,” Nate said, increasing the speed of the Tahoe. “But he’s in a hell of a hurry.”


  “Do you think local law enforcement? Maybe that car dealer called on us?”


  “I said I don’t know,” Nate said.


  He made a switchback turn to the right that leaned into a quarter-mile straightaway climb. He roared up the stretch, noting that Haley was instinctively bracing herself by clutching the handhold
  above her shoulder in a white-knuckle grip. He appreciated that she wasn’t a backseat driver.


  There was another switchback turn to the left, and he slowed to take it. He hoped he’d put a few more seconds of distance between them and the oncoming vehicle. He’d need them. There
  were a few old roads leading off the asphalt, but they were few and far between on the climb up the mountain. The campgrounds and logging roads didn’t appear until they crested the top.


  Three-quarters of the way up the second straightaway, he said, “Is that an opening in the trees up ahead?”


  “Looks like it, but I can’t tell what it is.”


  “It’ll have to be good enough,” he said, slowing down.


  As they passed it, he took its measure: it had been a road into the timber at one time, likely a Forest Service road, but a hundred feet in they’d used an earthmover to create a
  berm that would be impassable. It was one of the more annoying Forest Service tricks of the last few decades: blocking access roads to the public while purportedly serving the public. But it was
  good enough for what he was looking for.


  “Hold on,” he said, hitting the brakes.


  When the Tahoe was stopped, he quickly reversed and backed into the opening and kept going until his rear bumper rested against the berm. Ahead of them was a narrow opening slot through the
  trees where they could see fifty feet of the road and the rock wall beyond it.


  He turned to her and said urgently, “If he sees our tracks, he might stop and block us in, but I’m hoping he’ll drive right by. Jump out with that rifle so you’re clear
  to fire if necessary. If he makes any moves that seem hinky, don’t overthink it. Just aim and fire.”


  “Pumpkin on a post,” she said with a wink.


  “Go,” he said, and bailed out the driver’s-side door.


  He could hear the vehicle coming, tires sizzling through the slushy snow on the roadway. The vehicle was coming fast.


  Nate looked through the Tahoe windows for Haley. She was leaning back on the SUV and raising the rifle. She had a calm and determined look on her face. That look made him want to run around the
  back of the Tahoe and kiss her.


  Then he shook his head to clear it; thought, Yarak; and drew his heavy weapon from its shoulder holster.


  The vehicle—a dark green pickup with an emblem on the door and a single occupant inside—flashed by the opening in the trees without slowing down. Nate listened as it sluiced up the
  mountain without slowing. The driver hadn’t so much as looked their way. His profile indicated he was leaning over the steering wheel, watching the road in front of him without a sideways
  glance, and very determined to get to where he was going.


  “Whew,” Haley said, uncoiling. “False alarm, I guess.”


  Nate squinted, a sour look on his face.


  “What?” she said. “Did you know him?”


  He shook his head. “I thought for a second it was my friend Joe, that he’d decided to stay. That would be like him: dumb and loyal. But it wasn’t him.”


  “So who was it?”


  Nate shrugged. “Game and Fish pickup, driver wearing a red uniform. But it wasn’t Joe. He’s the only game warden in this district, so I have no idea who it was.”


  “I’m confused,” she said, climbing back into the Tahoe.


  “You’re not the only one,” Nate said.


  “Are you disappointed your friend didn’t stay to help you?” she asked.


  “Of course not,” he snapped.
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  JOE’S HAND was trembling when he returned McLanahan’s call. Even before the sheriff answered, he wished he could
  reach through his phone and throttle him.


  “Yeah?” McLanahan answered.


  Joe took a deep breath and tried to keep his anger in check. “Sheriff,” Joe said, “I just talked to the FBI. They said you haven’t called for their
  help.”


  There was a beat of silence, then: “Dang it, that plumb slipped my mind.”


  “How could it slip your mind? Tell me how it could slip your mind? Tell me how that could happen?”


  “Whoa, there,” McLanahan said, annoyed. “Change your tone or I’m hanging up. I’m up to my ass in alligators right now and I don’t have time for your
  attitude.”


  Joe closed his eyes.


  “You heard the bad news, right?” McLanahan asked.


  “No.”


  “Oh.”


  “What happened, sheriff?” Joe finally asked.


  “We had an incident this morning.”


  Joe’s left hand was balled up into a fist, and his nails were cutting into the palm of his hand just to keep from shouting.


  “And what would that be?” Joe asked.


  “I sent Mike Reed and Deputy Sollis over to roust your trainee, just like you asked. But the son-of-a-bitch came out shooting. Sollis was killed in the line of duty, and
  Reed’s in critical condition in the hospital. Doctors say it’s touch-and-go at this point.”


  “What?”


  “This Luke Brueggemann character—your trainee—got away. We issued an APB for him, and as soon as I get you off the phone I’m calling the Feds for help.”


  “I told you to send a SWAT team,” Joe said, struck dumb by the turn of events. Mike Reed in critical condition?


  “I don’t like being told what to do, pardner,” McLanahan said.


  “Is Mike going to make it?”


  “Shot in the neck and the shoulder, from what we know. Might have paralyzed him. But those doctors, they can do all kinds of miracles these days.”


  “You are such an idiot,” Joe said. “You sent those men to their death.” Thinking: He sent his opponent.


  “Whoa, there, buckaroo. There’s no call for that kind of talk.”


  “I asked you to do three things,” Joe said, shouting into the phone, “Three things. You agreed. And you couldn’t even do the first thing right.”


  “This call is over,” McLanahan said, feigning outrage, but it came across to Joe like naked fear.


  “When I get down from here, you and I are going to have it out.”


  McLanahan didn’t respond.


  “Where was he last seen?” Joe shouted.


  “Who?”


  “Luke Brueggemann, you idiot!”


  “Headed west in his pickup,” McLanahan said.


  “Toward the mountains?” Joe asked, looking up through the windshield, remembering where he was again.


  “Your guess is as good as mine,” McLanahan said. “But he should be easy to find in that Guts and Feathers rig you boys drive.” And with that he terminated the call.


  JOE HAD to throw his shoulder against the driver’s-side door to open it against the snow. It took four tries before there was enough space for
  him to crawl out. Strong icy wind blew into the vacant cab.


  In the equipment box in the bed of his pickup, he pulled out his cold-weather gear. It didn’t seem like it’d been that long since he’d packed it, he thought. He sat on the bed
  wall and kicked off his cowboy boots and pulled on thermal knee-high Bogs. His hooded Carhartt parka cut the chilling wind, and he was grateful he’d left a pair of gloves in the pockets.


  He filled a daypack with binoculars, his spotting scope, the handheld radio, a GPS unit, digital camera, Maglite, coiled rope, a hunting knife, and boxes of ammunition. It was heavy when he
  cinched it down on his back and climbed down into the snow.


  He checked the cartridges in his scoped .270 Winchester and slung it over his shoulder, and loaded his twelve-gauge with five three-inch shells: two magnum slugs on each end and three
  double-ought magnum buckshots in between. A handful of extra twelve-gauge shells went into his right coat pocket along with a crumpled bandanna to keep them from rattling when he walked.


  It was tough getting the door shut because snow had drifted in, but when he heard the click he turned and started trudging for the gravel bank.


  JOE WAS breathing hard by the time he reached it, and he wiped melted snow and perspiration from his face with his sleeve. The gravel bank was on the
  edge of the summit, and from where he stood he could look down into the steep timbered valley below. The pitch was such that he couldn’t quite see the valley floor or any of the camps
  established along the branch of the river.


  Before picking his way through the loose scree on the other side of the mountain toward the timber below, he looked up and caught a tiny series of sun glints twenty-five miles in the distance.
  Saddlestring, he thought, where Sheriff Kyle McLanahan preened and made incompetent decisions and poor Mike Reed fought for his life.


  THE OLD miner’s cabin had been built into the mountain slope itself on a spit of level ground twenty yards from the start of the timber. Whoever
  built it had burrowed back into the rocky ground to hollow out a single room and had fashioned eaves and a corrugated tin roof, now discolored, that extended out of the mountainside. It looked out
  on the valley floor and Joe caught a glimpse of a bend of the river far below as he approached the cabin from above. He could see why Richie had chosen the shelter of the cabin to look for elk. It
  was protected from the wind that howled over the summit and afforded unimpeded views of several meadows where wildlife likely would graze.


  As he approached the cabin from the back, Joe thumbed the safety off his shotgun and tucked the stock under his arm. He tried to stay quiet and not dislodge small rocks from the scree that might
  tumble downhill, clicking along with the sound of pool balls striking one another.


  When he was close enough to see the entire side of the small structure, he dropped to his haunches and simply listened. There was no sign of life from the old log shelter, and two of the four
  small panes of glass from the side window were broken out. In the rocks near the closed front door were dozens of filtered cigarette butts. Richie, Joe thought, must be a smoker. But what had he
  seen from this perch that spooked him off the mountain?


  “Hello!” Joe shouted. “Anybody home?”


  Silence from the cabin. But below in the trees, squirrels chattered to one another in their unique form of telegraph-pole gossip. They’d soon all know he was there, he thought.


  He called out again, louder. If someone was inside, perhaps he’d see an eye looking out from one of the broken panes. But there was no movement.


  For the first time, he noted a rough trail that emerged from the line of timber to the front door of the cabin. The trail was scarred on top, meaning it had been used recently. Maybe Richie had
  seen someone coming up on it? But why would that scare him?


  Joe stood and slipped along the side wall of the cabin until he was underneath the window. He pressed his ear against a rough log and closed his eyes, trying to detect sounds of any movement
  inside. It was still.


  He popped up quickly to the window and then dropped back down. No reaction, and all he’d seen inside was a shaft of light from a hole in the roof cutting through the gloom, illuminating
  what looked like three stout black logs on the packed-dirt floor.


  Stout black logs?


  THE HEAVY front door wasn’t bolted, and it moaned as it swung inward on old leather hinges. Joe stood to the side, shotgun ready, waiting for his
  eyes to adjust to the darkness. Nothing moved in reaction to the wide-open door.


  He stepped inside. It was still and musty, but he caught a whiff of a sour metallic smell. The odor seemed to hang just above the floor.


  The logs weren’t logs at all but three dark green plastic bundles placed next to one another on the floor. Joe stepped closer and prodded the nearest one with the toe of his boot. There
  was something heavy inside, but there was a little give, like poking a sausage casing. A chill rolled down his back.


  He bent over to look closely at a line of beige-colored print on the plastic. It read HUMAN REMAINS POUCH in military stencil font.


  “Oh, no,” he whispered, as he dug the flashlight out of his daypack and snapped it on.


  He stood quickly and took a deep breath of fresh cold air before bending back down to unzip the first body bag. Now he knew why Richie had run off. But he’d neglected to report what
  he’d found, the coward.


  A middle-aged woman, her skin waxy, eyes open and dull, hair matted to the side. And a dark deep cut across her throat.


  Joe felt his insides gurgle as he unzipped the second bag to find a familiar dark round fleshy face looking out. The body also had a deep slash around its neck, only partially hidden by a fold
  of fat.


  The third body Joe didn’t recognize. It had been a young man with sharp cheekbones and a thin, long nose. Short spiky hair. Same wound.


  Joe thought, The real Luke Brueggemann.


  AFTER HEAVING what little was in his stomach into the scree, Joe fished the radio out. No signal.


  He tried his cell phone. Reception was faint; one bar lapsed into roaming and back again. He climbed back up the mountain to where the signal was stronger. He called Sheriff McLanahan.


  “What now?” McLanahan asked, obviously agitated. “Is all forgiven?”


  Joe ignored the question. He was shaking as he said, “I found the bodies of Pam Kelly, Bad Bob Whiteplume, and an unknown male. All murdered and stashed in an old cabin overlooking the
  South Fork. Here, I’ll give you the coordinates. . . .”


  After telling McLanahan the name of the suspect and his possible location in Camp Five, Joe said, “I don’t know how many bad guys are down there, but I do know they’re armed
  and dangerous.”


  Then, shouting into the phone: “Listen to me this time, Sheriff. Make that call to the FBI and tell them to send everybody they can up here. Now. And gather what’s left of
  your department and gear them up and storm Camp Five. I’ll try to get into position so I can be a spotter. Stay off the radio, and keep your phone on.”


  The phone popped hard with static, and when it quieted back down Joe no longer had the connection. He wasn’t sure how much the sheriff had heard or understood.


  He could only hope that enough got through that the vise was finally beginning to close on John Nemecek.
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  HALEY DROVE THE TAHOE through the thick lodgepole pine trees on South Fork Trail, and Nate craned forward in the passenger seat, looking ahead. The
  river, no more than cold crooked fingers of water probing around boulders, was on their left. He caught glimpses of it through the timber.


  “There are tracks on the road ahead of us,” Nate said, “but nothing fresh from this morning.”


  Haley didn’t respond. Her face was grim and her mouth set. She obviously didn’t understand the significance of his comment.


  “That means that Game and Fish truck went somewhere else,” Nate said. “So maybe we can forget about it.”


  “Okay,” she said.


  She looked small behind the wheel, he thought. But determined.


  Nate looked over as they passed by an outfitter camp tucked up into the trees on a shelf on their right. The camp had a large framed canvas tent, but there were no vehicles around and the door
  of the tent was tied up. A headless elk carcass hung from a cross-pole behind the tent.


  “That’s the fourth camp,” she said.


  Nate nodded and ducked down on the seat. Anyone observing the vehicle would see only the driver.


  “Talk to me,” he said calmly. “Tell me what you see as you see it.”


  In a moment, she said, “The trees are opening. I think we’re getting close to Camp Five.”


  OVER THE LAST half hour, Joe had worked his way down the mountain carefully, avoiding loose rock and downed branches, and he’d set up behind a
  granite outcropping laced through the seams with army-green lichen. From the outcrop he could clearly see the layout of Camp Five two hundred feet below.


  There were two hard-side trailers parked nose-to-tail in a flat on the other side of the river. The camp was remarkably clean: no debris, coolers, folding chairs, or other usual elk camp
  indicators. The fire pit, a ring of colorful round river rocks, looked cold and unused. There were no skinned elk or deer carcasses hanging from a cross-pole in clear view of the trailers.


  There were two vehicles he could see parked on the other side of the trailers: a late-model white Tahoe with green-and-white Colorado plates behind the second trailer and a dark SUV crossover
  parked on the side of the first. The second trailer, Joe thought, was a curiosity. Antennae and small satellite dishes bristled from the roof. Then he noticed something blocky covered with a blue
  tarp on the front of that trailer; no doubt an electric generator. The generator operated so quietly he could barely hear it hum.


  The second trailer was obviously the communications center.


  He was grateful his handheld radio hadn’t worked earlier. No doubt, they were monitoring air traffic. He hoped McLanahan listened this time and stayed off the police bands.


  A few feet from the tongue of the first trailer, Joe noted, were two five-foot pole-mounted platforms. On the top of each platform was a hooded falcon: a peregrine and a prairie.


  Joe was pretty sure he’d found Nemecek.


  He’d set up his spotting scope on the tripod and trained it on the white sheet-metal door of the first trailer. His shotgun was braced against the rock on his right, and next to it was his
  .270 Winchester.


  The rock had sharp edges, and it was difficult to find a comfortable position to lie in wait. He shifted his weight from the left to the right and propped up on his daypack to see. When he heard
  the tick of a loose rock strike another, he assumed he’d rustled it loose with the toe of his boot.


  Then he sensed a presence behind him, and before he could roll over he felt a cold nose of steel press into the flesh behind his right ear. He jumped with alarm and a palm pressed square into
  the middle of his back, keeping him prone.


  “Put your arms out ahead of you, Joe, hands up. Don’t even think about reaching for your gun.” It was the voice of his trainee.


  Joe did as told without saying a word, and felt his trainee pluck the Glock from his holster. His pepper spray was removed next. Then he heard the clatter of his shotgun and rifle as they were
  kicked off the outcropping into the brush below.


  “Now slowly pull your arms down and place them behind your back.”


  Joe said, “You don’t have to do this.”


  “Just cooperate, Joe. You seem like a nice guy, and I don’t want to have to hurt you, but I guess you’ve figured some things out on your own.”


  “Surprising, huh?” Joe said.


  “Your hands,” his trainee said firmly.


  Joe felt the handcuffs encircle both wrists. He balled his hands into fists and bent them inward toward his spine while the cuffs were snapped into place and ratcheted snug. It was a trick
  he’d learned from a poacher he’d once arrested. Now, when he relaxed his fists and straightened his wrists, the cuffs weren’t tight and didn’t bite into his flesh.


  “Okay, now stand up. And don’t turn around or do any dumb shit.”


  “That’s kind of a hard maneuver with my hands cuffed behind my back,” Joe said.


  “Try,” his trainee said, stepping back.


  Joe got his knees under him and rose clumsily. Despite what he’d been told, he turned a quarter of the way around. His trainee wore his red uniform shirt and held a .40 Glock in each
  hand—his and Joe’s. Both were pointed at Joe’s face.


  “You’re a disgrace to the uniform,” Joe said.


  “Stop talking.”


  “I found Luke Brueggemann,” Joe said, noting a wince of confusion from his trainee in reaction.


  “Up there,” Joe said, chinning toward the top of the mountain. “In an old miner’s cabin. You might have seen it on your way down.”


  “I saw the cabin. Right after I found your truck stuck in the snow.”


  “But you must not have looked inside,” Joe said. “The real Luke Brueggemann’s body is in it. Throat cut by a garrote. Same with Bad Bob and Pam Kelly. All of them dead,
  but I guess you know that.”


  “I don’t know anything about that,” his trainee said.


  “You know,” Joe said, “I’m getting pretty hacked off the way you people operate. This is a good place, and you’ve turned it upside down.”


  His trainee simply shook his head, unbelieving.


  “Did you kill them?” Joe asked. “Like you did Deputy Sollis this morning? Mike Reed might not make it, either, and you know he’s a friend of mine.”


  “That was self-defense! That big one didn’t identify himself—he smashed through the door of my room.”


  Joe didn’t know enough about the incident to argue. But knowing Sollis, he sensed a grain of truth in the explanation.


  “You’re leaving bodies all over this county,” Joe said. “You need to stop. You’ve lost sight of your mission.”


  “This is bullshit. There are no bodies. You’re just trying to get the drop on me.”


  “I’m not that clever,” Joe said. And his trainee seemed to take that into consideration.


  “So what’s your real name?” Joe asked.


  “Hinkle,” he said. “Lieutenant Dan Hinkle when I was still in.”


  The fact that he gave up his real name so easily, Joe thought, meant Hinkle had no intention of cutting him loose.


  “Well, Lieutenant Dan Hinkle,” Joe said, “your boss is a killer. He’s gone rogue. And he’s taken a lot of you good men along with him and he’s murdered
  innocent people all over my county and terrorized my wife and family. Is that really what you signed up for?”


  Hinkle’s confusion hardened into a kind of desperate anger. “Shut up, Joe. And turn around. We’re gonna march down there and see what my boss wants to do with you.”


  “I’m not done,” Joe said. “The cavalry is coming. They’re on their way as we speak.”


  “I said shut up with your lies.”


  “I don’t lie,” Joe said. “You know that.”


  “Turn around,” Hinkle barked.


  And Joe did. But not simply because he’d been ordered. He wanted to see what was happening in the camp below, because he’d heard the sound of a vehicle coming, headed straight for
  Camp Five.


  HALEY SAID to Nate on the seat beside her, “There are two trailers and two vehicles.”


  “Anybody outside?”


  “No.”


  “Keep going,” he said. “Drive up there with confidence like you were coming home after work. Like you just can’t wait to tell your boss some good news he’ll want to
  hear.”


  He felt her reach down and touch his neck as if for reassurance.


  “How far are they?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe five hundred feet?”


  “You’re doing great,” he said.


  “Oh, Jesus,” she said after a beat. “Someone’s coming outside.”


  “Which trailer?”


  “The second one. Now two men. Nate, one of them has a long rifle or a shotgun. They’re standing there looking our way.”


  “Is he aiming the weapon?”


  “Sorta.”


  “Is he aiming it at you or not?”


  “He’s kind of holding it at port arms,” she said, an edge of panic in her voice.


  “Good,” Nate said. “Keep going. Don’t flinch. They recognize the vehicle. They think we’re on their team.”


  “Oh my God,” she said, her voice tight. “There’s John Nemecek. He just came out of the first trailer.”


  “Keep going,” Nate said. “Smile at them if you can.”


  JOE AND DAN HINKLE were twenty yards from the bank of the river. There was so little current this high up in the mountains it barely made a sound, just
  a muffled gurgle as it muscled around exposed river rocks.


  The muzzles of both guns were pressed into him, one at the base of his skull and the other in the small of his back. Joe felt dead inside and his feet seemed to propel him forward of their own
  accord. He thought, There is no way they’ll let me go.


  He thought about what he could do to get away. If he were in a movie, he’d spin and drop-kick the weapons away and head-butt Hinkle into submission. Or simply break and run, juking and
  jiving, while Hinkle fired and missed. But this was real and there were two guns pressed against him. He didn’t know how to drop-kick. And Hinkle was trained and skillful and wouldn’t
  miss.


  Ahead of him, across the river, three men had emerged from the two trailers. All three were facing the oncoming white SUV and apparently hadn’t seen Joe and Hinkle yet. One of them, tall
  and fit and commanding in looks and presence, looked like the person Marybeth had described meeting in the library. Nemecek stood ramrod-straight, hands on hips, his head bowed slightly forward as
  if he was peering ahead from beneath his brow. The other two men, both young and hard, one in all-black clothing and the other wearing a desert camo vest over a Henley shirt, flanked Nemecek. The
  man in all black carried a semiautomatic rifle.


  The three stood expectant, waiting for the arrival of the white SUV.


  “THEY’RE JUST standing there,” Haley said to Nate. “Nemecek turned and said something to the man with
  the gun and he lowered it. I think Nemecek recognizes me.”


  “How close are they?”


  “A hundred feet, maybe less.”


  “He’s confused for a second,” Nate said. “He wasn’t expecting you.”


  “Now he’s turning back around toward me, staring. Nate . . .” The fear in her voice was palpable.


  Nate said, “Floor it.”


  THE SUV came fast, Joe thought. Too fast. But then the motor roared and the Tahoe rocked and accelerated and he heard Hinkle gasp behind him.


  It happened in an instant. The man in black with the rifle shouted and leaped to the side, in Joe and Hinkle’s direction. Nemecek jumped back the other way and flattened himself against
  the first trailer. But the man in the desert camo was caught in the middle and hit solid and tossed over the hood and roof of the Tahoe with a sickening thump.


  Hinkle said, “What the fuck just happened?”


  “GOT ONE!” Haley shouted, hitting the brakes before she crashed head-on into the front of the second trailer.


  Before they’d completely stopped, Nate reached up for the passenger door handle and launched himself outside. He hit the turf hard on his injured shoulder, rolled, and staggered to his
  feet.


  Yarak.


  The man in black who’d dived away scrambled to his feet a few yards away, his face and hands muddy, the rifle in his grip. Nate shot him in the neck, practically decapitating the body
  before it hit the ground.


  Nate wheeled on his heels, cocking the hammer back with his left thumb in the same movement, and finished off the injured operative in the grass.


  Then he turned on Nemecek, who was still against his trailer but was reaching behind his back—likely for his .45 Colt semiauto. Nate could see the impression of body armor under
  Nemecek’s sweater, but it didn’t matter. The .500 exploded twice. The first shot shattered Nemecek’s right shoulder and painted the trailer behind him with a crazy starburst of
  blood, and the second bullet hit Nemecek square in his upper-left thigh, annihilating the bones and dropping him like a bag of sand.


  Nate caught a glimpse of Haley as she bailed out of the Tahoe with her rifle. He was proud of her, and his blood was up. He loped across the grass, found Nemecek’s .45 in the tall grass,
  and tossed it away behind him. He reached down and grasped Nemecek’s collar and pulled him away from the trailer so he was prevented from rolling under it, then dropped both of his knees on
  Nemecek’s chest and shoved the muzzle of his revolver under his old commander’s chin.


  “Before you die,” Nate seethed, bending down so his eyes were six inches from Nemecek’s, “I need some answers.”


  JOE HAD SEEN it all, and was stunned by the speed and violence of what had taken place in front of him. He stumbled and nearly lost his footing in the
  shallow river as Hinkle shoved him across, running now, but maintaining contact with the two weapons as they splashed across.


  The woman who’d emerged from the Tahoe, the woman who’d run over the man in desert camo and scattered the others, stood with her back to them, cradling a carbine, looking at Nate
  hunched over Nemecek near the trailer. She was young but clearly capable, and she looked over her shoulder as Hinkle cleared one of the Glocks and aimed it over Joe’s shoulder at
  her—the gun inches from Joe’s ear—and shouted, “Hey!”


  She hesitated when she saw the two red uniform shirts, didn’t raise her rifle, and Hinkle’s Glock snapped three concussive shots and she went down. Joe instantly lost hearing in his
  right ear, and it was replaced by a dull roar.


  At the sound of the shout and the shots, Nate looked up from where he’d pinned Nemecek to the ground. His eyes darted to the woman on the ground and then up to Joe and Hinkle. Joe had
  never seen such a murderous look in any man’s face in his life.


  “Get off of him!” Hinkle shouted to Nate. “I’ve got your buddy here.”


  Nate didn’t move. His expression was ferocious and fixed on Joe.


  No, Joe thought. Not at him. But at Hinkle behind him, who peered out at Nate over Joe’s right shoulder. Hinkle aimed the Glock at Nate down his extended right arm, which rested on
  Joe’s shoulder. The other weapon was still in the small of Joe’s back.


  Joe found himself straining hard against the cuffs, as if trying to pull them apart. Because Hinkle hadn’t closed them hard, there was some play. The cuff on his right hand had slipped
  free almost to mid-thumb, and the steel bit hard. But he didn’t know how he could possibly shed one without breaking bones in his hand. The pain was searing.


  Joe willed Nate to look at him, to look into his eyes. . . .


  NATE SHIFTED his glare from the shooter holding Joe—the man who’d shot Haley—to Joe. His friend’s face was white with pain. Had
  he been hit?


  Then he saw Joe relax slightly. He was trying to get his attention and tell him something without speaking. There was blood on his right ear.


  Joe deliberately looked down at the top of his boots. Then slowly back up again.


  Nate understood. Joe was going down.


  JOE SAW the look of recognition in Nate’s face and suddenly buckled his knees. As he dived forward, he bent his head down and set his shoulders
  for the fall.


  There were three nearly simultaneous explosions, and Joe hit the ground so hard he was able to use the force of his body weight to wrench his hands apart.


  Behind him, Hinkle’s body was thrown into the river from the impact of a .50 caliber round plowing through his chest and out his back. But his last reaction was to fire both pistols. The
  one aimed at Joe had hit somewhere in the mud. Nate was hit, and it rolled him off Nemecek.


  JOE WRITHED in the grass and dirt. White spangles exploded in front of his eyes from pain. Although he’d been trying to free his right hand, it
  was his left that had somehow been wrenched through the steel claw of the cuffs from the fall, breaking bones along the way. The pain in his left hand was sharp and awful and made him gasp for air.
  His injured hand felt like a boiling needle-filled balloon on the end of his arm.


  He wasn’t sure if he blacked out for a moment, but when he opened his eyes he could see, at ground level, John Nemecek crawling through the grass, using his left hand and right leg.
  Nemecek’s face was a mask of anger and pain.


  Joe raised his head slightly. Nemecek was going for the semiautomatic rifle dropped by the man in all black before Nate killed him.


  Behind Nemecek, Nate lay on his side, his eyes open. He looked conscious.


  Joe grunted and rolled to his hands and knees. His left hand was white and strangely elongated. The slightest pressure on it hurt like nothing Joe could recall. He looked around for a weapon.
  Hinkle had dropped two somewhere.


  But when he looked over his shoulder, Nemecek was a few feet away from the rifle.


  With his good ear, Joe heard Nemecek say, “Five shots, Romanowski. I counted.”


  There was a dull black glint in the grass, and Joe closed his right hand around the grip of one of the Glocks. He rose up on his knees, swung around, and aimed it at Nemecek as he crawled.


  Joe was a notoriously bad shot with a handgun. He qualified annually by the grace of God and a forgiving firearms instructor. He wished he had his shotgun, but he didn’t, and he croaked,
  “Freeze where you are, Nemecek.” His own voice sounded hollow and tinny to him.


  Nemecek paused and looked up with contempt. His shoulder and leg were a bloody mess, and his face was pale and white. He was bleeding out and knew it. And Joe apparently didn’t scare
  him.


  Like a wounded animal, Nemecek grimaced and crawled toward the rifle. As he reached for it, Joe started firing. Every third or fourth shot, it seemed, hit home. The impact rolled Nemecek to the
  side and when he tried to scramble back to his knees, he’d go down again. Joe didn’t stop squeezing the trigger until the slide kicked back and locked. Fourteen rounds. He’d
  emptied the magazine. Spent shells littered the ground near his knees.


  As Joe lowered the Glock, he saw, to his terror and amazement, that Nemecek was crawling again toward the rifle.


  Joe heard someone speak but couldn’t make out the words. He looked over to see Nate standing, bracing himself against the trailer. He was shaky. His empty revolver hung down along his
  thigh. Joe could see blood on the side of Nate’s coat.


  “I said, He’s wearing a vest.”


  In response, Joe held up his empty handgun.


  The two exchanged looks for a second. Neither, it seemed, was capable of stopping Nemecek before he grasped the rifle.


  Then Joe remembered. He tossed the Glock aside and reached down into the front pocket of his Wranglers with his good hand. His fingers closed around the heavy .500 round Nate had left in his
  mailbox.


  “Nate,” Joe said, and tossed the cartridge through the air. Nate reached up and speared it.


  Nemecek had made it to the rifle now, and was pulling it toward him with his left hand. He gripped it and swung the muzzle up.


  Joe watched as Nate ejected a spent cartridge, fed the fresh one into the wheel, and slammed the cylinder home.


  With a single movement and a sweep of Alisha’s black hair, Nate swung the weapon up.


  Although the concussion was probably loud, Joe only heard a muffled pop.


  Nemecek’s head snapped back, and the rifle fell away.





  37


  THE SNOW CAME unexpectedly, as it did in the mountains, but the pale blue behind the storm clouds indicated it wouldn’t sock in, wouldn’t
  last all day. Large, soft flakes filtered down through the sky, clumping like cotton in the high grass. The snow muted the chirping of the squirrels and threw a hush over the river valley and Camp
  Five, but Joe didn’t know it. He could barely hear anything.


  They sat near the cold fire pit. Nate had carried Haley’s body over to be with them, as if to separate her from the other bodies that littered the campsite. Her head was on his lap, eyes
  closed, and Nate stroked her hair.


  Joe held his left hand by the wrist with his right as if it were a foreign object. It was swelling and looked like he was wearing a heavy glove. He’d drifted in and out of shock and
  consciousness for the hour since it had ended.


  Finally, Nate said, “You should have flown away.”


  Joe shrugged. He could not yet wrap his mind around what had happened in the camp. Every time he glanced over at one of the bodies—Hinkle, the two operatives, or Nemecek—he half
  expected them to come back from the dead and attack. Snow fell on Nemecek’s face and turned pink beneath his head in the pool of black blood.


  Nate stroked Haley’s hair and said, “Everybody. Everybody.”


  Joe didn’t ask him to explain.


  Nate looked up. “Except you.”


  “Dumb luck,” Joe said.


  “WHY DIDN’T you just kill him outright?” Joe asked after a few minutes. “It would have saved us a lot
  of trouble.”


  Nate continued to run his fingers through Haley’s hair. He quit and gently touched her cheek with the back of his hand.


  “I wanted some answers,” Nate said. “Why he did what he did. I wanted to know if he was operating alone or for somebody else. I wanted to know if he felt any guilt, like I
  have.”


  “Did you expect him to confess?”


  “I don’t know what I expected. But now I’ll never know. He’ll be a complete enigma to me forever, just like he’s always been.”


  JOE DIDN’T hear the sound of a motor but noted that Nate had. He looked at Nate expectantly.


  “They’re coming,” Nate said.


  “Helicopter or convoy?”


  “Chopper,” Nate said.


  The snow had stopped, and the storm clouds had moved to the west. The sky was clear and blue, and the sun lit up the remaining snow that had gathered in the pine branches.


  Joe said, “You’re staying around for them?”


  “Are you going to stop me if I go?”


  Joe thought about it and shook his head.


  Nate rubbed his eyes. He said, “I’m tired, Joe. And I’m hit. I can’t just walk away into the mountains.”


  “You could take one of those vehicles,” Joe said, nodding toward Nemecek’s crossover and the two white SUVs. “I can’t drive you out of here in my pickup because
  it’s stuck on top of the mountain.”


  Nate smiled at that.


  “So what are you going to do?” Joe asked.


  Nate took a long intake of breath and expelled it with his eyes closed.


  “You’re in a lot of pain,” Joe said, thinking of the shoulder wound in addition to the gunshot.


  “Yes,” Nate said. “She was something, wasn’t she?”


  Joe felt a lump in his throat when he said, “She was.”


  Nate gently moved her head from his lap and struggled to stand up.


  “I think I’m going to take her home,” Nate said. “She’s got a dad who would probably like to see her one last time.”


  “Go, then,” Joe said.


  AS THEY loaded her body into the back of the white Tahoe they’d arrived in, Nate turned to Joe and put his hand on his shoulder.


  “Joe . . .”


  “Just go. Get out of the camp before they see you.”


  Nate gestured as if to say One more thing. Then he walked stiffly and slowly to each of the falcon platforms, untied their hoods and jesses, and released them to the sky.


  He turned back to Joe. “It might be a while before I come back.”


  “Get to a doctor to get that gunshot fixed up.”


  Nate waved the advice away. He said, “It’s been a wild ride.”


  Joe heard the helicopter now. He said, “Better get out of here.”





  AFTERWORD


  THREE DAYS LATER, Joe Pickett stood in the lobby of the Twelve Sleep County Municipal Airport, waiting for the passengers of the incoming flight to
  disembark. In his breast pocket were his ID and boarding pass; Saddlestring to Denver, Denver to LAX, departing at 11:14 a.m.


  The surly gate agent had not been as surly this time. Apparently she, like everyone else in the county and the state, had heard and read about what had happened at Camp Five on the South Fork.
  When she checked him in, she said, “I’ll bet you can’t wait to get out of this place right now.”


  He’d grunted a non-response response.


  “Going to meet up with your wife and kids?”


  “Yup. The hotel is booked for three more days.”


  “That doesn’t give you much time at Disneyland.”


  “Fine with me.”


  “What happened to your hand?” she asked, nodding at the thick white club of a cast on the end of his right arm. The tips of his fingers and thumb poked out, but all the joints were
  encased and his hand was useless.


  “Broke it,” he said.


  “Security is going to want a close look at that,” she warned.


  Joe sighed.


  THE INTERVIEWS, affidavits, and debriefings had begun before he had even been released from the hospital. Marybeth had said she was coming back with
  the girls, but Joe told her to stay until he got there because there wasn’t anything she could do.


  FBI Special Agent Chuck Coon was leading the inquiry, assisted by County Attorney Dulcie Schalk. Joe told his version of the events and the firefight at least four times. He left out nothing.
  Coon winced when Joe said he’d watched Nate Romanowski drive away, but there was no hint at charges to be filed against Joe.


  Speculation was rampant concerning the motivations of John Nemecek and his team. Forensics tied Nemecek to the murders of Pam Kelly, Bad Bob Whiteplume, and Luke Brueggemann. Law enforcement in
  Colorado and Idaho were in contact with Coon to try and fill in the whole story and clear up the multiple homicides in both states. The Teton County Sheriff’s Department had a liaison on
  site, and he reported that the tortured man in the hospital refused to talk.


  Even Agent Coon was wondering about the reason for the arrival of a three-man team being sent out from the Department of Defense in Washington.


  As per Wyoming Game and Fish Department procedure, Joe had been placed on paid administrative leave because he’d discharged his firearm during the course of his duty. Another problem was
  his pickup, which was still stuck on top of the mountain. So far, two winch-trucks had failed to make it to the top to pull it out. Joe hoped he’d see it before the heavy winter snows buried
  it until spring.


  Joe welcomed the respite, although in the back of his mind he hated the fact that no one was patrolling his district during the height of hunting season. The agency had been roiled by the death
  of one of its most promising trainees.


  THE SHERIFF’S election was two days away. Mike Reed had been upgraded from critical condition but was still in the
  hospital. Joe had seen him while they were both there, but Reed wasn’t conscious. A nurse at the duty station said Reed would likely live, but whether he would walk again was uncertain. It
  all depended, she said, on future surgery that may or may not repair what she called an “incomplete spinal injury” due to damages caused by a bullet to the neck.


  Joe couldn’t guess what the voters would decide. McLanahan was spinning the events at the South Fork as solving the crimes once and for all, and he modestly took credit for the raid and
  the outcome. An interview given to the Saddlestring Roundup by Agent Coon indicated otherwise. The stories ran side by side in the newspaper—the only edition between weekly publication
  and the election. The official investigation and report by County Attorney Dulcie Schalk would not be completed for weeks.


  Voters were being asked either to reelect Sheriff Kyle McLanahan, hero of South Fork, or a possibly paraplegic challenger who couldn’t yet speak for himself.


  But he’d cast an absentee ballot for Mike Reed.


  HE’D HEARD nothing from Nate, and hadn’t expected he would.


  A DOZEN PEOPLE emerged from the twin-prop and made their way down the aluminum staircase. Joe recognized most of them, but one in particular made his
  jaw drop. A dangling thread in the case would now be tied up.


  Alice Thunder was in no hurry to enter the airport. She paused on the tarmac walkway and let the other passengers go around her. Joe watched as she closed her eyes, breathed in and out deeply
  several times, and nodded.


  He met her at the door.


  “You’re okay,” he said, relieved.


  “Of course I’m okay,” she said, slightly offended. Then: “It’s nice to breathe clean mountain air again. I’ve had my fill of Texas and humidity for a while. I
  didn’t realize how much I’d miss it.”


  She stopped when she realized he wanted to say more, and then looked at him with her unique stoic lack of expression.


  He said, “Do you have any idea what’s happened here since you left?”


  “No.”


  Joe filled her in. She listened quietly, and her only reaction was to shake her head when she heard about Bad Bob.


  “Nobody knew where you were,” Joe said.


  “Nate did,” she said. “I told him I wanted to go see the bats. I saw them every night except one.” Then: “Why are you smiling?”


  “Because you’re okay,” Joe said.


  “Of course I am.”


  HE HELPED HER pull her big duffel bag off the single clattering lug gage carousel.


  “I can take it from here,” she said. “You better go get on that plane.”


  He nodded and turned. The other passengers were lining up at security, and the TSA agents, who outnumbered them, were shooting their cuffs so they could pull on blue latex gloves.


  “Joe,” she called out.

  
  He turned.

  
  “What about Nate?” she asked.

  
  Joe said, “I’m not sure.”

  
  “He’ll be back,” she said simply.
  “This is his place.”

  
  “We’ll see,” Joe said. “He’s got a lot to sort out.” He thought, And a lot to answer for.


  She nodded. He couldn’t tell if she agreed with him or was simply ending the conversation.


  “Go see your family,” she said, and headed for the outside doors.


  Joe took off his boots, removed his belt, wristwatch, jacket, and hat, fished out his phone and a ballpoint pen, and emptied his pockets of loose change and a Leatherman tool with a knife blade
  accessory that would soon be confiscated by one of the TSA agents.


  The line moved slowly. A sixty-seven-year-old retired high school teacher had been flagged for a pat-down and asked to step aside. Already, a ruddy-faced TSA agent was eyeing his cast.


  A female TSA agent with tight white curls and steel-rimmed glasses rooted through his carry-on and handed two bottles of pain pills prescribed for his recovery to a supervisor to inspect.


  She reached into his bag and pulled out a hardcover book. She looked at the cover and scrunched up her face.


  “What’s this?”


  “The Looming Tower,” Joe said.


  “What’s it about?” she asked Joe.


  “This,” he said.


  She glared back at him, puzzled, as if trying to make up her mind whether to be angry at him.
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PART FOUR

The true fulconer must at all times be patient.
He must realice that be i under an immense
bligation o bis hawk. Whatever be wanis to
do, bis hauwk must be bis irst consideration,
the ruling factor of bis lf.

—Sam Barncs in Bird of Jove by David Bruce
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PART THREE

:,’x

No living man can, or possibly ever will,
wnderstand the instinct of predation that we
share with our raptorial servant. No man-
‘made machine can, or ever will, synthesize
that perfect coordination of eye, mscle, and.
pinion as be stoops to bis kill

—Aldo Leopold.
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PART TWO

To be a serious fulconer a person must be a
mixture of predator and St. Franci, with all
the masochistic self discipline of a Zen student.
There el never be mare than a frw such

people.

—Steve Bodio, A Rage for Faleons
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PART ONE

RN

The essence of fulcomry is mot what happens to
the quarry but what happens to th fulconer.

—Kenn Filkias, “Khan of the Sky”
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