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ALSO BY C. J. BOX
WINTERKILL

SAVAGE RUN

OPEN SEASON

TO KELLY, SHERRI, AND KURT†.†.†.


AND LAURIE, ALWAYS

PART
ONE

?
IN TWELVE-YEAR-OLD SHERIDAN Pickett?s dream, she was in the Bighorn Mountains in the timber at the edge of a clearing. She was alone. Behind her, the forest was achingly silent. Before her, a quiet wind rippled through the long meadow grass in the clearing.
Then the clouds came, dark and imposing, roiling over the top of the mountains in a wall. Soon the sky was completely covered, a lid placed on a pot. In the center of the clouds was a lighter cloud that seemed to be lit from within. It grew bigger and closer, as if lowering itself to the earth. Black spoors of smoke snaked down in tendrils from the cloud, dropping into the trees. In moments, the smoke became ground-hugging mist that coursed through the tree trunks like soundless, rushing water. Then it seeped into the ground to rest, or to hide.
As quickly as the clouds had come, the sky cleared.
In her dream, she knew the mist stayed for a reason. The purpose, though, was beyond her understanding. When would it emerge, and why? Those were questions she couldn?t answer.
Sheridan awoke with a start, and it took a few terrifying moments to realize that the darkness surrounding her was actually her bedroom, and that the breathy windlike stirring she heard was her little sister Lucy, asleep on the bunk beneath her bed.
Sheridan found her glasses where she had propped them on her headboard, and swung her bare feet out from beneath the covers. She dropped to the cold floor with her nightgown ballooning around her.
Parting the curtain, she looked at the night sky. Hard white stars, like blue pinpricks, stared back. There were no clouds, either dark or glowing.
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IT HAD BEEN A GOOD DAY of fly-fishing until Joe Pickett and his daughters encountered a massive bull moose that appeared to be grinning at them.
Until then, Joe, Sheridan, and seven-year-old Lucy had spent the entire afternoon working their way upstream on Crazy Woman Creek on a brilliant, early-September day. Maxine, their yellow Labrador, was with them. The tall streamside grass hummed with insects, hoppers mainly, and a high breeze swayed the crowns of the musky lodgepole pine forest.
They fished methodically, overtaking each other in wide loops away from the water, passing silently while the person they were passing cast at a pool or promising riffle. The water was lower than usual?it was a drought year?but the stream was clear and still very cold. Joe was in his late thirties, lean and of average height. His face and the backs of his hands were sunburned from being outside at altitude.
Hopscotching over dry river rocks, Joe had crossed the stream so he could keep a better eye on his girls as they worked the other side with their fly rods. Maxine shadowed Joe, as she always did, fighting her natural instinct to plunge into the water and retrieve fly casts.
Sheridan stood waist deep in brush upstream and was momentarily still, concentrating on tying a new hopper pattern to her tippet. Her glasses glinted in the afternoon sun, so Joe couldn?t tell if she was watching him observe her. She wore her new fishing vest (a recent birthday present) over a T-shirt, baggy shorts, and water sandals for wading. A sweat-stained Wyoming Game and Fish Department cap?one of Joe?s old ones?was pulled down tightly on her head. Her bare arms and legs were crosshatched with fresh scratches from thorns and branches she had crashed through to get closer to the water. She was a serious fly-fisher, and a serious girl overall.
But while Sheridan was the fisher, Lucy seemed to be catching most of the fish, much to Sheridan?s consternation. Lucy did not share her older sister?s passion for fishing. She came because Joe insisted, and because he had promised her a good lunch. She wore a sundress and white sandals, her shiny blond hair tied in a ponytail.
With each fish Lucy caught, Sheridan?s glare toward her little sister intensified, and she moved farther upstream away from her. It?s not fair, Joe knew she was thinking.
?Dad, come here and look at this,? Sheridan called, breaking into his rumination. He pulled the slack tight on his rod and looped his line through his fingers before walking up the bank toward her. She was pointing down at something in the water beneath her feet.
It was a dead trout, white belly up, lodged between two exposed stones. The fish bobbed in a natural cul-de-sac dark with pine needles and sheaths of algae that had washed down with the current. He could tell from the wet, vinyl-like sheen on the fish?s pale underside and the still-bright twin slashes of red beneath its gills that it hadn?t been dead very long.
?That?s a nice fish,? Sheridan said to Joe. ?A cutthroat. How big do you think it is??
?Thirteen, fourteen inches,? Joe replied. ?It?s a dandy.? Instinctively, he reached down for Maxine?s collar. He could feel her trembling under her skin through her coat, anxious to retrieve the dead fish.
?What do you think happened to it?? she asked. ?Do you think somebody caught it and threw it back after it was dead??
Joe shrugged, ?Don?t know.? On a previous trip, Joe had instructed Sheridan how to properly release a fish back into the water after he caught it. He had shown her how to cradle it under its belly and lower it slowly into the water so that the natural current would revive it, and how to let the fish dart away under its own power once it was fit to do so.
She had asked him about the ethics of eating caught fish versus releasing them, and he told her that fish were for eating but that there was no reason to be greedy, and that keeping dead fish in a hot creel all day and throwing them away later because they were ruined was an ethical problem, if not a legal one. He knew this is what she was thinking about when she pointed out the dead fish.
It wasn?t long before Sheridan pointed out another dead fish. It hadn?t been dead as long as the other one, Joe noted, because it floated on its side, flaunting the rainbow colors that gave the fish its name. It had not yet turned belly-up. This fish was not as large as the first, but still impressive.
Sheridan was righteously indignant.
?Something is killing these fish, and it makes me mad,? she said, her eyes flashing. Joe didn?t like it either but was impressed by her outrage, although he didn?t know whether her anger came from her outdoor ethics or if she was angry because someone was killing fish she felt she deserved to catch.
?Can you tell what?s killing them?? she asked.
This time, he let Maxine retrieve the rainbow. The Lab unnecessarily launched herself into the water with a splash that soaked both of them, and came back with the trout in her mouth. Joe pried it loose from Maxine?s jaws and turned it over in his palm. He could see nothing unusual about the fish.
?This isn?t like finding a dead deer or elk, where I can check for bullets,? he told Sheridan. ?I can?t see any wounds, or disease on this fish. They may have been overstressed after being caught by someone.?
Sheridan huffed with disappointment, and strode upstream. Joe tossed the fish into a stand of willows behind him.
While he waited for Lucy to mosey her way closer, he reached behind him and felt the heavy sag of his?.40 Beretta semiautomatic, his service weapon, hidden away in the large back pocket creel of his fishing vest. He also affirmed that his wallet-badge was there, as well as several strands of Flexcuffs. Although he wasn?t working, he was still the game warden, and still charged with enforcing regulations.
That morning, as he packed, he had taken the unusual step of adding another item to his fishing-vest arsenal: bear spray. He strummed his fingers over the large aerosol can through the fabric of his vest. The bear spray was wicked stuff, ten times more powerful than the pepper spray used for disabling humans. A whiff of the spray, even at a distance, brought men to their knees. Joe thought about the series of reports and cryptic e-mails he?d received regarding a rogue 400-pound male grizzly that was causing havoc in Northwestern Wyoming. For the past month, the bear had damaged cars, campsites, and cabins, but as yet there had been no human-bear encounters. The bear had originally been located near the east entrance of Yellowstone Park through a weakening signal from its radio collar, but he had not yet been sighted. When the ?bear guys??a team of Wyoming Game and Fish Department and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service bear specialists?tried to cut it off, the bear eluded them and they lost the signal. Joe couldn?t recall a runaway bear incident quite like this before. It was like the wilderness version of an escaped convict. He blamed the drought, as the biologists did, and the need for the grizzly to cover new ground in search of something, anything, to eat. It had not been lost on him that the damage reports indicated that the grizzly was moving to the east, through the Shoshone National Forest. If the bear kept up his march, he would enter the Bighorn Mountains, where grizzlies had not roamed for eighty years.
Joe disliked bringing his weapon and badge with him on his day off. He felt oddly ashamed that his daughters were seeing his day-to-day equipment as they caught fish and he cooked them over an open fire for lunch. It was different when he was out in the field, in his red chamois Game and Fish shirt and driving his green pickup, checking hunters and fishers. Now, he just wanted to be Dad.
Working their way upstream, they stumbled upon another party. Sheridan saw them first and stopped, looking back for Joe. He could see flashes of color through the trees upstream, and he heard a cough.
Joe noticed a strange odor in the air when the wind shifted. The odor was sickly sweet and metallic, and he winced when a particularly strong waft of it blew through.
Making sure Lucy was well behind them, Joe winked at Sheridan as he overtook her, and she fell in behind him as he closed in on the two fishers. He debated whether or not to show his badge before saying hello, and decided against it. Joe noticed the unpleasant odor again. It seemed to get worse as he walked upstream.
As he approached them, he felt Sheridan tug on his sleeve, and he turned and saw her point toward the water. A small brook trout, not more than six inches long, was floating on the top of the water on its side. It wasn?t dead yet, and he could see its gills working as it pathetically tried to right itself and swim away.
?The fish killers,? Sheridan whispered ominously at the man and woman in front of them, and he nodded to her in agreement.
The man looked to be in his late fifties, and was dressed as if he were a cover model for Fly-Fisherman magazine. He wore ultralight Gore-Tex waders and leather wading boots, a pale blue Cool-Max shirt, and a fishing vest with dozens of bulging pockets filled with gear. A wooden net hung down his back from a ring on his collar. A leather-bound journal for documenting the species and size of the fish he caught was on a lanyard on his vest, as was a small digital camera for recording the catch. The man was large and ruddy, with a thick chest. He had a salt-and-pepper mustache and pale, watery eyes. He looked like a hungover CEO on vacation, Joe thought.
Behind and off to the side of the man was a much younger woman with blond hair; long sunburned legs; and a fishing vest so new that the tag from the Bighorn Angler Fly Shop was still attached to the front zipper. She held her rod away from her body with the unease of someone holding a dead snake.
It was obvious, Joe thought, that the man was teaching the woman how to fish. Or, more accurately, the man was showing the woman what a fine fisherman he was. Joe assumed that the couple had stopped at the fly store on their way up the mountain and that the man had outfitted her with the new vest.
The man had been concentrating on dropping a fly into a deep pool but now glared at Joe and Sheridan, clearly annoyed that he had been disturbed.
?Jeff?.?.?.? the woman cautioned in a low voice, attempting to get Jeff?s attention.
?Good afternoon,? Joe said and smiled. ?How?s fishing??
Jeff stepped back from the stream in an exaggerated way. His movement wasn?t aggressive but clearly designed to show Joe and Sheridan that he wasn?t pleased with the interruption and that he planned to resume his cast as soon as possible.
?Thirty-fish day,? Jeff said gruffly.
?Twenty-eight,? the woman corrected, and Jeff instantly flashed a look at her.
?It?s an expression,? he said as if scolding a child. ?Twenty-fish day, thirty-fish day, they?re fucking expressions. It?s what fishermen tell each other if one of them is rude enough to ask.?
The woman shrank back and nodded.
Joe didn?t like this guy. He knew the type: a fly-fisherman who thought he knew everything and who could afford all of the equipment he read about in the magazines. Often, these men were fairly new to the sport. Too often, these men had never learned about outdoor etiquette, or common courtesy. To them it was all about thirty-fish days.
?Keeping any?? Joe asked, still smiling. He reached into the back pocket of his vest, bringing out his wallet-badge and holding it up so Jeff could understand why Joe was asking the question.
?There?s a limit of six on this stream,? Joe said. ?Mind if I look at what you?ve kept??
Jeff snorted and his face hardened.
?So you?re the game warden??
?Yes,? Joe said. ?And this is my daughter Sheridan.?
?And his daughter Lucy,? Lucy said, having caught up with them. ?What?s that smell, Dad??
?And Lucy,? Joe added, looking back at her. She was pinching her nose with her fingers. ?So I would appreciate it if you watched your language around them.?
Jeff started to say something but caught himself. Then he rolled his eyes heavenward.
?Tell you what,? Joe said, looking at the woman?who appeared to be fearing a fight?and Jeff. ?How about you show me your licenses and conservation stamps and I?ll show you how to properly release a fish so that there aren?t any more dead ones??
The woman immediately began digging in her tight shorts, and Jeff seemed to make up his mind that he didn?t really want a fight, either. Still glaring at Joe, he reached behind his back for his wallet.
Joe checked the licenses. Both were perfectly legal. She was from Colorado and had a temporary fishing license. Jeff O?Bannon was local, although Joe couldn?t remember ever seeing him before. Joe noted that O?Bannon?s address was on Red Cloud Road, which meant he lived in one of the new $500,000 ranchettes south of town in the Elkhorn Ranches subdivision. That didn?t surprise Joe.
?Do you know what that awful smell is?? Joe asked conversationally as he handed the licenses back.
?It?s a dead moose,? Jeff O?Bannon said sullenly. ?In that meadow up there.? He gestured through the trees to the west, vaguely pointing with the peaked extra-long bill of his Orvis fishing cap. ?That?s one reason why we?re fucking leaving.?
?Jeff?.?.?.? The woman cautioned.
O?Bannon growled at her, ?There?s no law against the word fucking.?
Joe felt a rise of anger. ?I think, Jeff, that I?ll see you again some time out here,? Joe said, leaning in close to Jeff. ?Given your bad attitude, you?ll probably be doing something wrong. I?ll arrest you when you do.?
O?Bannon started to step toward Joe but the woman held his arm. Joe slipped his hand in the back pocket of his fishing vest and thumbed off the safety bar on the bear spray.
?Aw, to hell with it,? O?Bannon said, leaning back. ?Let?s get out of here, Cindy. He?s already ruined my good mood.?
Joe watched as Cindy breathed a long sigh of relief and shook her head in bewilderment for Joe?s benefit, keeping out of Jeff?s line of vision. Joe stepped aside as the man stormed past him, followed by Cindy.
?Bye, girls,? Cindy called to Sheridan and Lucy, who watched the two walk downstream. Jeff led the way, snapping branches and cursing. Cindy tried to keep up.
?Dad, can we leave, too?? Lucy asked. ?It stinks here.?
?Go ahead and go downstream a little ways and get out of the smell if you want to,? Joe said. ?I need to check this moose out.?
?We?re going with you,? Lucy honked back, still holding her nose. Joe turned to argue when he noticed that O?Bannon and Cindy hadn?t moved very far downstream after all. O?Bannon stood in a clearing, glaring through pine branches at Joe while Cindy tugged at him.
?Okay,? Joe said, knowing it was best to keep his girls near him.
The moose wasn?t hard to find, and the sight jarred Joe. A full-grown bull moose lay on its side in the ankle-high grass in the center of the meadow, which was walled on three sides by dark trees that continued in force up the mountain. The dead moose was horribly bloated to nearly twice its normal size, its mottled purple skin stretched nearly to breaking. Two black legs, knobby-kneed and surprisingly long, were suspended over the ground, like a chair that had been tipped over. Its face, half-hidden in the grass, seemed to leer at him with bared long teeth and a single, bulging, wide-open eye that looked like it was primed and ready to fire right out of the socket.
Joe turned on his heels and told his girls to stop so they wouldn?t see it. Too late.
Lucy shrieked, and covered her mouth with her hands. Sheridan stared, her eyes wide, her mouth set grimly.
?It?s alive!? Lucy cried.
?No it isn?t,? Sheridan countered. ?But there?s something wrong with it.?
?Stay put,? Joe said sternly. ?I mean that.?
Drawing a bandanna out of his Wranglers, he tied it over his nose and mouth like a highwayman, and approached the bloated carcass. Sheridan was right, Joe thought. There was something wrong with it. And there was something else; he had a fuzzy, slightly dizzy feeling. For a moment, he was light-headed, and thought that perhaps he had moved too quickly or something. He blinked, and when he looked around he saw faint, slow motion sparkling in the air for a moment.
Shaking his head to try and clear it, Joe circled the carcass, never getting closer than a few feet from it. The animal had been mutilated. Its genitals and musk glands had been cut out, and its rectum was cored. Half of its face had been removed, leaving a grinning skull and long, yellowed teeth. He could see where the skin and glands had been cut away, and noted that the incisions were smooth, almost surgical, in their precision. He could not imagine an animal, any animal, leaving wounds like that. Where the skin had been cut away the exposed flesh was dark purple and black, speckled with tiny commas of bright yellow. When he stopped and stared, he realized that the commas were writhing. Maggots. Besides the incisions, he could see no exterior wounds on the carcass.
Turning his head for a big gulp of air, he strode forward and squatted and grasped one of the bony, stiff forelegs. Grunting, he lifted, using the leg as a lever. He shinnied around the obscenely smiling face and massive, inverted palm-frond antlers and pulled, using his legs and back, trying to turn the stiff carcass. For a moment, the sheer weight of the animal stymied him, and he feared losing his footing and falling over it. Worse yet would be if the leg pulled loose from the putrefied shoulder, leaving a long, hairy club in his hands. But with a sickening kissing sound the body detached from the ground and began to roll toward him. He pulled hard on the leg and jumped back as the carcass flopped over in the grass. Gasses burbled inside the carcass, sounding like something subterranean. He searched the grass-matted hide for external injuries. Again, he found none.
He expected to see the flattened grass black with congealed blood, as was usually the case when he found animals that had been poached. The entry wound was often hard to see but the exit wound would bleed and drain into the turf, leaving a black-and-red pudding. But there was no blood underneath the moose at all, only more insects, madly scrambling, running from sunlight.
Joe stepped back and looked around. The grass was lush and thick in the meadow, and he noticed, for the first time, that there were no tracks of any kind in it. When he looked back on the slope he had walked up, his own footprints were glaringly obvious in the crushed, dry grass. It appeared that the moose had chosen the center of the meadow to suddenly drop dead. So what could possibly have removed the animal?s genitals, glands, and face? And not left so much as a print?
He pulled the bandanna from his mouth and let it hang around his neck. His necropsy kit was in his pickup, which was a one-hour walk away. Dusk would be approaching soon, and he had promised Marybeth he would have the girls home in time for dinner and homework. Tomorrow, when he returned, he expected that with the kit and his metal detector he would find a bullet or two in the carcass. Usually, the lead caught up just beneath the hide on the opposite side of where the animal had been shot.
Joe walked back to where Sheridan and Lucy were standing. They had moved back down the hill from the meadow, close enough that they could watch him but far enough away that the smell of the carcass wouldn?t make them sick to their stomachs. Jeff and Cindy were nowhere in sight.
As they worked their way down the slope to Crazy Woman Creek, his girls fired questions at him.
?Who killed the moose, Dad?? Lucy asked. ?I like moose.?
?Me too. And I don?t know what killed it.?
?Isn?t that strange to find an animal just dead like that?? Lucy again.
?Very strange,? Joe said. ?Unless somebody shot it and left it.?
?That?s a crime, right? A big one?? Sheridan asked.
Joe nodded, ?Wanton destruction of a game animal.?
?I hope you find out who did it,? Sheridan said, ?and take away all of his stuff.?
?Yup,? Joe agreed, but his mind was racing. Besides the mutilation and the lack of tracks around the animal, something else bothered him that he couldn?t put his finger on. But as the three of them walked downstream, he saw a raccoon ahead of them splash through a pool and vanish into a stand of trees. The raccoon had found one of the dead fish that Jeff had ?released.?
Suddenly, Joe stopped. That was it, he thought. The bull moose had been dead for at least several days, lying in the open, and nothing had fed on it. The mountains were filled with scavengers?eagles, coyotes, badgers, hawks, ravens, even mice?who were usually the first on the scene of a dead animal. Joe had discovered scores of game animals, which had been lost or left by hunters, by the squawking, feeding magpies that usually marked a kill. But the moose looked untouched, except for the incisions.
As a big fist of cumulous clouds punched across the sun and flattened the shadows and dropped the temperature by a quick ten degrees, Joe heard a snapping sound and turned slowly, looking back toward the meadow where they had found the moose. He could see nothing, but he felt a ripple through the hairs on the back of his neck.
?What is it, Dad?? Sheridan asked.
Joe shook his head, listening.
?I heard it,? Lucy said. ?It sounded like somebody stepped on a branch or a twig. Or maybe they were eating potato chips.?
?Potato chips,? Sheridan scoffed. ?That?s stupid.?
?I?m not stupid.?
?Girls.? Joe admonished them, still trying to listen. But he heard nothing beyond the liquid sound of the flowing breeze through the swaying crowns of the pine trees. He thought of how, in just a few moments, the mountain setting had changed from warm and welcoming to cold and oddly silent.
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IT WAS A HALF HOUR BEFORE DUSK when they arrived at their small, two-story, state-owned home eight miles out of Saddlestring. Joe swung the pickup off Bighorn Road and parked it in front of the detached garage that needed painting. Sheridan and Lucy were out of the passenger door even before he set the brake, rushing across the grass in the front yard into the house to tell their mother what they had seen. Maxine bounded behind them but paused at the door to look back at Joe.
“Go ahead,” Joe said, “I’m coming.”
Assured, the Labrador bolted into the house.
After putting the rods, vests, and cooler into the garage, Joe walked around the house toward the corral. Toby, their eight-year-old paint gelding, nickered as soon as Joe was in sight which meant he was hungry. Doc, their new sorrel yearling, nickered as well, following the older horse’s lead. Joe shooed them aside as he entered the corral, then fed them two flake sections each of grass hay. He filled the trough and checked the gate on his way out. While he did so, he wondered why Marybeth hadn’t fed them earlier, because she usually did.
As he opened the door at the back of the house, Sheridan stormed out of it in a dark mood.
“Did you tell your mom about the moose?” Joe asked her.
“She’s busy,” Sheridan snapped, “maybe I should have made an appointment.”
“Sherry . . .” Joe admonished, but Sheridan was out the back gate toward the corral.
He turned and entered the kitchen. Marybeth sat at the kitchen table wearing a sweatshirt and jeans, surrounded by manila files, stacks of paper, facedown open books, a calculator, and a laptop computer. Boxes of files were stacked on either side of her chair, their lids on the floor. She was concentrating on her laptop screen, and barely acknowledged him as he entered the kitchen.
“Hey, babe,” he greeted her and swept her blond hair away from the side of her face and kissed her on the cheek.
“Just a second,” she said, tapping on her keyboard.
Joe felt a pang of annoyance. It was obvious that nothing was cooking on the stove, and the oven light was dark. The table was a shambles, and so was Marybeth. It wasn’t as if he expected dinner on the table every night. But she had asked him to be home early with the girls, for dinner, and he had lived up to his part of the bargain.
“Okay,” she announced and snapped the screen down on her laptop. “Got it.”
“Got what?”
“The Logue Country Realty account is finally reconciled,” she said. “What a mess that one was.”
“Well, good,” he said flatly, opening the refrigerator to see if a covered dish was ready to heat. Nope.
“I don’t know how they stayed in business after they bought it, Joe,” she explained, filing bank statements and canceled checks into folders and envelopes. “The previous owners left them an unbelievable mess. Their cash flow was an absolute mystery for the last twelve quarters.”
“Mmm.”
There weren’t even frozen pizzas in the freezer, he saw. Just some rock-hard packages of deer burger and elk roasts from the previous year, and a box of Popsicles that had been in the freezer as long as Joe could remember.
“I thought we’d go out tonight,” Marybeth said. “Or maybe one of us could run into town to get something and bring it back.”
He was surprised. “We can afford to?”
Marybeth’s smile disappeared. “No, we really can’t,” she sighed. “Not until the end of the month, anyway.”
“We could thaw out that burger in the microwave,” Joe suggested.
“Do you mind grilling out?” she asked.
“That’s fine,” he said evenly.
“Honey . . .”
Joe held up his hand. “Don’t worry about it. You got caught up in your work. It’s okay.”
For a second, he thought she would tear up. That happened more and more lately. But she didn’t. Instead, she bit her lower lip and looked at him.
“Really,” he said.
As he scraped the grate of the barbecue grill in the backyard, Joe battled with himself over his disappointment that there was no dinner planned and his growing worry about Marybeth and their marriage. There was no doubt that the violent death of April, their foster daughter, last winter had severely affected Marybeth. Joe had hoped that the dawn of spring would help Marybeth heal but it hadn’t. Spring had only brought the realization that their situation in general was no different than it had been before.
Sometimes, he caught her staring. She would fix on the window, or sometimes on something that seemed to be between the window and her eyes. Her face would look slightly wistful, and her eyes softened. A couple of times he asked her what she was thinking about. When he did, she shook her head as if shaking off a vision, and said, “nothing.”
He knew their finances troubled her, as they troubled him. There was a statewide budget crunch, and salaries had been frozen. In Joe’s case, this meant he would make $32,000 a year as far ahead as he could see. The long hours he worked also meant that any kind of extra income was out of the question. The department provided housing and equipment, but recently the house, which had at one time seemed wonderful, felt like a trap.
After April died, Joe and Marybeth had discussed their future. They needed normalcy, they agreed, they needed routine. Faith and hope would return naturally, because they were strong people and they loved each other and, given time, they’d all heal. Joe had promised to look at other job options, or request a change of districts within the state. A change of scenery might help, they agreed. But he had not really researched the job postings recently, because in his heart he loved his job and never wanted to leave it. That reality shrouded him, at times, with secret guilt.
Marybeth was no longer working at the library and the stables, the two part-time jobs she had held. Even combined, they were too low-paying, and involved too much public contact, she told him. She was uncomfortable with library patrons who assessed her and asked her questions about April, and the events that had lead to her death.
But they needed additional income, and in the summer Marybeth had started her own business, setting up accounting, office management, and inventory control for small businesses in Saddlestring. Joe thought it was a perfect choice, with her education, toughness, and organizational skills. So far, her clients included Barrett’s Pharmacy, Sandvick Taxidermy, the Saddlestring Burg-O-Pardner, and Logue Country Realty. She was working hard to get established, and the business was close to being a success.
Which made him feel even more guilty that he had been angry with her about dinner.
Tell me about that moose,” she asked after dinner, while they washed and rinsed dishes in the sink. Joe was surprised by the question, because Sheridan and Lucy had described the incident in such graphic detail while they were eating that Joe had asked them to stop.
“What about it?”
She smiled slyly. “For the past fifteen minutes, you’ve been thinking about it.”
He flushed. “How do you know that?”
“You mean besides the fact that you’ve been staring off into space the entire time that we’ve been doing the dishes? Or that you’re drying that glass for the fourth time?” she said, grinning. “You’re standing right here but your mind is elsewhere.”
“It isn’t fair that you do that,” he said, “because I can never tell what you’re thinking about.”
“As it should be,” she said, giving him a mischievous hip-check as they stood side-by-side at the sink.
“The girls described it pretty accurately,” he said. “Not much I can add to that.”
“So why does it bother you?”
He rinsed a plate and slid it into the drying rack, pausing until he could articulate what he had been thinking about. “I’ve seen a lot of dead animals,” he said, looking over his shoulder at her. “And, unfortunately, some dead human beings.”
She nodded him on.
“But everything about that scene was, well, different—extremely so.”
“Do you mean that you couldn’t figure out what made the wounds?”
“That too,” he said. “But you just don’t find a dead moose in the middle of a meadow like that. There were no tracks; no indication that whoever shot it went to check it out afterward. Even the really bad poachers, the ones who leave the bodies on the ground, usually go check out the target.”
“Maybe it was just sick and it died,” she said reasonably.
Joe had turned and was leaning back against the sink with the towel still over his forearm.
He said, “Of course animals die of natural causes all the time. But you just never find them. You may find some bones if the skeleton hasn’t been too scattered by predators, but you just don’t happen upon animals that have died of old age. Or if you do, it’s damned rare. Dying animals tend to seek out cover where nothing can find them. They don’t just keel over in the middle of a meadow like that.”
“But you don’t know that it wasn’t shot, or hit by lightning or something,” she said.
“It wasn’t lightning. There were no scorch marks. It may have been shot; I’ll find that out tomorrow. But my gut tells me I won’t find any lead.”
“Maybe it was poisoned somehow?” Marybeth asked.
Joe was silent for a moment before answering, reviewing the scene in his head. He was pleased that Marybeth was so wrapped up in what had happened to the moose. She’d been so distracted by her new business that it had been a long time since she’d been interested in anything he’d been doing.
“Again, I think the bull would have sought cover to die. Unless the poison killed him so quick he just dropped, which doesn’t sound very likely to me. And those wounds . . .”
“You described them as incisions earlier,” Marybeth said.
“Yes, they were more like surgery than butchery. No animal I know of makes perfect cuts like that. And the parts that were cut away were removed from the scene, taken away. As if they were trophies of some kind.”
Marybeth grimaced. “I’d hate to see that trophy collection.”
Joe laughed uncomfortably, agreeing with her.
“It’s almost as if the moose was dropped from the sky,” Marybeth said.
“Aw, jeez,” he moaned. “I was hoping you wouldn’t say that.”
She prodded him hard in the ribs with her finger. “But that’s what you were thinking, weren’t you, Joe?”
At first he thought about denying it. But she was so damnably keyed into his thoughts that he didn’t dare.
“Yup,” he said.
“I can’t wait to hear what you find out,” she said, turning and reaching through the wash water for the plug. “Should I ask my mother what she thinks about it?”
Joe bristled, as Marybeth knew he would, and she laughed to assure him she was kidding. Her mother, the former Missy Vankueran, was soon to marry a local rancher named Bud Longbrake. In addition to getting remarried (she had four ex-husbands), and discussing exactly how Joe had stifled Marybeth’s potential, Missy’s top passion was reading books and watching television shows and movies about the paranormal. She loved to speculate about situations and events around Twelve Sleep County—and the world—and ascribe supernatural explanations to them.
“Don’t tell her, please,” Joe begged, exaggerating his please, but not really. “You know how I hate that woo-woo crap.”
“Speaking of woo-woo crap,” Sheridan said as she entered the kitchen from where she’d been eavesdropping, “did I tell you I had that dream again?”
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