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				A man screaming is not a dancing bear.

				—Aimé Césaire, Notebook of a Return to the Native Land, 1939

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Double Diamond Ranch

			Clay Hutmacher Jr., twenty-five, stood knee-high in the Twelve Sleep River, casting for trout with a determined look on his face and an engagement ring in his pocket. He was twelve miles from the town of Saddlestring on the ranch his father managed and that, he hoped, he would take over someday.

			It was fall in the mountains of Wyoming, and a day away from the opening of most of the local elk hunting season. Opening day was rife with anticipation throughout Twelve Sleep County, as out-of-state hunters loaded up on groceries and alcohol and gear in town, and locals told their bosses they wouldn’t be in to work the next day. In the mountain campgrounds and trailheads, orange-clad hunters were setting up their elk camps and scouting the meadows and timber. For many in the area, tonight would be without sleep.

			Clay Junior, meanwhile, had spent the day patrolling the ranch’s entrance roads to chase off trespassers. He’d exchanged words with three Missouri hunters, who had refused to move their camp from private to public land, but finally relented when he threatened to call the sheriff and have them arrested. The fact that his GPS proved that they were in the wrong convinced them to pack up. The ten-millimeter Glock semiautomatic handgun on his hip probably helped as well.

			

			—

			It was the longest and most pleasant fall he could remember since returning to the ranch after a stint in the military and three years in college. Unlike many years, when “fall” was a hard freeze that came out of nowhere and instantly killed all the deciduous greenery, this one had brought out colors he didn’t know existed outside of New England. Yellow leaves crunched underfoot and seams of crimson ran up every mountain draw.

			The late-afternoon sun dappled the water and ignited the river cottonwoods and buckbrush along the bank with intense golds and reds. It almost hurt his eyes. A slight breeze rattled through the drying leaves and hundreds of them had detached upriver and now floated like a tiny yellow armada on the surface of the water. Above him, a bald eagle in a thermal current glided in a lazy circle.

			The leaves on the water made it difficult to see his indicator bobbing along, so Clay Junior retrieved his fly line, clipped off the nymphs he’d been using, and replaced them with a heavy articulated streamer.

			A boulder the size of a pickup truck stuck out of the water near the opposite shoreline, and he knew there was a deep pool directly downstream from it. In the summer, he’d seen massive brown and rainbow trout rise from the depths of the pool like pistons and eat trico flies floating along the surface. Clay Junior wanted to catch one of those big fish. Maybe two.

			He was outfitted in chest-high waders, a waterproof Simms jacket with a mesh fly-fishing vest over it, and a Stormy Kromer rancher’s cap. A lanyard loaded with scissors, spools of tippet, and forceps hung from his neck. A fishing net was attached to the collar of his vest and a wading staff undulated in the strong current from where it was tied off on his belt.

			The back of his vest sagged from the weight of the Glock in the rear pocket. The weapon held fifteen rounds and had enough stopping power to take down the biggest of wild-game species. Clay never went anywhere without it.

			The wonderful thing about fly-fishing, he’d discovered, was that it was all-consuming. The tactics, the gear, reading the water, the choice of flies, keeping his balance on smooth round river rocks—all of that fully occupied his mind and pushed out other concerns.

			Fly-fishing was like sex in that way.

			

			—

			After he’d returned to the ranch headquarters that afternoon, Clay Junior had thrown his rod and gear into an open Polaris Ranger and drove it straight through the hayfield to the bend in the river.

			He particularly wanted to take his mind off dinner that night with Sheridan Pickett. That was when she would see the engagement ring for the very first time.

			The ring had been in his pocket for a week. He’d just been looking for the right moment. In his mind, they were already engaged.

			Should he ask Sheridan’s father, Joe, for permission first? Clay Junior had debated it several times. In the end, he’d decided not to. Joe Pickett was the local game warden, a friend of his dad’s, and the father of three daughters. Sheridan was the oldest, and she and Joe clearly had a special bond. Clay Junior wasn’t sure her dad liked him all that much, and why risk the remote possibility that the man would discourage him? If nothing else, Clay Junior had confidence in himself.

			Star high school athlete; army veteran; conventionally handsome, with broad shoulders, blue eyes, and a square jaw; a future as the foreman of a twenty-thousand-acre ranch that was one of the largest in north-central Wyoming. He had a lot going for him. Why wouldn’t he be confident?

			Besides, Sheridan had a mind of her own. Too much so at times, he thought. She wouldn’t let her father’s reservations about him influence her.

			Would she?

			

			—

			He cast the big streamer upstream from the boulder, a perfect shot. It plooped on the surface and sunk fast, and he fed line out so the fly would drift naturally along the side of the rock, looking like a wounded minnow, and go deep by the time it entered the pool. Clay Junior held the rod with his right hand and grasped the line with his left and got ready.

			When the line straightened out suddenly, he strip-set the hook by jerking back on the line and raising his rod tip. A fish had taken it, and it felt big. He reveled in the electric connection.

			But he gacked it by pulling too hard, and the line went slack. He figured the trout had either thrown the hook or wrapped the line around a submerged branch or rock, but when he reeled in, he saw that the fly was gone and the end of the tippet was curled up like a pig’s tail. That meant he’d likely tied a poor knot and that big trout was streaking down the river with a fly hanging out of its mouth.

			He cursed and began to attach a heavier leader and tippet, to try again. There had to be more than one big fish in there.

			

			—

			While he stood tying, leaning slightly against the powerful current with his hip, Clay Junior heard a crashing in the trees on the opposite hillside.

			He paused and looked up.

			Another branch snapped, and he noticed that the top of a spindly aspen jerked and shed dead leaves as something hit it at its base.

			At first, he thought it was a rockslide. They happened on the steep canyon wall, and sometimes they gathered so much momentum, they snapped off trees as they tore down the mountain.

			He looked over his shoulder at the bank, where he’d parked the Polaris Ranger. He wasn’t sure he could navigate across the slick stones fast enough before a jumble of large rocks came his way.

			Then a large doe mule deer crashed out of the brush and plunged headlong into the water twenty yards upriver from him. The deer paid no attention to him and he recalled Joe telling him that prey animals didn’t fear anything in the water because they knew predators came from the land.

			In fact, the doe had her head turned at something behind her. Fearing something behind her. As she got to the middle of the river, she struggled for a few seconds, then she began to swim, keeping her head above the surface, bobbing it front to back like a chicken.

			The current brought her closer to Clay Junior and he wondered for a second if she’d knock him off his feet. Switching his rod to his left hand, he reached behind him with his right for the back pocket of his vest and the Glock. A shot in the air might make her change course.

			And that was when a massive tan bear with a dark brown hump on its back emerged from the trees, roared, and threw itself into the river in pursuit of the deer, hitting the water with a loud splash.

			Not a rockslide, Clay Junior thought, but a grizzly bear more than twice his size.

			The doe regained her footing as the river shallowed and she was able to scramble toward the shoreline just a few feet above Clay Junior. She was close enough that droplets of water from her thrashing sprayed across his face.

			But when she was gone the bear was still there in the middle of the river and moving remarkably fast. Instead of pursuing the deer, the grizzly was coming straight at him. Swimming straight at him. It had small, close-set eyes centered in a massive round head. The bear was so large that it produced a wake in the water until it, too, found the floor of the river.

			The grizzly closed the distance and rose onto its back legs and towered over him, blotting out the light. He could see its thick coat shimmer as river water sluiced out of it. Long claws were curved like yellow scythes, and the bear was close enough he could smell it. The stink was like wet dog, only twenty times worse. The bear roared at him, and Clay Junior felt his anus instinctively pucker and his limbs go weak. He’d never heard a sound that affected him in such a primal, visceral way.

			Scrambling, he stepped back and his boot sole slipped on the top of a round river rock. Losing his balance, he fell back and to the side, and fumbled the Glock into the river. The weapon thumped on the side of his thigh through the waders, then slipped beneath the surface, out of sight. At the same time, the bear dropped to all fours and charged.

			Clay Junior wanted to shout, “What the fuck have I done to deserve this?”

			His last look at the bear before he went under was its tiny black eyes, gaping mouth, and long, sharp, scimitar-like teeth.

			The grizzly lunged on top of him and pinned him flat on his back to the rocks on the floor of the river, a foot and a half beneath the surface. As the jaws closed around his head, the last sound Clay Junior heard was the awful crunch of those teeth through his skull.

			His last thought was:

			Would she have said yes?

		

	
		
			October 15
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				Are people more important than the grizzly bear? Only from the point of view of some people.

				—Edward Abbey

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Saddlestring

			The next day, Wyoming game warden Joe Pickett was feeling all of his fifty-one years when he received a call from Clay Hutmacher, the foreman of the Double Diamond Ranch.

			At that moment, he was working his way down the side of a steep mountain on foot, wearing a daypack filled with optics and gear. As he descended, he concentrated on not tripping over a sagebrush or dislodging a rock that would send him ass over teakettle down the slope to where his truck was parked.

			Although it wasn’t yet noon, Joe was tired. He’d been up since before dawn, and since it was October he’d spent the entire morning in the breaklands and mountains checking hunters in the field. For the last two hours, he’d been glassing hunters and hunting camps through his spotting scope, as well as a herd of elk, a small band of mule deer, and a contingent of pronghorn antelope out on the plains.

			He was exhausted, but pleasantly so, and the morning had gone smoothly. He’d witnessed no violations and issued no warnings or tickets and made no arrests. The camps he’d visited were generally clean and the hunters he’d met were friendly and ethical. Their food was hung from trees to discourage bears and no one had reported any large carnivore or wolf sightings. He was still a little surprised by the four young men he’d met early on in his rounds: hipsters from Jackson Hole with long beards and blaze-orange porkpie hats, who were hunting elk not for trophy racks but to fill their freezers for the winter. It was good to meet younger hunters keeping the local traditions alive, he thought. It encouraged him to keep doing what he was doing and knowing it was right.

			Since the many elk seasons in his district had expanded over the years, legal hunting was now allowed from archery season in mid-September to limited cow/calf seasons as late as January 31. Joe was busy every day and he’d learned to pace himself. He wasn’t getting any younger.

			

			—

			The day before had been more challenging. He’d encountered three elk hunters from Pennsylvania camped on Bureau of Land Management land a stone’s throw from the boundary fence of a big ranch known to locals as the Double D. The Pennsylvania hunters had made it clear to him that they intended to “corner-cross” from the parcel they were on to an adjacent public parcel by means of a ladder they had built specially for the purpose and brought with them to Wyoming. The plan, they explained, was to move across the checkerboard of public lands without stepping foot on private. The hunters showed Joe the extremely accurate GPS mapping apps they’d put on their phones to make sure they stayed legal.

			Joe had warned them that corner-crossing was a complicated issue, and a newly contentious one. There were laws that allowed citizens to access all public lands, as well as laws that said that even entering the airspace of private land was trespassing. Since there was no way for the hunters to climb the ladder from corner to corner and not prevent any part of their bodies from passing over a tiny slice of private land on the way, they were risking trespassing charges from the county sheriff.

			The Pennsylvania hunters were well aware of the dilemma, they told Joe, but they were willing to risk it. It was their land as much as anyone’s, they said. Joe had told them as long as they broke no Game and Fish regulations, he’d let them be. But he could do nothing to prevent their arrest by the county sheriff if that office decided to pursue it.

			Joe could see both sides of the issue. Legal hunters did have the right to access public land, even if the way they did it was legally dubious. At the same time, local landowners owned huge, and hugely expensive, tracts of “private” acreage that contained squares of public land inside of it. If just anyone could access those inholdings at any time, was the private property actually private?

			“Corner-locked” public land was a big issue in the West, where so much territory was owned by the federal government. There were 2.4 million acres of corner-locked land in Wyoming alone, the same size as Yellowstone Park and the Wind River Indian Reservation. That was twice as much land as Rhode Island, and it was bigger than the landmass of the state of Connecticut.

			Someday, Joe hoped, the legal system would rule one way or another in a definitive way. In the meantime, corner-crossing would remain a thorny issue that pitted sportsmen against landowners. And it put him and other game wardens in the middle of the dispute.

			When he left their camp, Joe wasn’t sure he’d convinced them not to try it.

			

			—

			So when Clay Hutmacher’s name appeared on his cell phone screen, Joe fully expected to hear the foreman sound off about the three hunters who had trespassed onto the Double D.

			Instead, Hutmacher said, “I’m sorry to bother you, Joe, but I’m trying to track down my son. Have you seen or heard from him in the last twenty-four hours?”

			Joe paused for breath and leaned against the stout mottled trunk of an ancient ponderosa pine tree. Daisy, his aging yellow Labrador, used the opportunity to rest as well and quickly collapsed near his feet.

			“No,” he said. “I haven’t seen much of anyone this morning except elk hunters. I’m on the south side of Wolf Mountain right now.”

			“Well, damn,” Hutmacher said. “I’ve been calling his phone since last night and he hasn’t picked up. That’s not like him.”

			“Is there an emergency?” Joe asked.

			“Naw, nothing like that. He’s way too old for me to be checking up on him, but he has the only spare set of keys to one of our flatbed trucks that we need today. Plus, it doesn’t look like he slept in his room last night.”

			Joe thought about that, considering the implications. Clay Junior was seeing his oldest daughter, Sheridan, and the relationship seemed to be getting much more serious than Joe wanted to accept or acknowledge. Sheridan had her own apartment in town, so he and Marybeth didn’t always know what was going on with her.

			If Clay Junior hadn’t slept in his own bed…

			“I’ll keep an eye out for him,” Joe said. “I’ll check with Sheridan as well.”

			That was what Clay was asking, Joe knew.

			“I appreciate that,” the foreman said.

			“On another subject, I met three Pennsylvania hunters yesterday who showed me the ladder they intended to use to access your public land.”

			“Corner-crossers?”

			“I’m afraid so.”

			“You didn’t arrest them?” Hutmacher asked.

			“Nope,” Joe said. “We’ve had this discussion, Clay.”

			“Goddamn them. If I catch them on the ranch, they better hope their health insurance is up-to-date.”

			“I didn’t hear that,” Joe said.

			“The boss has had it with them, you know,” Hutmacher said, referring to the wealthy owner of the ranch, Michael Thompson, who lived most of the year in Atlanta, where his telecom firm was headquartered. Thompson and his young wife, Brandy, visited the ranch only a couple of times a year to hunt trophy elk and tour it during the summer months, but when they did he always made sure to harangue Joe about keeping trespassers off his ranch.

			“I know,” Joe said.

			“Where were they?”

			Joe described where the Pennsylvanians had camped on the northern border of the Double D, about six miles from the highway.

			“I’m going to send a couple of my guys out there on ATVs,” Hutmacher said. “If we catch ’em, we’ll hold them in place until the sheriff arrives to arrest the bastards.”

			Joe sighed. It wasn’t really necessary to say that the Twelve Sleep County Sheriff’s Department might not respond with their best—or at all. Since Sheriff Scott Tibbs had retired seven months before, the office was in turmoil. Two of their best deputies, Ryan Steck and Justin Woods, had resigned and left the state for new law enforcement jobs. An interim sheriff had been selected by the county commissioners: a woman named Elaine Beveridge, a former county commissioner. Unfortunately, Beveridge had made it a habit never to answer her phone or leave her desk. A new election was coming up, and Judge Hewitt had hand-selected a candidate named Jackson Bishop, and he was backing Bishop publicly and financially. At the moment, however, the office was completely and totally adrift.

			Joe didn’t know Bishop at all. His past relationships with local sheriffs had been…rocky. Joe and the rest of the locals were grateful there had been no county-wide crime spree in the interim.

			“I gotta go,” Hutmacher said.

			“I’ll keep an eye out for your son,” Joe said.

			

			—

			Two hours later, after Joe had eaten his sack lunch of cold fried chicken and orange slices in his pickup and had fed Daisy her ration of dried dog food out of a tin bowl, Hutmacher called back. He was in tears.

			“Oh my God, Joe,” Hutmacher cried. “You need to get out here.”

			Joe sat up in his seat. He’d never heard his friend so distraught. “What’s going on?”

			“I found Clay Junior down by the river. Or I should say, I found part of him.”

			“What?”

			“I found his leg. I think he got attacked by a bear or a wolf or a mountain lion. I don’t know what the hell happened, but it’s awful. Get here as fast as you can,” Hutmacher said through a choking sob. “It’s the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen.”

			“Did you call Sheriff Beveridge?”

			“That bitch won’t pick up,” Hutmacher said bitterly.

			“I’m twenty minutes away,” Joe said.

			

			—

			Although he rarely activated either his siren or the wigwag lights mounted on the top of the cab of his green Ford pickup, Joe turned on both of them when he fishtailed from the county road onto the interstate highway.

			“Hold on,” he told Daisy as he rocketed past a passenger car from Montana and an oil-field truck from Casper. The turnoff for the Double D was ten miles south on I-25.

			He plucked the radio transmitter from its cradle on the dashboard while he drove and was instantly connected to a dispatcher in Cheyenne.

			“This is GF-14,” he said, referencing the number that corresponded to his badge number. His warden number had recently changed from nineteen to fourteen on account of two more senior game wardens retiring and three leaving the agency in the last year. “I’m responding to a call from the foreman of the Double D Ranch, who reported a possible large-predator attack on his property.”

			“Oh God,” the female dispatcher said. “Not again. Please, not again.”

			Joe understood the reason for her breach of protocol. There had been four bear attacks on humans in the last month in Wyoming, more than ever before. Three had occurred just outside the boundaries of Yellowstone Park, but one had happened a hundred and fifty miles straight south of the park. This, if it turned out to be a bear attack, would be the first one in the Bighorn Mountains of north-central Wyoming.

			There weren’t supposed to be grizzly bears in the Bighorns.

			“Please notify the Predator Attack Team to stand by,” Joe said. “I’ll check in with you when I get there.”

			“Affirmative. What is your twenty?” she asked.

			“Eight miles north of the scene.”

			

			—

			The Predator Attack Team consisted of five armed wardens from around the state who were called to respond immediately to large-carnivore attacks. They were a kind of SWAT team, except trained to confront wild animals instead of human perpetrators. Members of the PAT were equipped with tactical gear, high-end optics and communications equipment, armor, bear spray, and semiautomatic rifles. Joe was an alternate member of the team and was called upon if the team was a man down or if one of them was unavailable on a moment’s notice.

			He didn’t relish the assignment because he didn’t like the idea of hunting down and murdering a bear.

			That, and he was terrified of them.

			

			—

			Going off what little Hutmacher had told him, Joe drove straight through the ranch yard of the Double D to a two-track road that led down to the Twelve Sleep River. The headquarters complex of the ranch was impressive, with a magnificent gabled home built of local sandstone nestled into the side of a hill, surrounded by outbuildings and quarters for ranch employees. The foreman’s home was a two-story log structure set down and to the side of the owner’s house, but with the same expansive view of the river bottom and the mountains beyond. Joe noticed as he drove by that Hutmacher’s pickup wasn’t parked in its usual place.

			Joe plunged down the hillside on the two-track into a shimmering grove of aspen. Mule deer skittered out from the trees to his right, and three scrappy whitetails came out to his left. He slowed as the two-track made several tight turns in the woods before it flattened out onto a large hayfield and the road dispersed into nothing.

			He drove carefully across the hayfield, knowing small irrigation ditches wound their way through it. The ditches were hard to see, and he didn’t want to drop his tires into one and get stuck. Ranchers instinctively knew how to navigate their hayfields without roads or markers, but Joe didn’t.

			Halfway across the wide field toward the river, Joe saw two sets of tire tracks pressed into the dried grass. One set was narrow, the other wide. He used the tracks to lead him across the field toward the high wall of river cottonwoods that tangled the banks. A steep rocky slope rose and dominated the view to the east on the other side of the river. He could catch glimpses of the water through the trunks of the trees.

			Two vehicles were parked on the edge of the field next to a barbed-wire fence that kept cattle from trampling the river itself. One was Clay’s Ford F-350 pickup with the Double D logo painted on the front doors. The other was an open two-seat Polaris Ranger ATV mounted with a fly rod carrier to its roll cage. Twenty feet from the vehicles was an open wire gate that led to the river through the brush on the other side of the fence.

			Joe pulled in behind the F-350 and shut off the engine.

			“Stay here,” he told Daisy as he drew his shotgun out from behind the seat and loaded it with alternating slug and buckshot rounds.

			He closed the door and took a long breath of air that was tinged with cut hay and freestone river. A slight breeze rattled through the drying leaves of the trees and provided a soundtrack like ghostly distant hand percussion shakers.

			Joe touched the grip of his .40 Glock as well as the handle and nozzle of the bear spray canister on his belt to make sure they were there. He closed his eyes and visualized drawing the spray, arming the canister, and firing it.

			He debated what he would do if he had a close encounter with a bear. Would he deploy his bear spray or start blasting with his shotgun?

			Then he called out, “Clay? It’s Joe Pickett.”

			

			—

			There was no response. Joe hoped that the reason for Clay’s not answering was because the breeze and the sound from the river had drowned out his query.

			He touched the plastic hood of the Ranger as he passed it. Cold. He touched the hood of Clay’s F-350. Warm.

			Joe racked a slug into the receiver of the shotgun and approached the open gate. It was a three-strand barbed-wire gate and it had been flung to the side. Joe stepped through the opening with his senses on high.

			The brush near the river was thick, and the only way to push through it was to use a series of game trails that wound through the eight-foot-tall willows. As he did, the brush closed around him and he felt slightly claustrophobic. He could see nothing beyond a few feet, and he knew that a predator could be tucked away in the tangle and he wouldn’t see it until it was too late.

			Joe used his left hand to push branches away as he approached the river. He held his shotgun tight to his body with his right so the barrel wouldn’t catch on the brush and be jerked aside.

			When he cleared the willows and the river opened up before him, Joe stopped and surveyed the scene carefully. There was so much color in the trees and the sun’s dappled reflection off the water that, for a moment, it was hard to concentrate. The impressionistic tableau in front of him was like a pulsating, neon Monet painting.

			As his eyes adjusted, he saw Clay sitting on a rock on the bank of the river with his back to him. Clay was hunched over, his head in his hands, his cowboy hat upside down near his boots. A large-caliber handgun was poised on a flat rock next to him, near the bottom half of a human leg, still wearing a fishing boot and Gore-Tex waders slashed jaggedly at the knee.

			“Clay?”

			This time, the man heard him. Clay looked over his shoulder. His face was swollen and his eyes were haunted.

			Clay was a big man with ginger hair, dark blue eyes, and a square-cut jaw that gave him a look of authority. That jaw trembled when he said, “He’s gone, Joe. Torn apart. A bear must have got him.”

			As he said it, he gestured upstream with a wave of his hand, indicating that Joe should follow.

			“Is the bear still around?”

			Clay shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him. But Clay Junior is over there, or what’s left of him.”

			Joe couldn’t yet see the body, but he nodded and picked his way over the jumble of smooth river rocks upstream. Twenty yards away from where Clay sat, Joe paused before a finger of dark mud that sat exposed between the rocks. The bear track was massive—at least nine inches long and over five inches wide. There was a large kidney-shaped impression from the pad of its foot, five toe impressions each the size of a quarter, and five claw marks in front of the toes that looked narrow and deep, like repeated stabs of a knife. All of the impressions had filled with water from their proximity to the river.

			There was no doubt to Joe that it had been a grizzly, not a black bear. A black bear track was roughly half this size and was distinguishable by the curved inside digit nearest the body of the animal. Grizzly tracks went straight from the pad of the foot.

			The track was aimed at a loose mound of dirt filled with debris—small broken branches, mulch, rotting scabs of bark, and short lengths of pale tree roots that looked like entrails. The mound was about seven feet long and two feet high. It looked like a hastily dug grave and was set against the trunks of the cottonwood trees. Unnatural glimpses of color showed in the soft dirt.

			As Joe approached the pile, the wind shifted slightly and he caught a whiff of a musky, rotten odor. It made the hair on the back of his neck and forearms prick.

			He scanned the row of trees ahead of him and followed them up- and downstream. If the bear was still there it was hunkered down. Was it watching him?

			There were more tracks near the pile. The bear had been heavy enough that it pressed several river rocks into the loose dirt around it. Joe noticed that when he stepped on the same rocks with his boot, they didn’t sink farther.

			He saw where Clay had dug at the mound earlier, revealing Clay Junior’s mutilated face and head. The skin was pure white and mottled gray, his eyes wide open. There was a row of large round punctures across his forehead and beneath his chin, and more gaping holes on the sides of his head around the temples. There was no doubt he was dead.

			Joe reached down and touched the collar of Clay Junior’s shirt. It was soaked.

			Joe stood up and breathed in. His heart beat fast. Death, he thought, must have been almost instantaneous. There was no blood on Clay Junior’s face or on the ground around him, so he hadn’t bled out in that location. His skull had been crushed by the tremendous force of closing jaws.

			Drag marks and bear tracks in the mud leading from the river indicated the body had been pulled from the water and buried in an excavated pit. That would explain the wet clothing.

			Joe had never heard of a bear attack taking place on a river and the body cached along the bank. Both were unusual circumstances. Was that what really happened?

			If so, did that mean the bear was coming back to feed on the victim? Or at least hanging around?

			Joe turned quickly and made his way back to Clay on the riverbank. As he skittered across the river rocks, he shot glances over his shoulders in every direction, looking for movement. Leaves rattled in the breeze and the river flowed with muscle. He felt incredibly vulnerable in the open.

			He thrust his hand beneath Clay’s armpit and helped him to his feet. Joe pointedly didn’t look at the severed leg.

			“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get to your vehicle. The bear might still be around here watching us.”

			Dazed, the foreman reached down for the foot and Joe pulled on Clay to prevent it.

			“Leave it, Clay. I know it’s tough, but I need to get you out of here.”

			Clay stared at Joe with incomprehension. He was in shock.

			“The bear cached the body for a reason,” Joe said. “Bears do that when they plan to come back. I don’t want you sitting here when he does.”

			“I’ve got to kill that bear for what he did to my boy,” Clay said. “He’s my only son.”

			“I know,” Joe said, pulling Clay toward the willows and the open gate beyond them. “I know. I’m sorry.”

			“He served honorably for his country in Iraq and Afghanistan,” Clay said, as they wound through the brush. “He led men and he came back. How can he go through all that and get killed by a fucking bear here at home?” Clay’s voice cracked.

			Joe had no answer for that.

			“We’ll get the bear,” Joe said. “I’ve already called in backup. We’ll get the bear.”

			“He was going to be your son-in-law,” Clay said.

			

			—

			Joe convinced Clay to go back to his house while he called the sheriff. They’d need armed backup, as well as the evidence tech and county coroner on the scene, if possible.

			“I’ll have to tell Mrs. Wheatridge,” Clay said. “I’m not looking forward to that.”

			Clay had been widowed for years and he had raised his son on the ranch with his full-time housekeeper, Mrs. Wheatridge. The woman not only shared Clay’s bed from time to time but she’d also been a surrogate mother to Clay Junior.

			“She always said I’d get him killed somehow,” Clay said. “Now I gotta tell her she was right.”

			“You didn’t get him killed.”

			“She’ll say, ‘If you’d let him go and didn’t insist on him following in your footsteps, a bear wouldn’t have attacked him.’ ”

			Joe had no response to that.

			

			—

			When Clay was gone, Joe leaned against the grille of his pickup with his cell phone in his hand. He’d placed his shotgun within reach across the hood. Inside the cab, Daisy stared at him with her head cocked to the side as if to ask what was going on out there.

			He speed-dialed his wife, Marybeth, and she answered from her office in the back of the county library that she managed.

			“I’ve got some very bad news,” Joe said.

			“What happened?” she asked. It was far from the first time he’d called her with that message, nor the first time she’d asked for details.

			“Grizzly bear attack on the Twelve Sleep River,” Joe said. “The victim is Clay Junior.”

			Marybeth let out a gasp. “Is he…”

			“Yup.”

			“My God, does Sheridan know?”

			“Nope. We just found his body.”

			“This is horrible, Joe. Just horrible. Did you destroy the bear?”

			He surveyed the wall of trees near the river and the rocky slope beyond and said, “No. The bear is on the loose.”

			As he spoke, he received an incoming call from Game and Fish headquarters in Cheyenne. No doubt, he thought, the word of his earlier call to dispatch had made the rounds. “I’ve got to take this,” he said to Marybeth.

			“Call me later when you can,” she said. “I mean, Sheridan’s coming over for dinner tonight with Nate and Liv. Clay Junior was supposed to come over later, too,” she said, her voice rising with the implication of that statement.

			“I’ll be in touch,” Joe said. “Don’t wait for me to have dinner. It’s going to be a late one.”

			“I love you.”

			“I love you, too. I’m worried about our daughter.”

			“So am I, but we know she’s tough.”

			“Yup.”

			“Be careful, Joe.”

			“Of course,” he said. While punching off, Clay’s words echoed in his head:

			“He was going to be your son-in-law.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Rawlins

			On the same day, at the Wyoming State Penitentiary in Rawlins, two hundred and forty-six miles to the south, WDOC Inmate Number 24886 shuffled down the hallway in his state-issued Crocs, accompanied on either side by Corrections Officers R. Winner and C. Egleston. They were headed toward the outtake room near the front lobby.

			The prisoner kept his head down and did not engage with other convicts who watched him pass by. He’d left the pod behind him, but his route included the open doors of the mail room, the law library, and the computer room. His ears were still ringing with the hoots, catcalls, and curses that had blasted out in E pod when Winner announced his name that morning after breakfast.

			“Gather up your shit and report to the front desk,” Winner had said.

			Everybody knew what that meant.

			Two newbies saw him coming and reacted by backing up against the hallway walls and not making eye contact. Even though they had just arrived, the newbies knew to avoid prisoners wearing orange who came from E pod. Orange was the color of hardened criminals, and E pod was where they were housed.

			“Step aside,” Winner said to the newbies with mock gravity. “Here comes Dallas Cates.” Then: “Yeah, it’s him. The one, the only. Don’t worry, he don’t bite.”

			“Except when he does,” Egleston said. CO Connie Egleston was new to the facility and had obviously been assigned to shadow Winner to learn the ropes. She was one of only three female COs.

			“You don’t bite, do you, bro?” Winner asked Cates with mock affection.

			Cates didn’t respond.

			“That was kind of fascinating back there in E pod, wasn’t it?” Winner asked. “When I called out your name, you know? It was like a sociological experiment come to life. All their true feelings about you just came pouring out. They didn’t even try to hide them anymore. How does that make you feel, bro?”

			Again, Cates didn’t react. He couldn’t afford to. Not on his last day in prison. Not when anything he did or said could be used against him as a reason to keep him there a little longer.

			Winner said, “The Brothers in Arms and La Familia, they hate your fucking white-boy guts, don’t they? But I didn’t see all that much reaction from the Warrior Chiefs. Is it true you WOODS are allies with them now?”

			The Brothers were Black, La Familia was Mexican, and the Warrior Chiefs were Native American. WOODS stood for “Whites Only One Day Soon.” Dallas Cates was their undisputed leader.

			“When the cowboys and the Indians get together on the same side against the Blacks and the browns, that’s interesting, don’t you think?” Winner asked rhetorically. “Kind of like cats and dogs joining up, right? I guess this is the new Wild West, eh, bro?”

			This was why they’d sent Winner, Cates was sure. To goad him, to try and get him to act out. To give the COs a reason to beat him and drag him back to a cell, claiming he’d assaulted them.

			Winner was a rare CO, Cates knew. Unlike ninety percent of the other COs and five percent of the do-gooder social worker types, Winner seemed to enjoy the worst parts of his job, especially confrontations with inmates. There was nothing the man would rather do. He was the first to break up a fight, and the first to sucker punch anyone he thought disrespected his authority. He was known to leave a door unlocked when a convict “deserved” a beating from enforcers within the gen pop or the gangs. They had history, those two. Dallas Cates hated Winner, and Winner hated Dallas Cates.

			Egleston was dark haired and stout, and her movements were hesitant. Cates thought she was trying too hard to fit in. It was clear she looked up to Winner.

			“Give it up, Winner,” Cates said as Egleston swiped her card on the mechanism that opened the outtake room. “You can take all the shots you want. All you’ll get out of me today is warm feelings and happy talk. Do your best, but I’m loving life right now.”

			Winner laughed.

			

			—

			Inside the outtake room, Cates stripped off his orange jumpsuit and let it pool on the floor around his ankles. He now wore only dingy prison briefs. He stood there and let Winner and Egleston take him in. The room was spartan and consisted of slick tile walls and a steel table bolted to the floor.

			When his clothes dropped away, Egleston said, “Shit. Look at this guy.” Her neck flushed red.

			Cates had changed his body over his years in prison. He’d once had the wiry build of a world champion rodeo contestant, an athlete from Saddlestring who’d won both the bull-riding and saddle bronc events at the National Finals Rodeo in consecutive years after taking gold buckles at the Pendleton Round-Up, the Calgary Stampede, and Cheyenne Frontier Days. Since then, he’d added forty pounds of solid muscle on his frame. His thighs were as thick as trunks, his neck fanned out to the tops of his shoulders, his biceps like hams, and his chest a hard cask.

			Ink covered his body. He’d only used the best prison tattoo artists, from the serpents that crawled up his thighs, to the bucking bulls across his six-pack, to the all-capitalized WOODS done in German Gothic font across his pecs, to the portrait of his mother, Brenda, on his shoulder. The undersides of both forearms and the back of his left hand were covered in newly minted red tattoos that Cates hid by keeping his hands down at his sides and turned inward.

			“Let’s see your valuable treasure,” Winner said as he opened the pillowcase Cates had used to gather his belongings from his cell. The CO dumped the contents on the surface of the steel table.

			Cates’s property consisted of several packs of ramen noodles, the stub of a pencil, three well-thumbed paperback books, and a two-inch-thick roll of cash.

			“Jesus Christ on a biscuit,” Winner said. “How did you accumulate all this fucking money?” It was obvious from his sneer that he was personally offended.

			“I saved it,” Cates said. “I’m frugal.”

			There was no way he’d tell the CO that the cash came as a monthly tribute from WOODS members under his protection, or that other individuals and gangs paid Cates for leaving them alone or settling disputes. The roll amounted to over eighteen hundred dollars. The outside bills were fives and ones, and the larger denominations were in the middle of the roll.

			“Don’t touch it,” Cates said, quickly retrieving the roll. He knew the CO would have taken it if he’d had any idea it existed before that moment.

			Winner fanned through each book to make sure there was no contraband pressed inside. As he did, he said, “The Art of War. Interesting. And then we have the Holy Bible and Wilderness Evasion: A Guide to Hiding Out and Eluding Pursuit in Remote Areas.

			“Naw,” he said, “you won’t be needing any of this shit.”

			With that, Winner swept the items into a trash can near his feet.

			Cates bristled at that. A minute before, Cates would have messed up anyone who touched his property. Now he looked at it for what it was: trash. He glared at Winner.

			“Those WOODS-peckers of yours are gonna get the shit kicked out of ’em now,” Winner said.

			“They can handle themselves,” Cates said. “But I don’t worry about that anymore. It’s all water under the bridge. I just want everyone to get along.”

			“We talk about you,” Winner said. “My buddies and I take bets on how long it’ll be before we see you in here again. It’s your second visit, right?”

			Cates said, “And my last.”

			Winner snorted a laugh.

			“I won’t be back. Bet on that.”

			“Go get his street clothes,” Winner said to Egleston, who left the room.

			

			—

			After several quiet minutes in which neither Cates nor Winner said a word, Egleston pushed through the door with a clear plastic square filled with the clothes Cates had worn when he arrived in Rawlins five years before. There was also a small box with a cowboy hat crammed inside. The CO placed the parcels on the steel table and stepped back.

			“You know what to do,” Winner said to Cates.

			He did. He unzipped the square and removed his Western shirt with the snap buttons, the size 28 Wranglers, the scuffed round-toe Tony Lama boots, and civilian undershorts and socks. All of the items had a plastic odor.

			Only the socks and boots still fit. The shirt wouldn’t button and the jeans wouldn’t zip up. His custom-made pure beaver hat was jammed into the box and completely misshapen. Cates didn’t even try to put it on.

			Cates piled the clothes back on the table.

			“Damn,” Winner said, feigning concern. “You can’t walk out of here like that.”

			Egleston chuckled.

			“You don’t mess up a man’s hat,” Cates said. “And where’s my belt and buckle?” He felt his neck get hot. The tooled belt was a gift from his mother. Dallas was stenciled across the back. The huge gold buckle was from his second win at the NFR.

			“What belt and buckle?” Winner asked.

			“You sure as hell know what I’m talking about,” Cates said.

			Winner and Egleston looked at each other with practiced wide-eyed incomprehension.

			Cates suddenly relaxed his shoulders and grinned at them. “Okay, I know what you’re doing. I’m not going to take the bait. Now, where’s my buckle? And that belt, it means something to me.”

			“It means something to him because his mother had it made,” Winner said. “I think he has a thing about his mother. You can see her face on his skin right there.”

			“Kind of unhealthy, I’d say,” Egleston responded.

			Cates wanted to kill them both with his bare hands. When a senior member of La Familia had commented on the tattoo of Brenda’s image, Cates waited for his chance and had pushed the man’s face onto a hot stove and held him down until the victim’s right eyeball liquefied and acrid smoke filled the kitchen. No one had ever gone there again.

			Now Cates closed his eyes and breathed in and out. He discovered he was knotting his fingers into fists and he consciously relaxed them.

			“I want my buckle back,” he said softly.

			“And I’m just sorry about that,” Winner said. “I truly am. Things get lost in the storage room, and that’s a fact. You probably don’t remember signing the property release when you came back here. The release you signed says we have no liability for lost or stolen items while you’re incarcerated. Do you want me to go get the release you signed?”

			“I want to talk to the warden.”

			Winner shrugged. “Unfortunately, the brass is away at a conference in Montana right now. Do you want to wait a few days to speak to them?”

			Although his heart whumped in his chest and there was a red tinge to his vision, Cates stepped back and shook his head. He said, “I’d like to get out of here now. Get me a white jumpsuit and I’ll leave in that.”

			White was the color for nonviolent offenders. It wouldn’t scare the locals as much as his orange one.

			“We’ve done you one better,” Winner said with a wink. “Egleston?”

			

			—

			The other CO left the room and quickly returned with a large plastic Walmart sack. She placed it on the table next to the clothes Cates could no longer wear.

			Cates took out each item. He could hear Egleston laugh as he did so.

			Bright white skinny jeans two sizes too large, a plastic belt decorated with dinosaurs, and an XXL pink sweatshirt emblazoned with Don’t Let Your Babies Grow Up to Be Cowboys.

			“We took the liberty of dipping into your commissary funds to get you a new outfit to wear into the outside world,” Winner said with a chuckle. “We hope it all fits.”

			

			—

			Cates stared at Winner for half a minute. Finally, the CO broke his gaze and looked away. Cates got dressed in the new clothes and stuffed his old ones into the plastic parcel to take with him. He carried his ruined hat by the brim in his free hand.

			As Winner stepped to the side to let Cates walk into the public lobby, Cates paused.

			“I just added you to the list,” Cates said in a whisper.

			“What list?”

			“My special list of special people,” Cates said. “You know, like for Christmas cards.”

			“Well, that’s darned sweet of you,” Winner said. “Unless you’re making some kind of threat.”

			“I’d never do that, Officer. Especially right now.”

			Winner narrowed his eyes.

			“I’ll send you my address when I get settled,” Cates said. “Then you’ll know where to send me my belt and buckle.”

			“You do that.”

			“I surely will,” Cates said. “And I surely expect to get my property back.”

			

			—

			The sky was gray and overcast and the wind was blowing as it always was in Rawlins when Dallas Cates pushed his way through the double doors toward the parking lot. He deposited the square cube of his old clothes into a garbage can on the way out.

			A tumbleweed propelled by the wind hit his left leg as he walked, and he shimmied around it and avoided another one that flew out of the lot into the sagebrush flat to the north.

			Cates squinted against the wind and the grit it contained until he saw the white 2015 Chevy pickup in the lot.
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