
  [image: cover]


Also by C.J. Box

THE JOE PICKETT SERIES

Open Season

Savage Run

Winterkill

Trophy Hunt

Out of Range

In Plain Sight

Free Fire

Blood Train

Below Zero

Nowhere to Run

Cold Wind

The Master Falconer (short story)

Force of Nature

Breaking Point

Stone Cold

Endangered

Off the Grid

Vicious Circle

The Disappeared

Wolf Pack

Long Range

Dark Sky

Shadows Reel

Storm Watch

THE CASSIE DEWELL SERIES

Back of Beyond

The Highway

Badlands

Paradise Valley

The Bitterroots

Treasure State

OTHER TITLES

Blue Heaven

Three Weeks To Say Goodbye

Shots Fired (collection)

Pronghorns of the Third Reich (Death Sentences: Short Stories to Die For)


OPEN SEASON

 

C J Box

 

 

 



      
       
      

          An Aries book

      www.headofzeus.com

  



OPEN SEASON

First published in the United States of America in 2001 by Penguin

First published in the UK in 2011 by Corvus

This eBook edition first published in the UK in 2022 by Head of Zeus Ltd, part of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

Copyright © C.J. Box 2001

The moral right of C.J. Box to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with  the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,  stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means,  electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise,  without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s  imagination or are used fictitiously.

9 7 5 3 1 2 4 6 8

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN (E): 9781837931842

ISBN (PB): 9781837931859


Head of Zeus Ltd

First Floor East

5–8 Hardwick Street

London EC1R 4RG

WWW.HEADOFZEUS.COM



     
  


  To Molly, Becky, Roxanne, and especially for Laurie – my partner, my anchor, my first reader, my love


  
    And thanks to Andy Whelchel and Martha Bushko, who brought this to life

  


CONTENTS

Welcome Page

Copyright

Dedication

Part One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Part Two

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Part Three

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Part Four

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Part Five

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Part Six

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Part Seven

Epilogue

About the Author

An Invitation from the Publisher



     
  


  PART ONE


  Findings, Purposes, and Policy


  (b) Purposes. - The purposes of this Act are to provide a means whereby the ecosystems upon which endangered species and threatened species depend may be conserved, to provide a program for the
  conservation of such endangered species and threatened species, and to take such steps as may be appropriate to achieve the purposes of the treaties and conventions set forth in subsection(s) of
  this section.


  —The Endangered Species Act Amendments of 1982

  Printed for the use of the Senate Committee on

  Environment and Public Works

  US Government Printing Office

  Washington: 1983
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  JOE LIVED, BUT it wasn’t something he was particularly proud of. It was now fall and Sunday morning dawned slate gray
  and cold. He was making pancakes for his girls when he first heard of the bloody beast who had come down from the mountains and tried to enter the house during the night.


  Seven-year-old Sheridan Pickett related her dream aloud to the stuffed bear that served as her confidant. Lucy, three and horrified, listened in. The television set was on even though the
  reception from the vintage satellite dish was snowy and poor, as usual.


  The monster, Sheridan said, had come down from the mountains through the dark, steep canyon behind the house very late last night. She watched it through a slit in the curtain on her window,
  just a few inches from the top bunk of her bed. The canyon was where Sheridan had always suspected a monster would come from, and she felt proud, if a bit fearful, that she had been right.
  The only light had been the moon through the dried leaves of the cottonwood tree. The monster had rattled the back gate before figuring out the latch and had then lurched clumsily (sort of like
  mummies in old movies) across the yard to the backdoor. Its eyes and teeth glinted yellow, and for a second, Sheridan felt an electric bolt jolt through her as the monster’s head swiveled around and seemed to looked directly at her before it fled. The monster was hairy and shiny, as if covered
  with liquid. Twigs and leaves were stuck to it. There was something white, a large sack or box, swinging from the monster’s hand.


  “Sheridan, stop talking about monsters,” Joe called out. The dream disturbed him because the details were so precise. Sheridan’s dreams were usually more fantastic, inhabited
  by talking pets or magical things that flew. “You’re going to scare your little sister.”


  “I’m already scared,” Lucy declared, pulling her blanket to her mouth.


  “Then the man walked slowly away across the yard through the gate toward the woodpile where he fell down into a big shadow. And he’s still out there,” Sheridan finished,
  widening her eyes toward her sister to deliver the complete effect.


  “Hold it, Sheridan,” Joe said abruptly, entering the room with a spatula in his hand. Joe was wearing his threadbare terry-cloth bathrobe he had purchased on a lark in Jackson Hole
  on his and Marybeth’s honeymoon ten years before. He shuffled in fleece slippers that were a size too large. “You said ‘man.’ You didn’t say ‘monster.’ You
  said ‘man.’ ”


  Sheridan looked up quizzically, her big eyes wide. “Maybe it was a man. Maybe it wasn’t a dream after all.”


  JOE HEARD A vehicle outside, racing up the gravel Bighorn Road much too fast, but by the time he crossed the living room and parted the faded drapes of
  the front picture window, the car or truck was gone. Dust rolled lazily down the road where it had been.


  Beyond the window was the front yard, still green from summer and littered with plastic toys. Then there was the white fence, recently painted, paralleled by the gravel road. 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, a peak in the Twelve Sleep Range.


  With Wolf Mountain in front of them and the foothills and canyon in back, the Pickett family, eight miles from town in their house, lived a life of deep and casting shadows.


  The front door opened and Maxine burst in, followed by Marybeth. Marybeth’s cheeks were flushed—either from the brisk cold air or her long walk with the dog, Joe wasn’t sure
  which—and she looked annoyed. She wore her winter walking uniform of lightweight hiking boots, chinos, anorak, and wool hat. The anorak was stretched tight across her pregnant belly.


  “It’s cold out there,” Marybeth said, peeling the hat off so her blond hair tumbled onto her shoulders. “Did you see that truck tear by here? That was Sheriff
  Barnum’s truck going too fast on that road up to the mountains.”


  “Barnum?” Joe said, genuinely puzzled.


  “And your dog was going nuts when we got back to the house. She nearly took my arm off just a minute ago.” Marybeth unclipped Maxine’s leash from her collar, and Maxine padded
  to her water dish and drank sloppily.


  Joe had a blank expression on his face while he was thinking. The expression sometimes annoyed Marybeth, who was afraid people would think him simple. It was the same expression, in a
  photograph, that had been transmitted throughout the region via the Associated Press when Joe, while still a trainee, had arrested a tall man—who turned out to be the new governor of
  Wyoming—for fishing without a license.


  “Where did Maxine want to go?” he asked.


  “She wanted to go out back,” she said. “Toward the woodpile.”


  Joe turned around. Sheridan and Lucy had paused at breakfast and were looking to him. Lucy looked away and resumed eating. Sheridan held his gaze, and she nodded triumphantly.


  “Better take your gun,” Sheridan said.


  Joe managed a grin. “Eat your breakfast,” he said.


  “What’s this all about?” Marybeth asked.


  “Bloody monsters,” Sheridan said, her eyes wide. “There’s a bloody monster in the woodpile.”


  Suddenly, there was the roar of motors coming up Bighorn Road from Saddlestring. Joe was thinking exactly what Marybeth said next: “Something’s going on. I wonder why nobody called
  here?”


  Joe lifted the telephone receiver to make sure it was working, the dial tone echoed clearly into his ear.


  “Maybe it’s because you’re the new guy. People here still can’t get used to the fact that Vern Dunnegan isn’t around anymore,” Marybeth said, and Joe knew
  instantly she wished she could take it back.


  “Dad, about that monster?” Sheridan said from the table, almost apologetic.


  JOE BUCKLED HIS holster over his bathrobe, clamped on his black Stetson, and stepped outside onto the back porch. He was surprised how cool and crisp it
  was this early in the fall. When he saw the large spatters of dried blood between his oversized fleece slippers, the chill suddenly became more pronounced. Joe pulled his revolver and broke the
  cylinder to make sure it was loaded. Then he glanced over his shoulder.


  Framed in the dining room window were Sheridan and Lucy. Marybeth stood behind them and off to the side. His three girls in the window were various stages of the same painfully beautiful blond
  and willowy female. Their green eyes were on him, and their faces were wide open. He knew how silly he must look. He couldn’t tell if they could see what he could: splashes of blood on the
  ancient concrete walkway that halved the yard and crushed frozen grass where it appeared that someone—or something—had rolled. It looked almost like the night nesting place of a large
  deer or elk the way the grass and crisp autumn leaves had been flattened.


  Grasping the pistol in front of him with both hands, Joe skirted a young pine and stepped through the open gate of the weathered fence to the place where the woodpile was.


  Joe sucked in his breath and involuntarily stepped back, his ears filled with the whumping sound of his own heart beating.


  A big, bearded man was sprawled across the woodpile, both of his large hands folded across his belly, palms down, and one leg cocked over a stump. The man’s head rested on a log, his mouth
  parted just enough to show two rows of yellow teeth that looked like corn on the cob. His eyelids weren’t completely shut, and where there should have been a moist reflection from his eyes
  there was instead a dull, dry membrane that looked like crinkled cellophane. His long hair and full beard was matted by blood into crude dreadlocks. The man wore a thick beige chamois shirt and
  jeans, and broad stripes of dark blood had coursed down both. It was Ote Keeley, and Ote looked dead.


  Joe reached out and touched Ote’s meaty, pale white hand. The skin was cold and did not give to the touch. Except for the dried blood in his hair and on his clothes and his waxy skin, Ote
  looked to be very comfortable. He could have been reclining in his La-Z-Boy, having a beer and watching the Bronco game on television.


  Clutched in one of Ote Keeley’s hands was the handle of a small plastic cooler minus the lid. Joe kneeled down and looked into the cooler, which was empty except for a scatter of small
  teardrop-shaped animal excrement. The inside walls of the cooler were scratched and scarred, as if clawed. Whatever had been in there had been manic about getting out, and it had succeeded.


  Joe stood and saw the extra buckskin horse standing near the corral. The horse was saddled, and the reins hung down from the bridle. The horse had been ridden hard and had lost enough weight
  that the cinch slipped and the saddle hung loose and upside down.


  Joe stared at Ote’s blank face, recalling that day in June when Ote had pointed Joe’s own pistol at his face and cocked the hammer. Even though Ote had thought better of it and had
  sighed theatrically and spun the weapon around butt-first with his finger in the trigger guard like the Lone Ranger, Joe had never quite been the same. He had been expecting to die at that moment,
  and for all practical purposes he deserved to die, having given up his weapon so stupidly. But it hadn’t happened. Joe had holstered his revolver with his hands shaking so badly that
  the barrel of the revolver rattled around the mouth of the holster. His knees had been so weak that he backed up against his pickup to brace himself so he wouldn’t collapse. Ote had simply
  watched him with a bemused expression on his face. Without a word, Joe had written out the citation for poaching in a shaking scrawl and handed the ticket to Ote Keeley, who took it and stuffed it
  in his pocket without even looking at it.


  “I won’t say nothin’ if you don’t about what just happened,” Ote had said.


  Joe hadn’t acknowledged the offer, but he hadn’t arrested Ote either. The deal had been struck: Ote’s silence in exchange for Joe’s life and career. It was a deal Joe
  agonized over later, usually late at night. Ote Keeley had taken something from him that he could never get back. In a way, Ote Keeley had killed Joe, just a little bit. Joe hated him for that,
  although he never said a word to anyone except Marybeth. What made it worse was when word of the incident filtered out anyway.


  During the summer Ote had gotten drunk and told everyone at the bar what had happened. The story about the new game warden losing his weapon to a local outfitter had joyously made the rounds,
  and it even appeared in the wicked anonymous column “Ranch Gossip” that ran in the weekly Saddlestring Roundup. It was the kind of story the locals loved. In the latest version, Joe had
  lost control of his sphincter and had begged Ote for the gun back. Joe’s supervisor in Cheyenne heard the rumors and had called Joe. Joe confirmed what had actually happened. In spite of
  Joe’s explanation, the supervisor sent Joe a reprimand that would stay in his personnel file forever. An investigation was still possible.


  Keeley’s poaching trial date had been set to take place in two weeks, but obviously Ote wouldn’t be appearing.


  Ote Keeley was the first dead person Joe had ever seen except in a coffin at a funeral. There was nothing alive or real about Ote’s expression. He did not look happy, puzzled, sad, or in
  pain. The look on his face—frozen by death and for several hours—told Joe nothing about what Ote was thinking or feeling when he died. Joe fought an urge to reach up and close
  Ote’s eyes and mouth, to make him look more like he was sleeping. Joe had seen a lot of dead big game animals, but only the stillness and the salt-ripe odor was the same. When he saw dead
  animals, he had many different emotions, depending on the circumstances—from indifference to pity and sometimes to quiet rage aimed at careless hunters. This was different, Joe thought,
  because the dead body was human and could be him. Joe made himself stop staring.


  Joe stood up. There had been a monster.


  He heard something and turned around.


  The backdoor slammed shut, and Sheridan was coming out in her nightgown, skipping down the walk with her hands in the air to see what he had found.


  “Get BACK into that house!” Joe commanded with such unexpected force that Sheridan spun on her bare feet and flew right back inside.


  On his way through the house and to the phone, Joe told Marybeth who the dead man was.
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  OF COURSE, COUNTY Sheriff O. R. “Bud” Barnum wasn’t in when Joe called the
  dispatch center in Saddlestring. According to the dispatcher—a chain-smoking conspiracy buff named Wendy—neither was Deputy McLanahan. Both, she said, had responded to an emergency that
  morning in a Forest Service campground in the mountains.


  “Some campers reported seeing a wounded man on horseback ride straight through their camp last night,” Wendy told Joe. “They said the suspect allegedly rode his horse right
  through their camp while displaying a weapon and threatening the campers with said weapon.”


  Joe could tell that Wendy loved this situation, loved being in the center of the action, loved telling Joe about it, loved saying things like “allegedly” and “said
  weapon.” She did not get a chance to use those words often in Twelve Sleep County.


  “I called out the entire sheriff’s office and both emergency medical vehicles at seven-twelve A.M. this morning to respond.”


  “Did you get a description of the man on horseback?” Joe asked.


  Wendy paused on the telephone, then read from the report: “Late thirties, wearing a beard, bloody shirt. A big man. Crazy eyes, they said. The suspect was allegedly swinging some kind of
  plastic box or cooler around.”


  Joe leaned his chair back so he could see out of the small room near the front door that served as his office. Both girls were still lined up at the back window, looking out. Marybeth hovered
  behind them, trying to draw their attention away by rattling a box of pretzels the same way she would shake dog biscuits at Maxine to get her to come into the house.


  “Why wasn’t I called?” Joe inquired calmly. “I live on the Bighorn Road.”


  There was no response. Finally: “I never even thought about it.”


  Joe recalled what Marybeth had said about Vern Dunnegan but said nothing.


  “Sheriff Barnum didn’t mention it neither,” Wendy said defensively.


  “The injured man was displaying and threatening a weapon with one hand and swinging a plastic box with the other?” Joe asked. “How did he steer his horse?”


  “That’s what the report says.” Wendy sniffed. “That’s what the campers reported. They was out-of-staters. From Massachusetts or Boston or some place like
  that.” She said the last part as if it explained away the inconsistency.


  “Which campground?” Joe persisted.


  “It says here they was at Crazy Woman Creek.”


  Crazy Woman was the last developed U.S. Forest Service campground on Bighorn Road, a place generally used as a jumping-off site for hikers and horse-packers entering the mountains.


  “Are you in radio contact with Sheriff Barnum?” Joe asked.


  “I believe so.”


  “Why don’t you give him a call and let him know that the man on horseback was Ote Keeley and that Ote is lying dead on the woodpile behind my house.”


  Joe could hear Wendy gasp, then try to regain her composure.


  “Say again?” she replied.


  JOE HUNG UP the telephone and started for the backdoor.


  “You’re not going back out there?” Sheridan whispered.


  “Just for a minute,” Joe said in what he hoped was a reassuring tone.


  He shut the door behind him and slowly walked toward the body of Ote Keeley, his eyes sweeping across the yard, taking in the bloodstained walk, the woodpile, the canyon mouth behind the house.
  He wanted a clear picture of everything as it was right now, before the sheriff and deputies arrived. He didn’t want to screw up again.


  Squatting near the plastic cooler, Joe drew two empty envelopes and a pencil from the pocket on his robe. Using the tip of the eraser, Joe flicked several small pieces of scat from the cooler
  into an envelope. He would send that to headquarters for analysis. He gathered several more pieces of scat and put them in another envelope. He sealed both and put them back in his pocket. He left
  the rest for the sheriff.


  Back in the house, Joe dressed in his day-to-day uniform: blue jeans and his red, button-up chamois shirt with the pronghorn antelope patch on the sleeve. Over the breast pocket was his name
  plate, which read GAME WARDEN and under that J. PICKETT.


  When he came downstairs, the girls were sprawled in front of the snowy television, and Marybeth was sitting at the table flanked by dirty dishes. She held a big mug of coffee in her hands and
  stared at something in the air between them.


  Her eyes raised until they met Joe’s.


  “It’ll be okay,” Joe said, forcing a smile. He asked Marybeth to gather up the children and some clothes and go into Saddlestring. They could check into a motel until this was
  over and the backyard was cleaned up. He didn’t want the kids seeing the dead man. Sheridan’s dreams were already vivid enough.


  “Joe, who will pay for the room? Will the state pay for it?” Marybeth asked softly so the children couldn’t hear.


  “You mean we can’t?” Joe replied, incredulous. She shook her head no. Marybeth kept the meager family budget under a tight rein. It was the end of the month. She would know if
  they were broke, and apparently that was the case. Joe felt his face flush. Maybe they could stay with somebody? Joe dismissed that. While they had made a few friends in town, they were still new,
  and he didn’t know who they could call to ask this kind of favor.


  “Can we use the credit card?” he asked.


  “Nearly maxed out.” She said. “It might work for a night or two, though.”


  He felt another wave of heat wash up his neck.


  “I’m sorry, honey,” he mumbled. He fitted his dusty black hat on his head and went outside to wait.
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  AFTER MEASURING, MARKING, and photographing, the deputies sealed off the woodpile with yellow CRIME SCENE tape and unfurled
  a body bag.


  Joe stationed himself outside with his back to the window so no one who looked out could see the deputies bend Ote Keeley into the bag, folding his stiff arms and legs inside so they could zip
  it up and carry it away. Ote was heavy, and the middle part of the bag hummed along the top of the grass as the deputies took the body out of the yard and around the side of the house to the
  ambulance.


  Sheriff O. R. “Bud” Barnum had arrived first and had briskly ordered Joe to show him where Ote Keeley’s body was. Despite his age, Barnum still moved with speed and stiff
  grace. His pale blue eyes were set in a pallid leather face and rimmed with paper-thin flaps of skin. Joe watched as the blue eyes swept the scene.


  Joe had expected questions and was prepared for them. He informed Barnum that he had gathered the scat evidence to send to headquarters, but Barnum had waved him off.


  “Yup, that’s Ote all right,” Barnum had said, before returning to his Blazer. “You’ll write up a report on it?” Joe nodded yes. That was all there was. No
  questions, no notes. Joe was surprised and felt useless.


  From the side of the house, Joe observed the sheriff as he held the mike of his police scanner to his mouth with one hand and gestured in the air with the other. By his movements, Joe could tell
  that Barnum was becoming frustrated with somebody or something. So was Joe, but he tried not to show it.


  Joe went inside the house. Marybeth watched him nervously from her place on the couch.


  “Is it gone?” she asked, referring to the body. She didn’t want to say Ote’s name.


  Joe assured her that it was.


  She was pale, Joe noticed. Her face was drawn tight. Marybeth rubbed her hand across her extended belly. She didn’t realize she was doing it. He remembered the gesture from before, when
  she was pregnant with Sheridan and then Lucy. It was something she did when she felt that things were on the verge of chaos. She held her arms across her unborn baby as if to shield it from
  whatever unpleasantness was happening outside. Marybeth was a good mother, Joe thought, and she reared the children with care. She resented it when outside events intruded on her family without her
  prior consent, permission, or planning.


  “He’s the guy who took your gun a while back,” Marybeth said with dawning realization. “I’ve met his wife. In the obstetrician’s office. She’s at least
  five months along also.” She grimaced. “They have a little one about Sheridan’s age and I think one younger. Those poor kids ...”


  Joe nodded and poured some coffee in a mug to deliver to Sheriff Barnum out in his Blazer.


  “I just wish it wouldn’t have happened here,” Marybeth said. “I know these things happen but why did he have to come here, to our house? Right to our house?”


  It’s not our house, Joe said to himself. It belongs to the State of Wyoming. We just live here. But Joe didn’t say that and instead went out the front door after a quick
  “I’ll be right back.”


  Barnum was signing off from a conversation, and he angrily hung up the microphone in its cradle on the dashboard. Joe handed him the cup of coffee, and Barnum took it without a word.


  “What we know so far is that Keeley went into the mountains with two other guides to scout for elk and set up their camp last Thursday,” Barnum said, not looking directly at Joe.
  “They have an outfitters camp up there somewhere. They weren’t expected back until tomorrow so nobody had missed them yet.”


  “Who were the other guides?” Joe asked.


  “Kyle Lensegrav and Calvin Mendes,” Barnum replied, finally looking at him. “You know ’em?”


  Joe nodded. “I’ve run into them a few times. Their names have come up along with Ote Keeley’s in connection with a poaching ring. But nobody’s caught them doing anything
  as far as I know.” Joe had once had a beer in the Stockman Bar with both of them. They were both in their mid-thirties, and both mountain-man throwback types. Lensegrav was tall and thin, and
  he wore thick glasses mounted on a hooked nose. He had a scraggle of blond beard. Mendes was short and stout, with dark eyes and a charming, flashbulb smile. Pickett had heard that Mendes and Ote
  Keeley had been in the army together and that they had both served in Desert Storm.


  “Well, nobody’s seen Lensegrav or Mendes,” Barnum continued. “My guess is that they’re trying like hell to get out of state because they shot their good old pal Ote
  Keeley right in the chest a couple of times, for whatever reason.”


  “Or they’re still up in the mountains,” Joe said.


  “Yup.” Barnum paused, pursing his lips. “Or that. The word is out to the Highway Patrol statewide to watch out for ’em. Problem is I don’t know yet what
  they’re driving. Keeley’s truck and horse trailer are up at Crazy Woman Creek where they left it. We’re trying to find out if one of them took a vehicle up there as
  well.”


  Joe nodded at Barnum and said “Hmmmm.” There was an uncomfortable minute of silence.


  Sheriff Barnum was an institution in Twelve Sleep County, and he had been in office for 24 years. He rarely had opposition when he ran for election, and in the few times he had, he’d taken
  70 percent of the vote. He was a hands-on sheriff, involved in everything from civic organizations to officiating at high school football and basketball games. He knew everybody in the county, and
  they in turn knew and respected him. Very little got by Sheriff Barnum. Over the years, he had become a storied and colorful character. Specific incidents had become legend. He had put a .357
  Magnum bullet into the eyebrow of a ranch foreman who had just used an irrigation shovel to bludgeon to death his own mother, brother, and a Mexican hired hand. He had taken Polaroid snapshots of
  cows who had apparently been mutilated by alien beings who had arrived on earth in cigar-shaped flying objects. He had arrested a Basque sheepherder in his sheep wagon and confiscated a ewe named
  Maria that had been dyed pink. He had once turned back two dozen Hell’s Angels en route to Sturgis, South Dakota, by firing up a 24-inch chainsaw while straddling the yellow line on the
  highway.


  “Your office should have called me this morning,” Joe said abruptly. “I was closer to the scene than anyone else.”


  Barnum sipped the coffee and squinted at Joe as if sizing Joe up for the first time.


  “You’re right,” Barnum answered. Then: “Wasn’t it Ote Keeley who took your gun away from you while you were giving him a citation?”


  “Yes, it was,” Joe replied, feeling his ears flush hot.


  “Strange he came here,” Barnum said.


  Joe nodded.


  “Maybe he wanted to take your gun away from you again.” Barnum smiled crookedly to show he was joking. Barnum was wily, no doubt about it. Joe hardly knew the sheriff, but Barnum had
  already tweaked one of his weak spots. There was a moment of hesitation before Joe asked if Barnum planned to investigate the elk hunting camp.


  “I would, but right now I’m screwed,” Barnum said, banging the dashboard with his fist. “That camp is in a roadless area so we can’t get to it. Our chopper’s
  on loan to the Forest Service so they can fight that fire down in the Medicine Bow Forest. Tomorrow night’s the earliest we could get it back.


  “And my horse posse guys are all in the mountains already because they’re all gettin’ ready to go hunting.” Barnum looked over at Joe, exasperated. “We can’t
  get to that camp unless we hoof it, and I’m not walking.”


  Joe thought it over for a moment. “I know a guy who knows where that elk camp is located, and I’ve got a couple of horses.”


  Barnum began to object, then caught himself.


  “Well, I don’t see why not, since you’re volunteering. How soon could you get going?”


  Joe rubbed his jaw. “This afternoon. I’ve got to fetch my horse trailer and get outfitted, but I’m pretty sure I could get on the trail by about two or three.”


  “Take my guy McLanahan,” Barnum said. “I’ll get on the radio and tell him to grab his saddle and some heavy artillery and get his lazy butt out here. You guys might run
  into some bad business up there, and I want to make sure you’ve got ’em outgunned.”


  Barnum grabbed his microphone but halted before he spoke into it.


  “Who is it who knows where that hunting camp is?” Barnum asked.


  “Wacey Hedeman,” Joe replied.


  “Wacey Hedeman?” Barnum hissed. “He’s declared that he’s going to run against me in the next election, that blow-dried son of a bitch.”


  Joe shrugged. Wacey was the game warden in the next district but had patrolled in the Twelve Sleep area temporarily after Vern left and before Joe was assigned the position. Wacey had once
  mapped out all of the licensed outfitters’ elk camps along the Crazy Woman drainage.


  “Goddamnit,” Barnum spat vehemently. “I hate it when things turn cowboy.”


  Barnum cursed again, then turned away to radio his dispatcher.


  WACEY DIDN’T ANSWER the telephone in his home office and didn’t respond to the radio call, but Joe had a good idea where to find him. Before he left in the truck to
  find Wacey, he kissed Marybeth and his girls goodbye. Lucy gave him a bored kiss. She didn’t approve of him leaving the house at any time for any reason, and this was how she showed it.
  Because she was so much younger and was wise beyond her years—she had absorbed, as if by osmosis, many of the lessons her older sister had learned the hard way—Joe often treated Lucy as
  a fellow adult conspirator, fighting the many emerging pre-adolescent forces of her animated older sister.


  Sheridan and Lucy were confused by why they had to leave their house. Marybeth was telling them how exciting it would be to stay in a motel, but they weren’t yet convinced.


  Joe stopped at the door and turned back. Sheridan was watching him closely.


  “You okay, honey?” Joe asked her.


  “I’m okay, Dad.”


  “Next time you say you see a monster, I’m going to believe you.”


  “Okay, Dad.”


  “You remember who’s coming tomorrow night, don’t you?” Marybeth asked.


  He had not thought about it at all with everything that had happened that morning.


  “Your mother.”


  “My mother,” Marybeth echoed. “So we’ll be back in the house by then. Hopefully, you will, too.”


  Joe grimaced.
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  WHILE HER MOTHER packed a suitcase in the bedroom, Sheridan did exactly what she had been told not to do and went to the
  dining room window to watch. However, before she did, she made sure that Lucy was still wrapped in her blanket on the floor watching television. Lucy would gladly tell on her older sister.


  The man her dad called Sheriff Barnum stood in the yard near the woodpile, and another man wearing the same kind of policemen’s uniform—he was younger than Sheriff Barnum but still
  old, like her dad—stood near him. The sheriff stood with his back to the woodpile, pointing toward the mountains and talking. His arm swept along the top of the mountains and up the road, and
  the younger man’s eyes followed the gesture. Sheridan couldn’t hear what the sheriff was saying. At one point, the sheriff walked from the woodpile to the house. He stopped squarely in
  front of Sheridan at the window, and Sheridan was too scared to move. Over his shoulder, to the other man, the sheriff called out the number of paces he had measured. Before turning back, he had
  looked down and grinned at her. It had been a kind of “get out of my way, kid” smile. Sheridan wasn’t sure she liked Sheriff Barnum. She didn’t like his pale eyes. She didn’t like cigarettes, either, and even through the screen in the window she could smell them on his uniform.


  As Sheriff Barnum returned to the woodpile, Sheridan thought about how surprised she was that this thing had happened. How could it be that what she had thought the night before was a monster
  from her “overactive imagination” (as her mom called it) had turned out to be real? It was as if her dream world and the real world had merged for this event. Suddenly, adults were
  involved. She had had a strange notion: what if her imagination was so powerful that she could dream things into existence?


  But she decided this wasn’t the case. If it was, she would have brought forth something much nicer than this. Like a pet—a real pet of her own.


  Sheriff Barnum took a pack of cigarettes out of his shirt pocket, shook them, and flipped one up into his mouth. It was a neat trick, she thought. She had never seen it before. The man with
  Sheriff Barnum reached over and lighted the sheriff’s cigarette for him. A great roll of white smoke grew around the sheriff’s head.


  Sheridan wore her glasses. She wished now she would have had her glasses on the night before, so she could have seen the man’s face in detail when he looked at her. If she would have seen
  him clearly, she would have trusted her own mind over her imagination and run to her parents’ room instead of convincing herself that she had a nightmare about monsters coming down from the
  mountains.


  She loved that she could see clearly now but hated the fact that she was the only student in her class who had to wear glasses. Her first day of school at Twelve Sleep Elementary was also her
  first day wearing glasses. She would never forget how tall she seemed to be when she looked down or how awkward she felt when she walked. The chalkboard and the words on it were in such sharp focus that they hurt her eyes. It was bad enough that she was one of the new girls in school, and the rude girls had already grouped her
  into a category called “Weird Country” that was made up of students who lived out of town. Or that she could already read books and say poetry she had memorized while they struggled
  with sentences. But on top of all of that, she also had to show up wearing glasses.


  And she was the new game warden’s daughter in a place where the local game warden was a big deal because nearly everyone’s dad hunted. It was understood that Sheridan’s
  dad could put others in jail. So far, in the two weeks since school had begun, she had absolutely no friends in the second-grade class.


  Sheridan’s only friends were her animals, had been her animals, and they had all disappeared. The loss of her cat, Jasmine, had devastated her. She had cried and prayed for Jasmine to come
  back, but she didn’t. She begged her parents for another pet to love, but they said she would have to wait until she got a little older. They told her she would have to get a fish or a bird
  in a cage, something that didn’t go outside or into the hills behind the house. She had overheard her dad telling her mom about coyotes (although she wasn’t supposed to know), and she
  had figured out that her cat Jasmine had been eaten. Just like her puppy before that. But while those pets were nice, they weren’t what she needed. She wanted a pet to cuddle with. She
  wished she had a secret pet, one that neither her parents, the rude girls at school, or the coyotes knew about. A secret pet that was just hers. A pet she could love and who would love her for who
  she was: a lonely girl who had moved from place to place before she could make friends and who had a little sister who was too adorable for words and a baby on the way who would command most of her
  parents’ love and attention for ... maybe forever.


  Then she saw something outside that quickly brought her back to earth. Something had moved in the woodpile; something tan and lightning fast had streaked across the bottom row of logs and darted
  into a dark opening near the base between two lengths of wood.


  The sheriff and the younger man were still talking, and they had their backs to the fence and the woodpile. What she had seen was just behind them, only a few feet away, but it didn’t look
  like they had noticed anything. They hadn’t even turned around. She could see nothing now. A ground squirrel? Too big. A marmot? Too sleek and fast. She had never seen this kind of animal
  before, and she knew every inch of that yard and every creature in it. She even knew where the nest of tiny field mice was and had studied the wriggling pink naked mouse babies before their eyes
  opened. But this animal was long and thin, and it moved like a bolt of lightning.


  Sheridan gasped and jumped when her Mom spoke her name sharply behind her. Sheridan turned around quickly but her mom was looking sternly at her and not at the woodpile through the window.
  Sheridan didn’t say a word when her mom guided her away from the window, through the house, and to the car.


  As her mom backed out of the driveway and Lucy sang a nonsense song, Sheridan watched over her shoulder through the back car window as the house got smaller. As they crested the first hill
  toward town, the little house was the size of a matchbox.


  Behind the matchbox house, Sheridan thought, was a woodpile. And in that woodpile was the gift her imagination had brought her.



     
  


  PART TWO


  Determination of Endangered Species and Threatened Species


  Sec. 4. (a) General. - (1) The Secretary shall by regulation promulgated in accordance with subsection (b) determine whether any species is an endangered species or a threatened species because
  of any of the following factors:


  [(1)] (A) the present or threatened destruction, modification, or curtailment of its habitat or range;


  [(2)] (B) overutilization for commercial, [sporting,] recreational, scientific, or educational purposes;


  [(3)] (C) disease or predation;


  [(4)] (D) the inadequacy of existing regulatory mechanisms;


  or


  [(5)] (E) other natural or manmade factors affecting its continued existence.


  —The Endangered Species Act Amendments of 1982
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