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			To the Budd family, and to Laurie, always

		

	
		
			
			vi·cious cir·cle

			noun

			1. a sequence of reciprocal cause and effect in which two or more elements intensify and aggravate each other, leading inexorably to a worsening of the situation.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			There is no trap so deadly as the trap you set for yourself.

			—Raymond Chandler, The Long Goodbye

		

	
		
			
				1

			

			Wyoming game warden Joe Pickett flicked his eyes between the screen of the iPad mounted in front of him and the side window, as the vast dark pine forest spooled out below the Cessna Turbo 206. He tried to keep his eyes wide open so he wouldn’t miss anything, but he fought against his instinctive reaction to close them tightly in anticipation of the inevitable engine failure that would result in his quick and fiery death in the Bighorn Mountains.

			For the first time in his life, he understood the desire for the fidgety solace of a set of prayer beads, and he wished he had some.

			It was Halloween night, and the pilot, John Wilson “Bill” Slaughter, a stout and compact man in his early sixties with an aluminum-colored crew cut, eased down the nose of the small plane. Black timber filled the windscreen. Joe tried to breathe.

			“Twelve hundred feet,” Slaughter said through the headset to both his copilot, Gail Herdt, and to Joe, who was looped in.

			“Roger,” Gail said.

			Both Slaughter and Herdt were retired from the military, as well as members of the Wyoming Wing Civil Air Patrol. Herdt was an art teacher at Pinedale Middle School, and Slaughter had a small Angus cattle operation near Torrington.

			“Why twelve hundred feet?” Joe asked, trying to keep the panic out of his voice.

			“We normally don’t drop below two thousand feet at night,” Herdt said calmly. “It’s not considered very safe.”

			“So don’t tell anyone,” Slaughter said.

			Joe asked, “Then why are we doing it?”

			She looked over her shoulder at him alone in the backseat. “To see better,” she said, matter-of-fact.

			Joe nodded. His mouth was dry and he felt like he would throw up at any second. He’d been gripping an overhead strap so hard with his right hand, he’d lost all feeling in his fingers. His stomach surged with every turn, drop, and climb.

			“Is he okay?” Slaughter asked Herdt.

			“Are you okay?” she asked Joe directly.

			“Dandy,” he lied.

			The crowns of lodgepole pines shot by below them so quickly it was mesmerizing. The crowns of the trees rose from the inky forest and were illuminated light blue by the slice of moon and the hard white stars. The visual maelstrom of passing treetops reminded Joe of snow blowing through his headlights in a blizzard. The trees seemed to be so close he could reach out and touch them.

			“We hardly ever crash,” Bill Slaughter said.

			Herdt laughed and told him to stop it.

			Joe stared at the back of Slaughter’s round head and tried to burn two holes in it with his eyes. Although he appreciated the time and effort that went into being members of the Civil Air Patrol, he didn’t appreciate their black humor at the moment.

			

			—

			“SO WHAT’S THIS GUY LIKELY to do if he finds himself lost?” Slaughter asked Joe through the headset.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Is he the kind of guy who panics?”

			Joe thought about it. “No. He’s too dumb to panic. And he does know these mountains pretty well. He used to guide hunters up here.”

			Slaughter said, “The reason I asked is that we’ve learned over the last few years, if the lost person is young, they start climbing to try to find a cell signal on the top of a mountain. If they’re older, they tend to walk down along a creek or stream.”

			“That makes sense,” Joe said. “My guy would walk down. My guess is he’d follow a spring creek until it joined one of the forks of the Powder River. Then he’d find a ranch or another hunting camp. I could also see him breaking into a cabin or hunting trailer and going to sleep without even imagining that someone might be looking for him.”

			“Oh great,” Herdt said.

			“What doesn’t make any sense, though,” said Joe, “is why he’d just walk away from his elk camp in the first place.”

			“I hope we find out what made him leave,” Herdt said. “I’m always curious to find out how people get lost.”

			“It adds to our experience bank,” Slaughter added. “We’re constantly learning, all of us. The biggest thing I’ve learned is, people do stupid things for not very good reasons.”

			“Sounds like him,” Joe said.

			Herdt chuckled.

			“Hold it—what’s that?” Joe asked when the iPad screen suddenly filled with what looked like white upright sticks or chalk marks on a blackboard—scores of them.

			

			—

			THEY WERE LOOKING for a missing hunter named Dave Farkus. Farkus was a former energy worker, former hunting outfitter, former fishing guide, and was currently an unemployed layabout collecting dubious disability checks. He’d been missing from his elk camp since twelve hours before. Because of a forecast of a massive fall blizzard on the way, the available window to search for him was closing.

			Farkus’s hunting partner, Cotton Anderson—a welder who’d recently lost his job due to the energy bust—had called in the incident to Twelve Sleep County Sheriff Mike Reed, who in turn called the Wyoming Office of Homeland Security, who called the Air Force Rescue Coordination Center, who called the Joint Operations Center, who called the Wyoming Wing Civil Air Patrol, a part of the National Guard, to look for the missing hunter.

			Sheriff Reed told Joe that, according to Anderson, he’d returned to their camp the night before to find Farkus gone. Farkus’s pickup was there, a fire had been built, and steaks were thawing on top of the cooler. Farkus’s hunting rifle was leaning against a tree trunk and his holster and backup handgun hung from a branch. A nest of empty Coors cans lay at the base of a camp chair and an opened can of beer was in the armrest. But no Farkus.

			Joe knew no normal hunter would go out without his rifle. And Farkus would never leave a full beer unless he had a desperate reason to do so.

			Anderson tried to reach Farkus on his cell phone but there was no signal. Then he tried to radio him on his cheap Motorola walkie-talkie and finally received a reply.

			At least he thought it was Farkus’s scratchy voice that replied, twenty minutes after the first shout-out, “They’re after me . . .”

			But Anderson couldn’t swear it was his buddy’s voice. And he couldn’t swear that the words weren’t actually “Bear with me,” or “I have to pee.”

			Anderson had stayed up late drinking Jim Beam and fired a series of three rifle shots—the universal signal for Come back to camp, you fool—but Farkus never responded with three shots of his own.

			When Cotton Anderson emerged bleary-eyed from his tent at midmorning and confirmed that Farkus hadn’t come back during the night, he drove his pickup to the Crazy Woman Creek campground, where he received a cell phone signal and reported Dave Farkus missing to the sheriff’s department.

			Joe had been drafted to accompany the Civil Air Patrol because of his familiarity with the missing hunter. That Farkus had antagonized Joe for years was not apparently a consideration.

			Joe was scared to fly in small planes. He preferred to conduct searches for missing hunters by horseback or ATV.

			So when, during its run-up, the Cessna shivered and trembled on the concrete like his Labrador, Daisy, when she spied a pheasant, Joe silently prayed for his life and cursed Sheriff Reed for suggesting he be the one to go on the air search, and at the same time cursed Dave Farkus for getting lost.

			

			—

			NOT THAT JOE DIDN’T WANT to locate Dave Farkus and talk to the man. He did. He’d been trying to reach him after Farkus left a very late-night message on his cell phone two nights before. The call had come from a phone with an UNKNOWN NUMBER designation, which was strange in itself.

			An obviously inebriated Farkus had slurred a long but troubling voice message that had curdled Joe’s stomach.

			“Joe, this is Dave. Farkus. Dave Farkus. Dave fuckin’ Farkus, your pal from many an adventure.

			“Anyway, I was closin’ down the Stockman’s Bar tonight and I heard something—overheard a conversation, I guess you’d say—that you would definitely be interested in, because it was about you and your family. At least I’m pretty sure it was . . .”

			The message was long and rambling. At the end of it, in the background, at the last few seconds of the voicemail, Joe heard a female voice say, “Okay, that’s enough, damn you,” and the call was abruptly terminated.

			The message was still on his phone, and Joe had listened to it three times with his wife, Marybeth.

			

			—

			TREETOPS CONTINUED to flash by below the Cessna. Joe found he started to get dizzy if he stared straight down too long, so he tried to focus more on the big picture. Although he had spent weeks and months in his district and these mountains, he was taken aback by how vast and complicated the terrain was.

			The forest was checkerboarded with mountain meadows and occasional timbered squares. The folds of the black velvet contours gave way to violent gashes where small streams tumbled white over rocks. The remnants of the first snows already clung to the alpine slopes that were exposed to the north and to draws that received very little sunlight.

			The only artificial lights they’d seen came from isolated hunting camps or campgrounds. Elk season had opened earlier in the week and hunters were out in force. Joe had been patrolling fourteen hours a day since the opener and had issued two citations for game violations.

			Adding to his normal duties was the distressing realization that a well-organized poaching ring was operating in his five-thousand-square-mile district, as well as in the adjoining districts to the east and west. Callers to dispatch had reported seeing up to three shooters killing multiple antelope, deer, and elk in areas that were not yet open for hunting or at night.

			Joe was particularly disturbed by the incidents because the killings seemed to be indiscriminate and the shooters atypical. Cow elk, calves, doe deer, and antelope—it didn’t seem to matter what species or sex were being targeted and taken. Usually, bad guys went after trophy animals, not anything and everything they came across. The evidence of illegal trophy hunting was a decapitated carcass, since the shooter was only interested in the antlers or horns.

			That wasn’t occurring with this poaching ring because they were apparently loading up their carcasses and hauling them away, instead of leaving the meat to rot in the field. That meant Joe couldn’t do field necropsies on the dead game to find spent bullets that could be matched with specific weapons.

			He’d traded notes with fellow game wardens in the adjoining districts and found out that similar reports had come in near Gillette to the east and Jackson Hole to the west. Vague descriptions of two different vehicles—an older-model red pickup and a white Chevrolet Suburban 4×4—had been described at the scenes, which matched what Joe had heard.

			Joe hated poachers and he wanted to find them and arrest them. He didn’t like the idea of criminals operating with impunity in his backyard. But he’d been stymied for the past two months. There had been no tips from citizens as to the identity of any members of the ring, and literally no evidence on the ground to follow up on besides gut piles. The shooters apparently picked up their shell casings from the ground after firing, because none had been found. They hadn’t opened themselves up to discovery, as often happened, by posting photos or videos of their crimes on the Internet. And because the poachers were targeting non-trophy game, no taxidermists could report receiving suspicious heads and horns. Joe was vexed by the crimes and clueless in regard to the identity or motivation of the poaching ring. Even his agency director, Lisa Greene-Dempsey, had fired off several What are you doing about this problem? emails to him.

			His best chance to catch the criminals was to increase the odds that he’d stumble upon them while they were shooting their targets, or else that a legitimate hunter would see them in the act and call it in—and Joe could get to the location in time to arrest them. That was the main reason he’d been spending so much time on patrol, forgoing both weekends and the Labor Day holiday.

			The adrenaline pumping through his body, as well as the buzz of the engine, kept him from realizing how bone-tired he was.

			Or how cold. He wished now he’d accepted their offer of an insulated flight suit. Instead, he wore his red WG&F uniform shirt with the pronghorn antelope patch on the sleeve and his J. PICKETT, GAME WARDEN name tag and badge. He rubbed his hands briskly on his Wranglers to offset the icy leakage from the windows and a vent on the floor. He’d long before lost feeling in his feet.

			

			—

			SLAUGHTER HAD ANNOUNCED that there were a number of search patterns available—grid aligned, circle, creeping line, expanding square, parallel, route, and sector—but that they were going to be using the expanding square. They’d started with the approximate coordinates of Farkus and Anderson’s elk camp and were gradually flying farther from its apex, utilizing sharp left turns.

			“I wish more hunters carried PLBs,” Slaughter grumbled.

			“Personal locator beacons,” Herdt translated for Joe.

			“I know what they are,” he said. “We always recommend them to guys when they’re in the field. But you know how it is—no one ever thinks they’re going to get lost.”

			“Do you have one?” Slaughter asked Joe.

			Joe confessed that he had one but rarely remembered to take it along with him.

			“Maybe someday we’ll be searching for you,” Slaughter said.

			“Maybe,” Joe agreed.

			

			—

			THE CESSNA WAS EQUIPPED with a FLIR, which Joe had learned was an acronym for “forward looking infrared.” The football-shaped device was mounted to the aircraft under the left wing, which is why Slaughter kept banking left on the expanding square. The FLIR detected the heat signatures of living creatures on the ground below and broadcasted them to the mounted iPads inside the cockpit.

			Slaughter had told Joe the FLIR was sensitive enough to detect a still-warm fire ring or a lit cigarette if the surrounding temperature was cool enough—even from thousands of feet in the sky. It could even show which specific vehicles had just arrived in a parking lot full of thousands of them by the ghostly white glow of warm tires.

			

			—

			WHEN JOE SAW those white hash marks on the screen and asked, “What’s that?” Slaughter said, “Elk.”

			“Elk?”

			“Their coats insulate them so well they don’t put out enough heat for the FLIR to pick up,” Slaughter explained. “All you can see are their legs.”

			Joe leaned closer to the screen. Several of the chalk marks were moving. Then several of the animals broke into a run and peeled away from the herd. All he could see were disembodied white stick legs strobing through the trees.

			

			—

			“WE’VE GOT ABOUT ten more minutes of fuel before we need to head back,” Slaughter announced over the intercom.

			“Fine by me,” Joe said.

			“We’ve covered about sixty-four square miles around the elk camp,” Herdt said after checking their location against a topo map on her lap. She was using a yellow highlighter pen to re-create their pattern on the map.

			What didn’t need to be said was that, if Farkus was actually down there, he hadn’t shown up on the FLIR. Which meant he was no longer putting out any heat.

			Which meant . . .

			“Now what are we looking at?” Joe asked, pressing his index finger to the screen. “Another elk?”

			The image was thicker, taller, and a brighter white than the elk legs had been.

			Joe leaned over and looked out the side window. The timber was too thick to see anything on the ground clearly.

			Herdt said, “It looks like a man.”

			Not a man, exactly, Joe thought, but the negative white image of a man standing deep in the timber. Then he was gone.

			“What just happened?” Joe asked.

			“He stepped behind a tree,” Herdt said. As the plane turned left, a shoulder appeared on the screen, as well as a foot at the base of the trunk. “He’s trying to stay out of view.”

			Joe thought, Why?

			“He can hear us flying around him, right?”

			“You bet he can.”

			The screen went dark. “I lost him,” Joe said.

			Slaughter banked sharply, and Joe felt his weight shift until he was pressed against the left door of the plane. He hoped it had a really good lock.

			“There he is,” Herdt said with triumph. Joe heard the sound of screen captures being made on her iPad.

			But he still couldn’t see anything but black on the screen.

			Herdt twisted around and showed him how to use the side icons on the iPad to expand the field of vision, until he could once again see the ghostly form trying to hide behind a tree. He pressed an icon that looked like crosshairs in a rifle scope to lock in on the figure. Despite the angle of the plane and the constant vibration inside from the engine, the image was remarkably still and clear.

			“Okay, I’ve got him again,” Joe said. “Farkus, you idiot. Come on out.”

			“Coordinates,” Slaughter said to Herdt in a stern military voice.

			Herdt looked away from her iPad and called them out. Slaughter repeated them over the radio mike to the Joint Operations Center. That way, Sheriff Reed’s search-and-rescue team knew where to locate Farkus on the ground. If it was Farkus.

			“Why isn’t he trying to get our attention?” Joe asked. “If that was me, I’d be jumping up and down, waving my arms. What’s wrong with him?”

			Herdt said, “He might be injured.”

			“Sometimes,” Slaughter added, “lost people get so disoriented they try and hide from rescue attempts. It’s bizarre, but it’s happened before.”

			Joe shook his head, although he knew neither Slaughter nor Herdt could see him do it.

			“Our work is done here,” Slaughter said, and Joe felt the airplane level out and begin to gain altitude. Herdt was busy up front noting the coordinates in a spiral pad.

			Joe was transfixed on the screen as the ghostly white figure got smaller.

			At first, he thought there was a malfunction of some kind on the iPad when he caught a glimpse of four white smudges instead of just one.

			He reached out and expanded the field of view. The figure they’d first seen—whom they assumed was Farkus—was clearly in the foreground. But beyond him were three other human images. They were advancing through the forest and converging on the lone figure.

			“Look at the screen,” Joe said.

			“Come again?” Slaughter asked, irritation in his voice.

			“Look at the screen.”

			Joe glanced up to see that Herdt had stopped writing and had manipulated her iPad until the four images appeared as well.

			“What is going on?” Herdt asked.

			“Three heat signatures are closing in on the one we found,” Joe said.

			They were so far away now that the white smudges were tiny and faint.

			“Bill, we have to go back,” Herdt said to her pilot.

			“Negative,” Slaughter said. “We barely have enough fuel to make it back to Saddlestring.”

			“Please, Bill?” she asked.

			“Negative. I’m sorry. Maybe you’re looking at the search-and-rescue team as they found him.”

			Joe didn’t point out that Sheriff Reed’s SAR team was still at their command post at the base of the mountain. If they’d moved out, he knew they would have heard it on the radio.

			“If we could risk another pass, I would,” Slaughter said. He sounded like he meant it. “We’ve accomplished our mission and found the guy. But we’re in the danger zone of running out of fuel if we don’t beat it straight back. I haven’t seen any places in these mountains to try and land a plane.”

			“Okay,” Herdt said, resigned. “Let’s go home.” She turned off her iPad and returned to her report.

			Joe didn’t want to get between them. And he couldn’t wait to get back on solid ground.

			That’s when he saw a star-shaped flash on the screen. Then another. Then a staccato burst of flashes that were faint and distant but distinct.

			Joe thought, Flashlights? But why would rescuers blink their beams at the man they were trying to save?

			Then it hit him and he went cold. They were muzzle flashes.

			“I think I just saw a murder,” he said.

			Herdt looked sharply around, and Joe felt the wings waver slightly when what he’d said registered with Bill Slaughter.

			Joe looked up from the screen and stared at nothing. In all his years in the field, he’d never witnessed a murder. There was a lump in his throat and he felt guilty for cursing Farkus earlier. Farkus—or whoever he was—hadn’t been hiding from the Cessna. He’d been hiding from the three men who were after him.

			He knew there was little they could do—or have done—given the circumstances. He also knew the images he’d just seen would stay with him for a very long time.

			And he doubted he’d ever see Dave Farkus alive again.

		

	
		
			
				2

			

			Two nights earlier

			Dave Farkus sat on the farthest stool from the door in the Stockman’s Bar in Saddlestring and poured Clamato juice into a mug of draft Coors until it was coral red, and then completed it with four dashes of Tabasco.

			He admired the drink for a moment—the new bartender, Wanda Stacy, was watching him out of the corner of her eye—then he tipped it back and swallowed nearly half of it in five big gulps with his eyes closed. He placed the mug back on the bar and moaned with pleasure.

			Farkus was sixty-one and shaped like a fat bear. He had rheumy eyes, jowls, thick muttonchop sideburns, and a veiny, bulbous nose. His snap-button shirts, it seemed, kept getting smaller. He wore heavy lace-up outfitter boots because he wanted folks to know that he used to be one. Pink foam covered his upper lip.

			“Perfect,” he said. “A fucking perfect red beer.”

			“I can’t see how you can drink those things,” she said with her hands on her hips.

			“You don’t understand. Red beer is medicine. We used to drink it for breakfast every morning when I guided elk hunters. It cures hangovers, headaches, whatever. You should invite me behind the bar so I can show you how to make one.”

			“No, thanks,” she said.

			Farkus was the only customer still in the bar, except for two hipster tourists who were finishing up a game of eight ball on the pool table in the back. He always chose that particular stool for a lot of good reasons, not least of which because it was closest to an ancient diorama behind glass of dead ground squirrels in little cowboy outfits playing pool on a miniature table. The display was getting old, though, and it bothered him that the squirrel leaning across the table to make a shot had lost both of his little dried ears, which now lay on the felt table. They looked like tiny dried leaves.

			The best reason to choose that stool, though, was when he found out why ex-sheriff O. R. “Bud” Barnum had always chosen it, even for his morning coffee: the acoustics.

			Although the people who had constructed the Stockman’s back in the 1930s—with its knotty pine, burled posts, and low ceiling—had likely not designed it any way in particular, all of the sounds inside the bar were somehow funneled to that last stool. He heard the loud click of pool balls striking, the muttering of the players, even the wet snoring of the owner in the corner near the door.

			That last stool was the catbird seat for a man who liked to know the local gossip. And that man was Dave Farkus.

			

			—

			THE HIPSTERS HAD PLAYED nervously for the past two hours, their heads snapping up every time the front door opened. They seemed to think a redneck cowboy would walk in and pound them into jelly for no good reason, Farkus thought. When he walked past them several times on the way to the toilet, he growled at them like an angry dog, and he could tell it unsettled them.

			“Did I tell you I was going elk hunting tomorrow morning?” Farkus asked Wanda.

			“Only about four times,” she said.

			He drained his mug and held up two stubby fingers. “Another Coors and another can of Clamato, barkeep.”

			“Don’t call me barkeep.”

			“My charm offensive doesn’t seem to be working.”

			“Oh, it’s offensive all right,” she said. But there was a little bit of a smile there when she said it. Whether it was at him or at her own joke remained to be seen. Probably her own joke, he concluded. Wanda had been around the area for years and she wasn’t known for her quick wit.

			Wanda was being trained to be the head bartender by Buck Timberman, the longtime owner of the Stockman’s, who was nearly ninety years old. That was Timberman slumped and sleeping in the back corner of the bar with his chin on his chest and his glasses perched precariously on the end of his nose. The old man was still lean and ropy and everyone’s trusted confidant. He’d always been that way, Farkus knew, but he was even more revered now that he’d lost his hearing and simply nodded sympathetically at customers who told him about rotten ranchers, deals gone wrong, and cheating spouses.

			Wanda was a big woman who had been described as voluptuous forty pounds ago. Despite that, the twice-married former rodeo queen still wore tight jeans, pointy cowboy boots with the pants tucked into the shafts, wide bejeweled belts, and scooped long-sleeved tops that showed a lot of cleavage. Farkus had been tempted to tuck a dollar bill between those breasts more than once when she delivered the makings for red beer, but if he did it she’d likely break his jaw.

			“Did I ever show you my front tooth?” he asked Wanda.

			She looked up from where she was plunging dirty glasses into the sink. She paused and squinted.

			“What about your tooth?”

			“You’ll have to get closer so you can see it,” he said.

			He could tell she was really thinking about it. She didn’t want to come down the length of the bar to satisfy him, but her curiosity had gotten the best of her.

			“See what?” she asked, getting closer while she dried her hands on a bar rag.

			He bared his teeth and fit the nail of his little finger into a vertical slot on his top left incisor.

			“You’ve got a slot on your tooth,” she said, disappointed.

			“You know how I got it?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows.

			“No, how?”

			“Biting off fly line on the river.”

			She just stared at him, not getting it.

			He said, “I’m a hell of a fly fisherman, you know, but I’m an even better instructor. I could teach you. Women are better natural fly casters than men, because you don’t overpower the rod and act like you know everything when you don’t. I’ll have to take you sometime.”

			She shook her head and walked back to her dirty glasses. “Not if it means I’ll get slots in my teeth.”

			He momentarily dropped his head at her rebuke. He would never tell her he got that slot in his tooth by sawing furiously back and forth with a thin nail file, thinking it might impress potential female fishing clients, but it had never worked and wasn’t working now.

			He wished Wanda wasn’t as dumb as a chicken, because the later it got the better she looked to him.

			

			—

			THE HIPSTERS FINISHED THEIR GAME and put up their sticks. On the way out, they asked Wanda if she could recommend a good cheap motel with clean rooms, a gluten-free breakfast, and free Wi-Fi.

			“You might try Denver or Seattle,” she said.

			Farkus got a laugh out of that—two Wanda witticisms in one night!—but after they left, she went back to scowling at him.

			Nothing worked on her, it seemed. Flattering her, telling her stories, laughing at her jokes, trying to make her laugh—nothing.

			He’d tried to tell her about his trip to Hollywood to sell his story about how he and Joe Pickett had escaped death by bullet, fire, and a dangerous whitewater river a few years back as the forest burned down around them, but she wasn’t interested in the least after she’d found out he hadn’t met Leonardo DiCaprio or Larry the Cable Guy out there.

			He’d told her about guiding some mercenaries into the mountains in search of a couple of mountain-man brothers and barely living through that, and it hadn’t impressed her, either.

			And he’d told her about the time he was literally hit by a drift boat in the river that contained three murdered men in the bottom of it.

			Nothing.

			In fact, he could tell by the tilt of her head that she hadn’t believed him even when he’d implored her to look it up or, better yet, ask Joe Pickett.

			His problem, he decided, was that his life had been filled with too many exciting adventures for someone as dumb as Wanda to believe him.

			He looked at his wristwatch. He’d been in the bar since eight and now it was midnight. He knew it was Buck’s custom to close down after twelve instead of two if there weren’t enough customers to make it worthwhile to stay open.

			Although he’d already had ten red beers, he couldn’t be expected to fund Timberman’s retirement all by himself.

			

			—

			FARKUS STARED into the bottom of his mug at the last inch of his beer. He felt sorry for himself, which had once been a new experience for him but was now occurring with more and more frequency.

			Without actually recognizing the day, month, or year that it had started, he was cognizant of the fact that he was on the downhill side of his life and that he had very little to show for it except for those odd adventures, usually involving Joe Pickett. And even with those on his résumé, and despite his retelling of them to people like Wanda or the bored Hollywood “producers” he’d met, Farkus had actually been more of a bystander than a participant. No one would remember him except as the man who always seemed to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. That wasn’t much of a legacy.

			His daughter had moved to Missoula to become a professional lesbian and she’d no longer talk to him, and his ex-wife called only when she was drunk and needed money. There would be no grandchildren to remember him and to listen to his tales. Even his dog had run off.

			He looked up from his mope when he realized Wanda had made her way down the bar and was standing right in front of him on the other side of the counter. She leaned in toward him and he stared at the top of her freckled breasts. He’d had enough beer that there were four of them, and he had no objections to that at all.

			“I’m up here,” she said.

			His gaze rose to her face.

			“You’ve run us out of Clamato.”

			“Oh.” Maybe that would be his legacy, he thought sourly.

			She had full plump cheeks and there was a smear of lipstick on her front tooth.

			“So if you want another red beer, you’ll have to make do with pure tomato juice.”

			“I’m probably going to call it an evening,” he said. “I’m going elk hunting—”

			“—in the morning,” she said, finishing his sentence. “I’ll ring you up.”

			As she said it, the door opened and he felt a puff of cold air from outside and heard the clumps of footfalls on the wooden floor behind him.

			He started to turn on his stool to see who’d come in, but he was transfixed by the look on Wanda’s face as she beheld the new customers. Her eyes had narrowed and her mouth had formed into a smile both provocative and predatory that she’d apparently kept locked away in a vault until then. Farkus suddenly felt like he was now a hundred miles away from her—an afterthought in her rearview mirror.

			“Hello, gentlemen,” she said over his head as the new customers walked behind him toward the pool table.

			“Evenin’,” one of them replied.

			Farkus looked up to see the square-cut face of a handsome young man in a sharply creased cowboy hat pass between the bottles on the mirrored back bar. The cowboy swiped two fingers along the edge of his wide-brimmed cowboy hat toward Wanda as he went by.

			“Four draft Coors and four shots of Beam,” he said. His voice was high and twangy, but not unpleasant. “We’ll be sittin’ at one of those booths in the back.”

			“I’ll bring them right over,” she said as she reached up and flipped her hair with the back of her hand. She was flirting with this man in a way she’d never flirted with Farkus.

			“Appreciate it,” the cowboy said.

			Farkus didn’t want to spin around and stare. He knew there were four of them—three men and a woman—and the worst thing to do late at night in a bar was to glare at newcomers who were younger and bigger than he was. He could almost hear What are you lookin’ at? in his ears. The cowboy who had obviously charmed Wanda seemed like the alpha dog of the pack. And he seemed familiar to Farkus, although he couldn’t quite place him.

			“Do you realize who just walked in?” Wanda whispered to Farkus.

			Before he could speculate, she was practically dancing away on the rubber bar mat to fetch the beer and pour the shots.

			“I’ll take another one before you close out,” Farkus called to her.

			She rolled her eyes with annoyance and cursed under her breath at the intrusive order. He was obviously distracting her from serving the cowboy and his friends.

			

			—

			FARKUS SAT RIGHT THERE on his magic eavesdropping stool with his back to them as Wanda delivered the tray of drinks to the group who’d taken over the farthest booth in the back. He looked under his armpit as she walked behind him and slammed his can of beer down on the bar (no tomato juice). He’d never seen her sway her hips like that before.

			He listened as she asked them what they were in town for, which turned out to be elk hunting.

			“Elk hunting?” she said. “I love elk steaks better than either moose or beef. I’d do anything to get a couple of packages for my freezer.”

			She’d never told Farkus that.

			“Well, maybe we’ll get lucky so you can get lucky,” the cowboy said.

			“Maybe we’ll both get lucky,” she laughed. On his stool, Farkus rolled his eyes.

			“You never can count on those elk being where you think they’ll be.”

			She told them about going hunting with her dad when she was a little girl and how sad she was when he’d shot an elk and hung the carcass up in a tree. She said she tried not to think of that bloody body up there when she enjoyed elk steaks. The story went on for a while.

			The cowboy did the talking, and he was polite but succinct with her. Farkus thought it was obvious he didn’t want to be rude to her, but he wanted her to go away.

			“Well, wish us luck,” the cowboy said, signaling an end to the conversation.

			“Wish us both luck,” Wanda said with that laugh again. “Let me know when you need another round. The first one was on the house.”

			When she returned to the bar, her face and neck were flushed.

			Farkus said, “You’ve never bought me a round even once.”

			Instead of answering him, she said again, “Do you know who that is?”

			

			—

			THE CONVERSATION IN THE BOOTH was led by the cowboy, who had—deliberately, Farkus thought—lowered his voice. Still, Farkus could catch some of what was being said to the others.

			“The plan is to be methodical, like we talked about,” he said.

			“We come at them from all angles and hit ’em on the edges—hit ’em hard. I want to make him suffer.”

			That got Farkus’s attention, but he tried not to show it. Instead, he sipped at the can of beer with his back to them. The beer wasn’t very cold. He thought Wanda had purposely given him a can that hadn’t been in the refrigerator very long.

			Then the cowboy said, “Hold on a minute.”

			The man got up, and Farkus could hear his boots clomp along the wooden floor, and he could see Wanda suck in her belly and look up in anticipation. But instead of coming all the way to the bar, the cowboy stopped and fed quarters into the jukebox.

			Garth Brooks’s “Friends in Low Places” filled the saloon, followed by Blake Shelton’s “Came Here to Forget.”

			After that, Farkus could only hear certain words and phrases during the pauses in the songs or between songs. But he heard enough to keep interested.

			“Squeeze him in a vise . . .”

			“Keep our stories straight . . .”

			“Don’t do stupid shit . . .”

			“Gay Mormon won’t know what hit ’im . . .”

			Gay Mormon? Huh? Farkus was momentarily confused by the phrase. It addled his mind and he didn’t bother to excuse himself when he slid down from his stool to lumber back to the restroom again, because Wanda had forgotten he was still at the bar. Instead, she was excitedly talking to a girlfriend on her cell phone about who she’d just met.

			Farkus nodded his head as he passed them. The cowboy was lean and hard and his face looked to be constructed of a series of smooth, flat white rocks—sharp cheekbones, wide jaw, heavy brow. There was a two-inch scar on his left cheek that looked like an inadvertent sneer. His neck was as wide as his jaw, and he projected raw physical power. He wore a crisp long-sleeved shirt, the kind preferred by rodeo cowboys.

			He paused talking as Farkus walked by them.

			Across the table from the cowboy were two other men, both with a hint of menace about them. One was big with wide shoulders, a round face, and dark distant eyes. He had black hair sprinkled with silver and a large nose that looked like it had been broken more than once. The other was leaner, with reddish hair and a five-day growth of beard. He had alabaster skin and was absolutely still except for the movement of his steel-gray eyes, which had flicked from the cowboy to Farkus.

			Farkus couldn’t see the woman clearly because she had a dark hoodie pulled over her head and her face was in shadow. She’d pushed up the cuffs on her sweatshirt, though, and he noticed multicolored, sleeve-length tattoos on her forearms and even on the backs of her hands.

			

			—

			WHEN HE RETURNED from the toilet, Farkus didn’t sit back down on his stool. Instead, he waved down Wanda. She covered the mouthpiece of her cell phone and glared at him.

			“I need to close out now.”

			“Call you back in a minute,” she said to her girlfriend.

			As Farkus dug cash out of his wallet and the opening guitar licks to Johnny Cash’s “(Ghost) Riders in the Sky” leapt out of the jukebox, he signaled for Wanda to get closer.

			“Is that Dallas Cates back there?”

			“Who else do you think it is?”

			“I didn’t realize he was around.”

			“Neither did I, or I would have put on my Spanx and dressed up a little.”

			“Can I borrow your cell phone real quick? Mine’s dead.”

			“Why don’t you learn to plug it in?”

			“I’ll be real quick,” he said.

			Reluctantly, she handed over her phone, with a warning that her battery was just about dead as well.

			Then he walked straight outside. Farkus glanced at Timberman in the corner as he passed him.

			Still sleeping.

			

			—

			ON THE SIDEWALK in front of the Stockman’s, it smelled like fall in the air, like elk-hunting season.

			Although Joe Pickett’s phone went straight to message, he continued. “Some guys and a gal. I didn’t know any of them but Dallas Cates. I remembered what he looked like from them rodeo posters they used to have up in Welton’s Western Wear. Yeah, three guys, one gal—did I say that? Anyway, they were talking low, but really saying some shit, you know?

			“Hell, I didn’t even know Cates was out of prison in Rawlins. Did you?

			“When I heard ‘gay Mormon,’ I couldn’t figure it out. Then it hit me. They wasn’t saying ‘gay Mormon’ at all. They was saying ‘game warden.’

			“So . . . call me. I’m going elk hunting tomorrow, but you need to know what I heard. If I don’t answer, come by our camp if you want to, but be sure to knock first. Ha! Bring a horse so you can help us drag out an elk if we get one. And bring whiskey. It’ll be my info for your whiskey, which sounds like a good deal for both of us.

			“We’re up there on the South Fork of the Powder River—way up, maybe a quarter of a mile below tree line. Me and Cotton Anderson.

			“Boy, they was really talkin’ shit about you. You’ll want to know, believe me. In general, they was planning—”

			Wanda snatched the phone out his hand.

			She said, “Okay, that’s enough, damn you,” and terminated the call.

			“I wasn’t done,” Farkus said.

			“I don’t give a rip,” she said, and turned on her heel and strode toward the front door.

			Which opened before she got there. The doorframe filled with Dallas Cates and the larger of the two men.

			Farkus froze on the sidewalk.

			Cates stepped aside to let Wanda in, but he gracefully plucked the phone out of her hand as she went by. When she turned to object, he said, “I’ll bring it back to you in a minute, darling.”

			She went back inside, but not before the big man squeezed through and shut the door behind him.

			Farkus knew he couldn’t outrun them, but he thought he might be able to talk himself out of it.

			Cates held the phone up and scrolled through the screen. The dim light illuminated his features and made him look diabolical, Farkus thought. The large man stepped out to Farkus’s left on the sidewalk, blocking an exit that way.

			“I know who you are,” Cates said. “I know you were trying to overhear us talking in there. Dave fuckin’ Farkus. My dad used to clean out your septic tank, and sometimes you even paid him for it.”

			Farkus recalled the early-morning arrivals of Eldon Cates in his C&C Sewer and Septic Tank Service truck. The predawn beep-beep-beep of that truck backing up outside his double-wide had awakened him from many a hangover.

			“There,” Cates said. “I’ve memorized the number you called and I’ll look it up later, but I’m pretty sure I know who it was.”

			“I called my wife to tell her I was coming home,” Farkus lied.

			“When I was here last, you were single as hell and trying to score anyone you could find who’d fall for that fly-fishing scheme,” Cates said with a laugh. “Nobody’s dumb enough to marry a loser like you, Farkus.”

			“Please, I—”

			The big man reached for something tucked into the back of his belt and started to move in, and Farkus raised his arms in order to ward off any blows.

			That’s when Cates said “Rory” with an urgent tone.

			Rory stopped two feet away from Farkus, and Farkus opened his eyes slightly. Rory quickly morphed from reaching for a weapon to pretending he was pulling up his trousers.

			A Twelve Sleep County Sheriff’s Department SUV was cruising down Main. It slowed in front of the Stockman’s Bar, and Farkus recognized the driver as Deputy Lester Spivak. Spivak had recently been named undersheriff for the department. He’d replaced Edgar Jess Boner, he of the unfortunate name, who had taken a better-paying job in North Dakota.

			Farkus had never been as thrilled to see Deputy Spivak as he was at that minute. Spivak was squinting through the passenger window at the three of them out on the sidewalk.

			Cates reached over and clapped Farkus on the shoulder as if he were saying good night to an old friend.

			Under his breath to Rory, Cates said, “Let’s go finish our beers after walking our old buddy Farkus out of the bar.”

			To Farkus, he said, “Wave to the nice officer and show him everything’s all right.”

			Farkus did as he was told.

			Spivak waved back and the SUV sped up and continued down the street.

			As he opened the door to go back inside, Cates said to Farkus, “We’ll be in touch sooner than you think.”

			Farkus’s hand was trembling so hard it took half a minute to slide his key into the truck ignition and pull away.

			He couldn’t wait to disappear into the mountains and away from Dallas Cates.

		

	
		
			
				3

			

			Joe was still unsettled by what he’d witnessed on the iPad when he rolled his green Ford F-150 pickup to the front gate of his home and shut off the motor.

			The scene down below in the timber ran through his mind in a continuous loop. Even during his briefing with Sheriff Reed at the airport, he’d watched the white figure emerge from behind the tree and flee while starbursts flashed on the black screen. He wasn’t even sure it had been Dave Farkus down there, he’d reported to Reed, or even that the three figures who moved through the forest had assassinated someone. But it sure felt like that.

			Also unsettling was that the only illumination from inside his house was from the living room and Lucy’s bedroom. Now it looked lonely. When he’d drive up the mountain road while all the girls were there, his home was lit up at night like a steamboat on a dark river.

			That was when his oldest daughter, Sheridan, twenty-two, was briefly back at home after graduating from the University of Wyoming the previous spring. And when April, twenty, was still there, before she’d enrolled at Northwest community college in Powell.

			Sheridan was “taking a break” after college and had landed a job as a hostess at an exclusive high-end guest ranch outside of Saratoga, Wyoming. Neither Joe nor Marybeth knew exactly what “taking a break” meant, and Joe suspected Sheridan didn’t know for sure herself. Nevertheless, she seemed to enjoy the job despite the long hours and sometimes unreasonable demands from guests, who paid more than $1,500 a night to ride horses, fly-fish, and explore mountains and valleys away from civilization. Sheridan joked that she’d spent her formative years enjoying those activities and it hadn’t cost her a dime.

			April had surprised them both by applying for and receiving a scholarship on the college rodeo team, specializing in breakaway roping. Breakaway roping was a timed event that was a gentler hybrid of calf roping—the rider roped a calf but the animal wasn’t jerked to the ground or tied up. April had saved enough money working at the local Western-wear store to buy a competent roping horse, and she was participating in college rodeos throughout Wyoming, Montana, Idaho, and the Dakotas.

			Eighteen-year-old Lucy, a senior at Saddlestring High School, was seven months away from moving on as well and leaving Joe and Marybeth with an empty nest. Lucy was the most sensitive and intuitive of the three girls, and she seemed to be almost embarrassed to be the last one still at home, as if her presence were keeping her parents from their next stage of life. She seemed to be in a hurry to join her sisters out in the world. Marybeth was resigned to the future, although she wasn’t excited about it. She’d told Joe that her relationship with Lucy had gotten closer and more full since the two older girls had left. She’d miss Lucy terribly.

			Joe opened his truck door and swung out. His Labrador, Daisy, who was no doubt put out that he hadn’t taken her along in the airplane, was inside the living room on her hind feet, watching him through the window and steaming up the glass.

			

			—

			“ROUGH NIGHT?” Marybeth asked as Joe removed his boots and jacket in the mudroom and placed his Stetson crown-down on a shelf.

			“Yup.”

			She sat at the dining room table stacked high with piles of paper and three-ring binders. She’d changed into sweats, and her blond hair was in a ponytail. She looked remarkably youthful in her smart glasses. He could tell she’d already fed the horses because there were stray stalks of hay stuck to the fabric of her pants.

			“I bought a bucket of chicken on the way home tonight and most of it’s in the fridge,” she said. “I thought you might want some for your lunch tomorrow.”

			“Thank you.” Joe never turned down fried chicken. “You’re working late.”

			She sat back and sipped at a glass of red wine. “I’ve got to. I spend all my day trying to do my job and dealing with all the construction guys, and the bureaucrats who want to keep the construction guys from constructing anything.”

			Joe nodded as he opened the cabinet and closed his hand around the neck of a bottle of bourbon. As the director
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