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				Turning and turning in the widening gyre

				The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

				Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

				Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.

				—William Butler Yeats, “The Second Coming”
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				The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

				The ceremony of innocence is drowned.

				—William Butler Yeats, “The Second Coming”

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

				The Moose That Wasn’t

			
			Lorne Trumley had called dispatch to report a dead moose on his ranch. Since it was two weeks after the close of moose-hunting season in the Bighorn Mountains of Wyoming, Joe Pickett had responded.

			He slowed down and then stopped his green Ford F-150 pickup in front of the closed barbed-wire gate. Engine running, he limped out and approached it, all the while keeping his eye on several Black Angus cattle who had poked their heads out of a seven-foot stand of willows to stare dumbly at him. Even though he was moving slower than usual, Joe was able to open the gate, drive through, and close it again before the spark of a bovine thought—We can run out on the road!—slowly worked its way through the cows’ brains. By the time they’d realize their escape was possible, it would be too late.

			He grunted as he dropped the iron loop over the top of the gatepost and levered it closed. Most of the muscles in his body still hurt, and he had stitches in his back and thighs from an encounter with a wolverine.

			He wished old Lorne Trumley would replace the ancient wire gate and install a cattle guard at the entrance to his place. It was unlikely, though. Lorne was in his eighties, and like a lot of longtime local ranchers, he only fixed things for good after they’d been repaired so many times there was nothing left of them. And the three-strand gate still worked, sort of.

			Joe winced as he pulled himself back into the cab. His Labrador, Daisy, scooted toward him on the front seat and placed her heavy head on his lap, as if offering sympathy for his infirmities.

			He patted Daisy’s head and eased down the worn two-track road that would take him to Lorne’s home.

			“Thanks, old girl,” he said to her.

			As he drove by, the cattle finally leaped to action and charged past him toward the closed gate. Yup, too late.

			Lorne Trumley’s Crazy Z-Bar Ranch was a fourth-generation holding spread over lush, unique landscape six miles west of the town of Winchester. It was largely a glacial river bottom, and the north branch of the Twelve Sleep River did a series of lazy S-curves through it, providing a version of a natural irrigation ditch. Trumley raised cattle and grew hay, and because of the river branch there was plenty of water, which was a rarity in the valley. The water sustained thick, tall stands of willow and knotty brush that divided the ranch land as if by windows. It was a geothermal area as well, with warm-water seeps and heated quicksand that steamed in the winter.

			The name of the ranch had nothing to do with the ownership or history of the place. “Crazy Z-Bar” was just a description of the brand used on its cattle: the letter Z tilted forty-five degrees to the left over a single line.

			Joe knew from experience that the Crazy Z-Bar was a good place not to get stuck. The first time he’d come out to talk to Trumley about a change in hunting regulations, he’d mired his pickup in quicksand and had to walk the rest of the way to the house. After delivering a lecture about the big-game biologists in Joe’s agency knowing absolutely nothing about anything and any change in the hunting seasons would be foolish as hell, the rancher had followed Joe back to his pickup in a tractor and pulled him out.

			It was a cool day and the sky was close. The summits of the Bighorn Mountains were shrouded with cloud cover. Joe looked at the digital temperature display on his dashboard: forty-two degrees.

			

			—

			For Joe, it felt good to go back to work that morning after lolling around his house for too many days. It felt right to him to pull on his red uniform shirt and pin on his badge and j. pickett, game warden nameplate. It even felt right to buckle on his holster and .40 Glock semiauto.

			Marybeth had told him a strange story that morning. He pushed it to the back of his mind for now.

			

			—

			While recovering, he’d used part of his time to thoroughly clean out his pickup. He’d done a lot of the things he’d always promised to do when he “had the time.” He’d repaired his equipment and repacked his extra clothing. His weapons were all cleaned and oiled, and the console box of maps, ticket books, notebooks, and agency bulletins had all been organized and replaced. He’d vacuumed Daisy’s dog hair off his bench seat and power-washed the floor mats.

			It was as if he were driving a new pickup, he thought. He wondered how long it would last.

			

			—

			Although he had the business about the moose to take care of first, Joe looked forward to seeing all of his girls together in their house for Thanksgiving. It would be strange, since the family had their history and memories in another state-owned home that had been burned to the ground and not at the newer, much nicer residence on the bank of the Twelve Sleep River. It was unfair to his girls, he thought, that there were now more rooms and more space than there’d ever been when the three of them were growing up.

			Although Sheridan stopped by often—not often enough for her mother—April and Lucy had been to the new place infrequently, and separately, depending on their schedules. This wasn’t really their home—it was the place where their parents now lived.

			With Lucy bringing a friend along and the added presence of Liv Romanowski and her baby daughter, Kestrel, Marybeth was organizing a fairly large Thanksgiving meal and weekend. No doubt, she’d already determined who got which room to avoid conflict and how the seating at the table would be assigned. Joe’s job, he knew, was simply to be available.

			He was good at that.

			Joe hoped Liv would have news about Nate Romanowski, her husband and Joe’s longtime friend. Nate was away, following the trail of an outlaw falconer named Axel Soledad, who had beaten up Liv, threatened baby Kestrel, and stolen Nate’s falcons. Nate had left in a black rage and Joe hoped he could recover his Air Force without leaving a body count. But Joe knew Nate all too well, and he feared for what could happen.

			

			—

			With so much on his mind that morning, he was grateful for the distraction when Lorne shambled out of his old house and waved hello. Joe pulled into the overgrown ranch yard and parked next to a muddy ATV bristling with irrigation shovels strapped down by bungee cords. The butt end of a lever-action carbine poked out of a leather saddle scabbard.

			“Hey, Joe,” Lorne said.

			“Hey, Lorne.”

			Trumley looked like a piece of jerky that happened to be wearing an oversized flannel shirt, a Carhartt vest, and baggy jeans cinched by a belt with a rodeo buckle so ancient and smoothed off, the engraving had vanished. His short-brimmed cowboy hat was stained and battered and it gave his appearance a comical framing.

			He raised his arm and pointed vaguely over Joe’s shoulder. “That way,” he said. “Just look for the birds.”

			“When did you find the moose?” Joe asked.

			“This morning. I was looking for a couple of missing heifers and I seen it across the swamp. It isn’t very far from the edge of my property.” He pronounced it prop-ity.

			“Did you hear any shots?”

			“I don’t hear much of nothin’ these days.”

			“Is it a bull or a cow? Could you tell?”

			“I don’t know. I just know it was black like a moose. Too dark for an elk and not one of my cows.”

			Joe asked, “Can I get there in my truck?”

			“If you try, you’ll get stuck again, would be my guess.”

			“Can I borrow your Ranger?” Joe asked, chinning toward the ATV. He had one back at his game warden station, but it would take a few hours to drive there, load it on a trailer, and return.

			“Be careful with it,” Trumley cautioned. “My other one’s broke down.”

			Joe nodded.

			“Just follow my tracks through the meadow and you should be okay.”

			

			—

			
			Just look for the birds, Trumley had said. Joe understood. Predatory birds like ravens and crows were always the first on the scene of a carcass. Birds of prey, like eagles and falcons, would show up next. Larger predators would follow their lead, and scuttling armies of insects would later mop up.

			Daisy loped alongside the ATV as he drove in Trumley’s tracks across the meadow, through ditches, and via openings in the hedgerow brush. Several of the openings would have been too narrow for his pickup, and on either side of the high ground where Trumley had traveled was soft mud and hidden swamp. Daisy liked to splash through it, and she gave chase—for half a minute—to a pair of mallards she’d flushed.

			Before leaving the ranch, Joe had secured his necropsy kit in the bed of the Ranger, plus his twelve-gauge Remington Wingmaster shotgun, which was primarily for safety if the poachers were still about. He’d also thrown in a heavy chain and nylon towrope.

			After photographing the scene and looking for evidence like spent brass casings or boot prints, he would likely have to drag the carcass out behind the ATV to perform the necropsy and find out how it had been killed. If the animal had been shot, he’d attempt to locate the bullet. More often than not, the projectile would be located beneath the skin of the hide on the opposite side of the entry wound.

			Moose season had closed. It was a special permit area, so he knew from experience that it was unlikely a moose hunter with a legitimate license had been involved in the poaching incident. The violator—if there was one—was probably an elk hunter who’d chosen the wrong species, or an out-and-out outlaw who wanted to kill a moose out of season. Which made his blood boil.

			

			—

			Even before he saw the birds gathering near a stand of thick willows up ahead, he caught the whiff of what smelled like burned pork. Daisy noticed it, too, and out of the corner of his eye he saw her stop and raise her snout in the air.

			Joe rounded a knot of brush and saw a high-grass swamp between him and the birds. It was as far as Trumley had traveled that morning—the ATV tracks stopped short before attempting to cross the bog.

			As Trumley had described, a dark and heavy form was on the ground beneath an overhang of thick brush on the other side of the swamp beyond the clearing. Parts of it appeared to be smoldering and wisps of steam or smoke rose from the upper part. Despite that, ravens covered it and fought off newcomers to the scene. Several let out shrill cries.

			He stopped the ATV at the swamp edge and dug his binoculars out of his gear bag. Although the idling engine made his field of vision tremble, he zoomed in on the form and sharpened the focus.

			The first thing he noticed made him draw a sharp intake of breath.

			The body was black and charred and curled up beneath the overhang. Two rows of white teeth, human teeth, appeared bright and almost electrified from the lower part of the skull. The lips were either burned away or eaten off by the ravens.

			An arm stuck out from the body as if reaching out for help that didn’t come. Three of the five fingers had already been cleaned of flesh to the bone by the ravens. A fire-blackened silver wristwatch hung loosely from the carpal joints.

			Joe felt his stomach clench and his body go cold.

			It wasn’t a moose that Lorne Trumley had found on the edge of his property.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				Joe and the Body

			
			“What do you mean, burned?” Sheriff Scott Tibbs asked Joe as they drove Trumley’s Ranger from the ranch house on the same ATV tracks Joe had used earlier.

			“I mean burned,” Joe said over the sound of the engine. In order to hear each other, each man had to lean toward the other.

			“Like he stepped in that thermal water?” Tibbs asked. “I heard there were hot springs out here.”

			“There are,” Joe said. “But no, like he caught on fire.”

			“Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch,” Tibbs said, reaching up to clamp his hat tight on his head. “This I got to see.”

			

			—

			It was an hour after Joe had discovered the body and called Tibbs directly on his cell phone. Tibbs had driven his own Twelve Sleep County Sheriff’s Department SUV to the Trumley ranch, followed by Deputy Ryan Steck and rookie officer Tom Bass. Joe had left Steck and Bass to mill around in the ranch yard with Trumley because the Ranger was the only vehicle they could use to access the crime scene. Forensics tech Gary Norwood was also on his way from town, as well as another deputy, who’d been ordered to tow a trailer with two additional ATVs chained on its bed.

			Tibbs had been the sheriff for only a few months, after being talked out of retirement in Buffalo by the local county commissioners. He was portly and folksy with a thick white mustache, and jowls that trembled with the vibration of the Ranger. He still wasn’t settled into his new job, and since he had started, events had come at him like water from a fire hose. First the mayhem in the Bighorn Mountains, and now this. Joe felt sorry for him, because there was no way Tibbs had had the time yet to get his bearings in the new county. Locals were already starting to question his competence and ability.

			Joe was also well aware that most of the trouble Tibbs had encountered involved…Joe. He guessed that Tibbs had probably cringed when he saw who was calling, and Joe couldn’t really blame him.

			“Do you know who the victim is?” Tibbs asked. “Is he local? You know a hell of a lot more people around here than I do.”

			“I don’t even know if it’s a he,” Joe replied. “I didn’t get close enough to identify him or her.”

			“You didn’t touch the body or tramp around the location, did you?”

			“I didn’t even cross the swamp. I called you as soon as I found it.”

			“That was the right decision,” Tibbs said. “I know you have a reputation for inserting yourself into sheriff’s department business where a game warden doesn’t belong.”

			“Who told you that?” Joe asked.

			“It’s well known.”

			Joe didn’t think it was the right time and occasion to defend himself, so he bit his tongue. Since he’d been assigned to the Saddlestring District nearly twenty years before, there had been exactly one good sheriff who’d done his job well: Mike Reed. He’d also been Joe’s friend. All the other county sheriffs had been corrupt, incompetent, or both. The last one, Brendan Kapelow, had falsified his résumé and vanished when the lie was discovered. So of course Joe had involved himself in investigations even though he often wasn’t wanted.

			Tibbs shouted, “You described the body as ‘still smoldering’ when you found it.”

			“Yup.”

			“How long has it been there, do you think?”

			“I don’t know, but I’d guess just a few hours. The birds were just getting started.”

			“Are you sure he’s deceased?” Tibbs asked.

			“Has to be,” Joe said. “There was absolutely no movement.”

			Despite his answer, though, the question felt like a knife thrust into his belly. He hadn’t even considered that the person could still be alive. The body was burned beyond recognition, being fed on by predator birds, but still, the thought of him leaving a suffering human being was sickening. He wished he had checked on the victim before calling Tibbs, even though Tibbs would have chided him for contaminating the scene.

			“I remember reading an article about how some people spontaneously combust,” Tibbs said. “Do you believe something like that can actually happen? You’re walking along minding your own business and then poof, you realize you’re on fire?”

			“I don’t know,” Joe said. He was still reeling from the fact that Tibbs had even assumed Joe was the kind of man to leave a victim to die. He prayed he hadn’t screwed up like that.

			“Maybe it’s an accident of some kind,” Tibbs said. “Or a suicide.”

			Joe didn’t respond.

			Tibbs craned around to look into the bed of the Ranger.

			“I just wanted to make sure I brought the evidence bag,” he said. “I’m kind of out of practice, you know. You’d think after the number of bodies we found a while back up in the mountains, I’d be more on my game. Do you leave a pile of dead men everywhere you go?”

			“I do not,” Joe said defensively.

			“Could have fooled me,” Tibbs said.

			Joe wheeled through the opening in the willows and braked to a stop in the place he’d parked before. The body was still where he’d spotted it and it appeared to be in the same position. The biggest difference was that two bald eagles had scared away the ravens from the torso and they looked up and stared at the arrival of Joe and the sheriff with cool disdain in their unblinking eyes.

			Tibbs swung out and fired his service handgun twice into the air.

			“Now git, you birds!” he shouted.

			The eagles rose with ungainly flaps of their huge wings and they struggled above the height of the willows. One of them had a long red strip of flesh in its hooked beak. The other issued a piercing Skree.

			

			—

			The sheriff’s radio squawked to life and Deputy Steck’s voice came through clearly. “Boss, is everything all right out there? We heard the shots.”

			“Everything’s fine,” Tibbs reported back. “I was just chasing off some birds.” Then Tibbs reconsidered. He said, “No, it’s not all fine. We’ve got a situation.”

			Tibbs holstered his weapon while shaking his head. “Good thing you didn’t find it tomorrow,” he told Joe. “There wouldn’t be much of a body left.”

			Joe agreed, although he was still unsettled by the possibility—however remote—that the person could have still been breathing when he’d left.

			“Can we get across that swamp?” Tibbs asked.

			“We can try.”

			The sheriff started to lumber back to the four-wheeler, but stopped short and stared down at something near his feet.

			“There’s something strange here in the grass,” he said. “Like chunks of food.”

			Joe flushed. “That’s where I threw up.”

			“Oh.”

			

			—

			“Hold on,” Joe said as he clicked the four-wheel-drive toggle on the dashboard and jammed his boot on the accelerator. The ATV jerked forward and plumes of muddy water shot up from the tires on both sides. Tibbs clutched the handhold over his head on the frame of the Ranger and turned toward Joe so he wouldn’t get splashed in the face.

			Joe felt the four-wheeler slip to the side until the treads gripped, and he kept it floored as they bucked through the swamp. He hoped his momentum would carry them across before he got bogged down. Dirty water covered the plastic windshield and the wipers couldn’t keep up to clear it, so Joe leaned out of the cab to make sure they were headed in the right direction. Not until they were twenty feet from the victim did the treads really dig in, and they lurched up onto dry ground.

			The burned-meat smell was much stronger now and Joe could see that the eagles had done some real damage to the victim’s face and underbelly. He felt like getting sick again, but he swallowed hard and clamped his jaws together to try to stave it off.

			“Damn, you were right,” Tibbs said with awe as he took in the scene. He surveyed the brush and grass beneath them. “Nothing else looks like it caught on fire around here. Just this poor thing. What in the hell happened?”

			“Don’t know,” Joe said as he removed his Stetson and slid a fly-fishing buff over his nose and mouth.

			“Maybe lightning?” Tibbs speculated.

			“In November?” Joe asked.

			“Good point.”

			Tibbs pulled on a pair of black nitrile gloves and approached the body. He held his breath and reached down to touch the victim’s throat.

			“Dead for sure,” he said. He looked up at Joe. “Been dead for a while, I’d say. At least a few hours, like you thought. The body is cooling off, but rigor mortis hasn’t yet set in.”

			Joe closed his eyes and sighed with relief. He hadn’t left a person to die.

			“Our victim is definitely a man,” Tibbs said while turning the head to its other side. The victim’s face was not completely burned and he wore an inch of gray beard that had not caught fire. A single light blue eye was open and filmed over. Joe noted that the stripped finger bones of the man’s outstretched hand were broken, but not detached. That seemed incongruous to the state of the body.

			Although Joe couldn’t yet place him, there was something familiar about the victim.

			“Know him?” Tibbs asked.

			“I think so. It’ll come to me.”

			“When it does, please notify your local sheriff,” Tibbs said. Then: “What was he doing out here that got him burned up? I don’t see any signs of an accelerant. Who knows—maybe he was welding somewhere, and he had an accident?”

			They were rhetorical questions Joe couldn’t answer.

			“How did he break his fingers?” Joe asked.

			“Maybe he fell after he climbed the fence,” Tibbs offered.

			“Maybe.” But the theory didn’t jibe with what Joe could see.

			“Was he out here hunting?” Tibbs asked as he groaned his way to full height.

			Joe looked around for a hunting rifle or any other evidence to suggest why the victim was located there. The man appeared to be wearing slippers or light shoes, not hunting boots. But it was difficult to tell exactly what his footwear consisted of because they were burned and had melted into the skin of his feet.

			The prop-ity line was marked by a taut four-strand barbed-wire fence mounted to T-posts just behind the brush where the body was curled up. Trumley, Joe knew, was a stickler for a good tight fence. On the other side was an ancient overgrown two-track road. He could see that the grass in the ruts was pressed down.

			Joe said, “Look at that top strand of wire.”

			Tibbs did so and saw bits of burned clothing and skin hanging from the barbs.

			Joe said, “I’m thinking he either climbed the fence and died here or he got tossed over it from the other side.”

			Tibbs grunted, apparently agreeing with the theory. “Don’t touch anything,” he said.

			“You don’t need to tell me that. There was a vehicle on that road,” Joe said. “The tire tracks look fresh.”

			“I see that,” Tibbs said. “I’ll get Norwood to climb the fence and take a good look at that road. We might be able to find a tread pattern.

			“But who would do such a thing?” he asked. “And why?”

			“Maybe they thought the predators would clean it up before anyone found the body,” Joe said. “Like you said, it wouldn’t take very long. It’s lucky for us that Lorne just happened to come this way this morning. Otherwise, that body could have been there for the entire winter before anyone noticed it, if they ever did.”

			“Which suggests some planning,” Tibbs said.

			He shook his head and moaned. “This is quite a bit worse than I thought it would be.”

			“Yup.”

			“Do you think we should question the rancher?”

			“Can’t hurt,” Joe said. “But I’d be surprised he has anything to do with this. If Lorne wanted to hide a body on his own ranch, I’d guess he would find a better place to put it. And he wouldn’t call it in.”

			Tibbs indicated his agreement, but he had a very sour look on his face. Although Joe didn’t know him well yet, he surmised that Sheriff Tibbs would much rather make quips during town council meetings and ride in his SUV during the Fourth of July parade than investigate another murder. Not to mention his not-very-secret affair with Ruthanne Hubbard, the sexy and twice-divorced dispatcher.

			Joe told Tibbs he would take the Ranger back to the ranch house and turn it over to his deputies so they could join him at the crime scene. He didn’t know how long it would take Norwood and the other deputy to arrive with the ATVs.

			“What, and just leave me here?” Tibbs asked with alarm.

			“Somebody needs to stay and keep the predators away,” Joe said. “Besides, you made it real clear this is sheriff’s department business. I don’t want to get in your way.”

			Tibbs narrowed his eyes. “Fine. Just call me when you think of the victim’s name, even though by then we’ll probably know anyway.”

			Joe nodded and climbed into the Ranger and started it up.

			“Tell my guys to hurry,” Tibbs said as he dug into his evidence bag for a thick roll of crime scene tape to mark the perimeter of the scene.

			“Will do,” Joe said.

			“This place was described to me as sleepy by your county commissioners,” Tibbs said, gesturing around him with the roll of tape to include the entire county.

			“Bait and switch,” Joe responded.

			Then he did a three-point turn and rocketed back through the swamp toward the ranch house. The farther he got from the burned body, the less likely he’d get sick again. But he had no real doubt that the sight and smell of the burned man would stay with him for a long time.

			

			—

			Joe was halfway back to the ranch headquarters when Tibbs called.

			“Do you know a guy named Bert Kizer?” Tibbs asked.

			Then it hit Joe, where he’d seen the victim before. It had been on the Twelve Sleep River. The dead man was rowing a drift boat at the time while two visiting fly fishermen casted streamers toward the banks.

			“He’s wearing a metal dog tag on a chain around his neck,” Tibbs said. “One of those cheap ones. It says: ‘Bert Kizer, A-positive.’ I guess that means his blood type.”

			Joe said, “He’s a local fishing guide. He’s been around this valley for a long time—longer than me. He used to own an outfitting company, but it went belly-up, so now he hires on with other outfits when they need an extra hand. He’s a freelance rent-a-guide. I’m pretty sure he’s divorced and lives alone in a shack not all that far from here.”

			“Do you know much more about him than that?” Tibbs asked.

			“Like what?”

			“Does he have enemies who could do this to him? Is he involved in something that might get him killed?”

			“I really don’t know much about him,” Joe said. “I’ve seen him on the river a few times when I was fishing. He just nodded and kept rowing. I wouldn’t say he was a gregarious guy. Which is unusual, because most guides are real talkers.”

			“Is there someone we can talk to who might be able to shed a little more light on the situation? Does Kizer have friends or acquaintances we can interview?” Tibbs asked.

			“That sounds like a job for the sheriff’s department,” Joe said. He terminated the call.

			

			—

			“Just follow the tracks,” Joe said to Deputy Steck, who had climbed behind the wheel of the ATV.

			“Why do you get to drive?” Deputy Bass asked Steck.

			“Because I’m not the rookie,” Steck said.

			Joe stifled a smile. Bass was young and fresh-faced with a slight mustache. His uniform was starched and pressed. He looked overeager, and Joe wondered how he’d react when he saw and smelled the victim.

			They roared off.

			“I told you there was something out there,” Trumley said to Joe. “I just wish it would have been a damned moose after all.”

			Joe turned to him. “Doesn’t Bert Kizer live around here?”

			“Just up the county road in a shitty little shack. Why do you ask?”

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				Bert’s Dog

			
			Joe pulled off the road and waved at Norwood and the deputy as they went by, hauling the ATVs to the ranch. He continued on toward the county road. Daisy was curled up in the passenger seat after leaving muddy prints all over the cab. His clean new truck had lasted exactly half a day, he thought.

			He could hear Tibbs requesting an ambulance for the body over the mutual aid channel on his radio. Ruthanne, the dispatcher, asked him if everything was all right with him, and Tibbs was terse in his response and deflected the question. He was still playing it coy when it came to their personal relationship, Joe thought. But it was a small town and Tibbs was a public official. Word would eventually get to Mrs. Tibbs, and all hell could break loose.

			He hesitated at the junction on the county road. Then instead of turning right toward the highway and back to Saddlestring, he turned left.

			

			—

			Bert Kizer’s small home was two miles from the ranch turnoff and was tucked into an alcove of mature river cottonwoods still blazing yellow and red with fall colors. The visual feast surrounding it made Kizer’s place look even more faded and drab than it already was. The structure was a simple ranch-style bungalow covered by unpainted siding. Yellow leaves blanketed the gray roof and covered the small unkempt lawn in the front. A twenty-year-old Dodge Power Wagon was parked on the side of the house. On the other side was a low-profile ClackaCraft drift boat on a trailer covered by a tarp. Next to the drift boat was an NRS river raft. Tools of Bert’s trade.

			Joe parked in the ditch on the side of the road. He didn’t want to drive to the house on the two-track that led to it because he feared driving over and obscuring any recent tire tracks.

			He knew he shouldn’t go to the scene there before the sheriff and his team arrived, but he had to be sure. This, he thought, was the kind of thing that had gotten him into trouble in the past. Not that it would stop him now.

			He walked the sixty yards from his pickup to the house over a carpet of just-fallen yellow leaves. The cool morning made his joints stiff and he limped as he walked from both his recent injuries and the bullet wound in his leg from the year before. It took longer to recover from injuries than it used to, he’d found. It was annoying.

			There were no sounds coming from inside, and he noted that the front door was open a crack. Kizer had obviously not taken his truck anywhere. So he was either inside, or…

			“Bert, are you in there?” Joe called out. “It’s Joe Pickett, the game warden.” He wanted to give the man plenty of notice that he was trespassing. The last thing he wanted to see play out was for Kizer to step outside his home with a shotgun. Wyoming’s Castle Doctrine would render it a justified shooting.

			Joe placed his hand on his Glock as he got closer. He called out several more times, and the only response from the shack was when a dog peered at him from around the corner of it. The dog was some kind of mixed breed, tall and willowy with mottled coloring, a long snout, and piercing hazel eyes. It trembled and looked scared and ready to bolt away at any second. Joe didn’t feel threatened.

			That’s when he smelled it: gasoline.

			He mounted the wooden porch and called out again. There was no response.

			Drawing his weapon, Joe stood to the side of the door. He glanced at the dog to see it had taken a couple of steps toward him, but it was still too wary to come any closer. Then he leaned over and pushed the door all the way open and peered inside.

			Although he didn’t know Bert Kizer’s housekeeping regimen, it was obvious the interior had been wrecked. Side tables and lamps were overturned and a board-and-block bookshelf had been ransacked. A single hardwood chair had been repositioned from the table to stand alone in the middle of the living room. Strips of duct tape hung from the arms and legs.

			The facing wall was filled with cheaply framed photos and most of them were askew. There was a younger Bert with a fine 5×5 bull elk, Bert offering a thick twenty-two-inch rainbow trout to the photographer, Bert holding up the severed head of a pronghorn. Two older black-and-white photos showed Bert as a child. In one, he sat on the back of a horse. In the other, he stood thigh-high next to a man with haunted eyes wearing a U.S. Army uniform. His father?

			The dining room table was empty except for a long-billed cap that looked as if it had been tossed there haphazardly. A jacket hung from the top of one of the chairs.

			On the kitchen counter next to the table were assorted hand tools: a hacksaw, a hammer, pliers, and a DeWalt twenty-volt hand drill armed with a dark-stained bit. Joe knew the drill because he had one exactly like it himself.

			Joe didn’t go inside because he recognized the scene for what it was and he didn’t want to disturb it. The chair, the tape, the tools. Someone had been bound to the chair and tortured.

			

			—

			Feeling queasy again, Joe backed away from the door and stepped off the porch. The dog backpedaled farther away with Joe’s every step.

			In the distance, Daisy barked at the dog from inside the cab. Daisy didn’t like Joe paying attention to any other dogs except Tube, their half-Corgi, half-Labrador at home. The scared dog loped away, and Joe called after it.

			When it stopped at his voice, Joe said, “You know what went down here, don’t you? You saw it all. I wish you could talk.”

			The dog simply stared back.

			Joe walked around the side of the house to the fenced backyard.

			This was where it had happened.

			Two dented gasoline cans lay on their sides. In the middle of the yard was burned grass and blackened leaves.

			Joe dug for his cell phone and called Tibbs. The sheriff answered after one ring.

			“I’m at Bert Kizer’s place up the road. It looks like he was tortured here and dumped where you are. I can’t tell if he was alive or dead when they set him on fire.”

			“Oh my God,” Tibbs said. He sounded stunned.

			“Don’t worry, I didn’t go inside,” Joe said. “And this is just my working theory after about five minutes of looking around. But the house looks to be a wreck inside and they didn’t clean up after themselves. I’m guessing Norwood can find prints and DNA in there.”

			“Shit, this is awful,” Tibbs said.

			“I’ll stay on the scene until you get here,” Joe said.

			“Don’t let anyone go inside until we do.”

			Joe punched off. Tibbs was a master of stating the obvious.

			

			—

			Twenty minutes later, Sheriff Tibbs paced in the front yard with his cell phone pressed to his face. He’d seen what Joe had seen and he looked harried. Joe understood. The first hour at a newly discovered crime scene was often the most crucial, and that was when every small procedure or decision that later turned out to be clumsy or wrong could be amplified by a sharp defense attorney to imply the investigation had been botched from the beginning. That was why Tibbs was already requesting assistance from the adjoining Shell County Sheriff’s Department as well as the Wyoming Division of Criminal Investigation (DCI). He was covering his butt, and Joe thought it was smart and the correct way to go.

			While Tibbs paced and talked, forensics technician Gary Norwood arrived. He looked almost as harried as the sheriff. They’d all parked out on the county road behind Joe’s pickup.

			Norwood was in his mid-thirties and was shared by three northern Wyoming counties. He was gangly and balding and Joe noticed he’d taken to wearing glasses full-time. He was already wearing white scrubs and his face mask was pulled down below his chin.

			“Processing two crime scenes at once isn’t optimal,” Norwood complained to Joe.

			“Did you get an impression of the tire tracks back at the scene?”

			Norwood nodded. “Brand-new, they looked like. Sharp clean edges on the tread.”

			“Those same tracks might be out on the road to this place,” Joe said, pointing.

			“Great. I’ll get to those as soon as I can.”

			“That kind of narrows it down to new vehicles in the area—or a new set of tires,” Joe said.

			There were fewer than a half-dozen shops that sold new tires around there, Joe knew. And only two auto dealerships.

			“Correct,” Norwood said as he pulled on a pair of puffy white paper booties. “I told the sheriff.”

			“Any more physical evidence around the body?”

			“Not that I could determine. I got called over here before I could do a thorough examination, but I’m pretty sure the body was tossed over the fence by the evidence we located on the top strand. Tossed over like a sack of potatoes, is my guess.”

			“So he was already gone?” Joe couldn’t shake his earlier fears.

			Norwood shrugged. “Either that, or he wasn’t in any condition to put up much of a struggle.

			“I’ll do a quick prelim here before I go back,” he said. “The real work starts later. I’ve got to find what I can find outside before the weather changes in both locations.”

			“You’ve got a busy day ahead,” Joe said.

			“No shit. A busy day and night,” Norwood said as he handed Joe a pair of booties and Tyvek gloves. “How about you take some notes to save me time?”

			Joe glanced at Sheriff Tibbs. The man’s back was turned. He knew Tibbs wouldn’t approve.

			“I’ll follow you and stay out of your way,” Joe said.

			

			—

			He shadowed Norwood, entering the home with his digital recorder in one hand and his cell phone in the other. Joe chose to record Norwood’s own words rather than interpret them into his notebook, so he wouldn’t misunderstand anything. Norwood carried his forensics bag and had a Canon EOS digital SLR camera hanging from his neck.

			“From the outset, the room is in disarray…” Norwood said as he described the scene Joe had observed earlier. He detailed the tools on the kitchen counter and the chair with the tape on it.

			“A substance that looks like partially coagulated blood is on the drill bit,” Norwood stated as he leaned over and narrowed his eyes at the tool.

			“There’s also blood stains on the floor around the chair itself and what looks to be arterial spray on the ceiling.”

			Joe looked up. He’d missed that. The blood spray looked as if a painter had flung his brush through the air over his head.

			Norwood raised his camera and shot dozens of photos in rapid succession while slowly turning 360 degrees. Joe stayed behind him so he wouldn’t be in any of the shots.

			“There might be latent prints on the tools and other surfaces,” Norwood said. “I don’t observe any footprints on the floor or any obvious hair or fiber evidence, but that will involve further testing…”

			He went on for the record.

			While Norwood talked, Joe took a closer look around the room and took photos on his cell phone camera. A pile of books was on the floor where the cheap shelving had been pulled down from the wall. Kizer was apparently not a reader of novels except for the Lord of the Rings trilogy, which looked decades old. He recognized the titles of several classic fly-fishing and fly-tying manuals. And he noted well-thumbed World War II history paperbacks: The Longest Day by Cornelius Ryan, Band of Brothers by Stephen Ambrose, and Beyond Band of Brothers by Major Dick Winters, as well as T. A. Larson’s History of Wyoming.

			“It appears the subject was bound by duct tape to the chair and tortured using common hand tools,” Norwood said. “Probably his own.” Then: “I wonder what they wanted from a fishing guide?”

			It was a question Joe had been asking himself. He had no answer. Judging by Kizer’s possessions, it didn’t appear that he had much money. Fishing guides rarely did.

			Joe followed Norwood with his recorder through the small kitchen toward the back screen door. Norwood carefully stepped around to the side of it and Joe did the same.

			“I observe blood spatter on the linoleum leading out through the back door to the yard,” Norwood said as they followed it. He paused before pushing the screen door open.

			“There’s a dirty frypan on the stove and a half-eaten plate of scrambled eggs and bacon on the counter. My initial observation from what I can see is that the victim was having his breakfast when the perpetrators struck.”

			

			—

			After photographing and describing what he saw in the backyard, and making a note to check for prints on the steel surfaces
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