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			For Jeremy Barnes, a true hero

			And to Laurie, always

		

	
		
			THURSDAY, 
APRIL 26

			There’s a whining at the threshold—

			There’s a scratching at the floor—

			To work! To work! In Heaven’s name!

			The wolf is at the door!

			CHARLOTTE PERKINS GILMAN, “THE WOLF AT THE DOOR”

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

			

			FOR WYOMING GAME WARDEN Katelyn Hamm, April really was the cruelest month. And this year was turning out to be the worst one of all.

			And that was even before she got her pickup stuck eight miles from the highway.

			It was the last week of the month and she was in the middle of what was known as shed war season. Bull elk and big mule deer shed their antlers throughout the winter, and now the war was heating up due to the low snowpack and the antlers’ high price.

			Shed war season was why she’d been grinding her green four-wheel-drive Ford F-150 through sagebrush, snowdrifts, and rock formations in the high foothills of the western slope of the Bighorn Mountains. Gnarled ancient cedars stood as sentinels among the granite formations towering on both sides, and she’d tried to keep her front tires in a set of untracked but snowpacked ruts meandering up and through the rough country toward the mountains.

			Her destination had been a set of high, vast meadows just below the tree line of the mountains. Those meadows were designated as critical elk and deer winter range, and her aerial surveys two months earlier had revealed thousands of both. The elk liked to descend by the hundreds from the shadowed low timber to feed in the open on the meadows at night where the wind swept the benches clean of snow. Hundreds of mule deer moved up from draws and arroyos to do the same thing.

			Now the meadows were littered with forty-pound elk antlers and heavy-beam deer antlers, the sharp tines and tips emerging from the snow as it melted, so new they glinted in the sun.

			There were two ways to get to the winter range from the highway. One was a moderately developed gravel two-track five miles to the south. That route was officially closed during the winter months and marked by signs warning against entry. But antler poachers were resourceful. They drove around the gate closure and shot up the signs.

			The other way to the high meadows was the rough, obscure two-track path that Katelyn had chosen to take. It wound up through the rock formations and cedars and ended on a high promontory that would give her a sweeping view of the meadows and anyone who might be in them.

			For antler hunters, the western slope was a treasure trove.

			For Katelyn Hamm, it was where she got her pickup stuck.

			

			—

			THE FRONT WHEELS had dropped into a deep but narrow erosion ditch that crossed the road. She hadn’t seen the depth of the hazard because it had been covered by a long, narrow snowdrift that started in a copse of sagebrush and extended forty feet beyond in a crusty frozen wave. The impact was hard enough when the tires dropped that a cascade of ticket books and topo maps showered down on her from where they’d been secured by a rubber band around the sun visor. Her chin hurt because she’d smacked it on the steering wheel.

			It happened, getting stuck in the middle of nowhere, and it occurred more frequently than any game warden would admit. The key was to figure out how they could free their vehicles without having to call for help, or worse, being photographed. Each year, the Wyoming Game Warden Foundation dinner featured a special PowerPoint presentation of game wardens stuck in their vehicles. It elicited lots of guffaws. Katelyn wanted to be one of the laughers, not the laughees.

			She tried to rock the truck forward and back, hoping the tires would grind through the snow and grab a bite of dirt that would launch her out. But the more she rocked, the deeper the tires dug in.

			Katelyn struggled into her parka inside the cab and jammed a green Stormy Kromer wool cap on her head, then tucked her auburn hair into the collar of her coat so the cold winter wind wouldn’t whip her eyes with it. The hem of the parka gathered over the grip of her holstered .40 Glock.

			She grimaced as she circled the vehicle, and not just from the wind. The tires were deep in the ditch and the front bumper was perched on the edge of it. The friction of her spinning front tires had glazed the snow and melted it down enough that they spun freely and could grip nothing.

			In the gear box in the bed of her unit, she had two shovels, one with a sharp blade and the other squared off, and she could try to start digging, but the ground was still frozen solid. It might take her hours.

			She could call dispatch and request a tow truck from town, eighteen miles away, but that would take hours as well, provided the driver could even find her in such a remote location, GPS coordinates or not. And would he have a phone or camera to document her situation? Of course he would.

			“Well, damn,” she said to herself. The wind whipped her words away.

			

			—

			SHE’D HEARD too many times that there weren’t actually four seasons in the Rocky Mountains, but three: summer, winter, and mud. That was true enough, though there was the possibility of snow at elevation every month of the year. What that canard didn’t account for was that no matter what the weather, the conditions, and snowpack, she still had hard calendar dates she had to consider in order to do her job.

			There was a rhythm to it. Hunting season openers started with archery in the early fall through the last rifle seasons in December. Herd classification assessments of elk, deer, and pronghorn antelope took place in December and January. Checking up on local licensed trappers in the deep winter took her through late March, and checking fishing licenses lasted all summer. Interspersed throughout were mandated reports for headquarters in Cheyenne, regional training days in Cody, and various assistance requests not only from other game wardens but from local law enforcement, state troopers, and investigators.

			Shed war season had become more exciting since the price for elk antlers had gone up to around fifteen dollars per pound, and mule deer antlers up to ten to twelve dollars. That meant a set from a mature bull could fetch up to six hundred dollars from the “antler man” when he came to town. Deer antlers fetched two hundred to four hundred dollars a set and were later sold to furniture makers, accessory manufacturers, and Asian buyers who ground up the material into powder and sold it as an aphrodisiac.

			In a district where oil and gas activity was slowly coming back but still not out of the bust years, antler hunting could almost make a guy rich.

			“Antler season” on the winter range opened on May 1, which meant antler hunters could legally spread out over the mountains and wintering grounds en masse to scoop up whatever they could find. It would be a free-for-all, filling flatbed trailers with sheds and overflowing pickup beds.

			Unfortunately, some miscreants tried to beat the legal opening day and the other antler hunters. They’d try to sneak onto the meadows as soon as the snow receded enough that they could get there and back, despite the locked gate and the posted signs. Katelyn knew it had been happening for years, and she was determined to patrol the meadows by truck and catch the poachers.

			Big-game animals were weak and stressed in the winter, especially in the last months before the grass pushed through the snow and the herds dispersed on their own. Antler hunters ran them off the meadows prematurely and sometimes spooked the herds away from their winter feed. It was cruel. Katelyn supported proper hunting ethics and was outraged at needless wildlife deaths.

			

			—

			SHE STUDIED the landscape around her and made a plan. Anything, she thought, to avoid calling for that tow truck.

			A lone cedar tree twisted up from the shale about sixty feet from the front bumper of her pickup. Welded on that bumper was an electric winch with a tight spool of rusting cable and a hook on the end. She’d never used it and she hoped it worked.

			The tree itself wasn’t massive, but it was obvious it had been there a long time. Cedar trees didn’t grow fast in Wyoming, but they had to be tough to withstand the wind, weather, and lack of rain. She’d pull out the cable, loop it around the trunk, and hope like hell that the winch motor worked and had enough torque.

			Katelyn circled the tree and confirmed that it looked stout enough to serve as an anchor. Then, after a quick look around and with the wind at her back, she unbuckled her jeans and squatted to urinate. She hated going outside in the cold, but she had no choice. She’d drunk too much coffee that morning and there were no public restrooms for miles.

			While she strained to finish quickly, she heard a hum in the sky. The sound was at a different frequency from the wind—lower and more steady. Then it was gone.

			She rose and searched the sky while she fastened her trousers. Empty landscape and wind sometimes combined to ferry faraway sounds over long distances. There’d been times when she’d clearly heard snippets of conversations from people too far away to see.

			Maybe a low-flying plane or a piece of machinery?

			Katelyn chalked it up to the quirkiness of her surroundings and got back to work.

			

			—

			SHE LOCATED the remote control for the winch in a grocery bag behind the seat of her pickup and plugged it into the outlet, then toggled the switch. The spool turned, spitting the hook out from the motor so it looked like it was sticking out its tongue.

			It took ten minutes for her to feed out enough cable to reach the tree. The steel line coiled in front of her pickup and stained the snow orange from powdered rust.

			Pushing aside stiff branches, she looped the cable around the lower trunk near the base of the cedar and secured the hook.

			She moved to the side as far as the cord to the control would allow and gently activated the winch until the cable began to tighten. That way, if the line broke, it wouldn’t whip back and injure her.

			Then she heard the hum again and paused. This time, it emanated from somewhere over her shoulder—from the direction of the mountains.

			She turned and the remote control slipped from her hands as she saw what was coming: a ragged column of sixty to eighty mule deer pouring over the summit of the hill. They were like molten gray lava, grouped closely together and flowing down the hillside in a wild panic.

			Unlike elk, deer didn’t bunch up in large herds unless they were migrating. This was more than unusual.

			Their alarm was palpable as they scrambled down through the rocks and brush. A few lost their footing and fell. Others tumbled over the injured deer on the ground. But they kept coming. She couldn’t tell the bucks from the large does because the males had dropped their antlers and they’d not yet regrown.

			The animals didn’t see her until they were a little more than a hundred yards away, but the sight of her didn’t stop them. Instead, they started an arc to the right up the hillside and into heavier brush. She could hear branches snap and dislodged rocks tumble down the incline. She witnessed several more deer drop away and lay down, too exhausted to continue.

			Then she saw the aircraft as it rose over the horizon. At first she thought it was a distant helicopter. But it wasn’t distant. It was a drone, white against the pale blue sky.

			The drone swung back and forth behind the fleeing deer, swooping down at times so close that it almost lit on their backs. It was remarkably quick as it shot through the air behind them.

			The deer were being driven.

			Katelyn was furious.

			

			—

			BY THE TIME she pulled the shotgun out from behind the seat and jacked a shell into the chamber—her intent was to blast the drone out of the sky—the aircraft had backed off and risen straight up out of range. The hum receded.

			“Come back!” she shouted.

			But the drone froze in place, high enough that the camera mounted on it could view the havoc it had created below and too far from her location either to identify or blow up.

			She wondered if the operator was zooming the camera lens in on her standing there next to her disabled pickup. If so, Katelyn tossed her right glove to the side and gave it an emphatic middle finger.

			The response of the drone was to swing from side to side as if laughing.

			So she shot at it anyway, hoping that at least one of the buckshot pellets would fly high enough to do some damage. But the drone didn’t waver. Instead, it slowly backed away and climbed higher.

			It vanished out of her sight over the top of the hill. The hum receded until all she could hear was the wind.

			She cursed the fact that she couldn’t chase it until her pickup was freed.

			

			—

			AFTER WINCHING the truck out of the ditch and feeding the cable back onto the spool, Katelyn climbed into her vehicle and roared up the hill, hoping to get a visual on the drone operator before he fled. She almost got stuck again in a deep snowdrift, but she was able to downshift into four-wheel-drive low and grind through it. Thirty more yards and she’d be on top.

			The view on the summit was what she remembered it to be. On top was a windswept flat pocked by burls of exposed granite. Beyond that was a steep descent—too steep to drive down. Fortunately, from her location she could see for miles along the western slope of the mountains.

			But there was no other vehicle down there, or any tire tracks. Only a trail of injured and weakened deer, most of them fawns. And a pair of coyotes slinking out of the timber to finish them off.

			She was flummoxed. Was it possible for someone to pilot a drone from so far away that they couldn’t be seen?

			Then, through the distant dark timber of the western slope, she saw a glimpse of a reflection of sun on metal. It vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

			There was another quick flash as the vehicle ascended the mountainside, but the woods were too thick to make it out.

			She knew there were old logging roads over there, and no doubt whoever had piloted the craft had retrieved it and was now getting away. There was no chance that she could get down the hillside and over the meadows in time.

			

			—

			SHE SPENT the next hour photographing the carnage and killing wounded animals that would never recover in their winter-weakened state. It was disgusting work, and she was enraged at whomever had piloted the drone.

			What kind of sick mind would do such a thing? They’d been responsible for the deaths of dozens of animals.

			She thought about what her next steps would be. She knew very little about drones except that they were illegal to hunt or scout with. Were they registered somewhere? Was there a way of figuring out who had them and when they flew?

			All she knew was that the vehicle she’d spotted was headed away toward the top of the mountains and likely over the top, which was the demarcation line of her game warden district.

			Katelyn’s area of responsibility was nearly two thousand square miles on the western side of the Bighorn Mountains. Its name derived from the tiny mountain town of Shell, Wyoming.

			The district to the east was the Saddlestring District.

			It was managed by a game warden named Joe Pickett, who had recently gotten his job back.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

			

			AT THE SAME TIME, eighty miles to the east, Joe leaned into the lens of a Bushnell spotting scope attached to the open driver’s-side window of his pickup. He carefully dialed the focus knob until he could look at a big arroyo in sharp detail. His new green pickup was parked in a pocket of aspen on the hillside just below the county road that continued into the national forest. From that vantage point—one he had used countless times over the years—he could scope the lower ends of the breaklands in his district and get a clear view of the deep red draws that knifed through the foothills of the Bighorns.

			These were the draws favored by local trappers hoping to catch bobcats, red foxes, and raccoons. Occasionally, a mountain lion would stumble into the traps, and even more occasionally a coyote or deer. But bobcats were the primary target, and they were surprisingly vulnerable. Stupid, even.

			

			—

			
			IT WAS A CLEAR, cool day in mud season. Rivulets of snowmelt coursed down the hillside from big drifts still caught in the shade of the trees. The dirt roads he’d used that morning were slick with mud, and his tires were coated with a full inch of it all the way around. It was still a long way from summer, but he could almost see it from there.

			Some of the species of wildlife Joe had encountered on his drive into the mountains were beginning to display springlike behavior. He’d noted three doe pronghorn antelope in different settings standing alone in the sagebrush as if they’d been expelled from their herds. Two froze in place and watched him go by with worried eyes, and the third ran away, looking back at him over her shoulder, as if imploring him to follow.

			He knew that the lone does were likely scouting locations to give birth in a few weeks. If he came back later and approached them, he’d likely find a tiny fawn—or twins, which was common with pronghorn—curled up at the base of a brush. The mother pronghorns stood guard until their babies could keep up with them—and the instant family unit would rejoin the herd.

			Pronghorn fawns fascinated Joe. When born, they were fully formed but miniature versions of the adult antelope. Within a week of birth, they could run just as fast—pronghorns were the second fastest land animal on earth, after cheetahs—and cover almost the same distance as mature animals.

			He’d noted the sightings on his Wildlife Observation Form, known by game wardens and biologists as a WOF, pronounced “woof.”

			

			—

			A PRIME WESTERN bobcat pelt, unlike its eastern cousin, was fetching three hundred to five hundred dollars in the current fur market. In the last few winters, the bobcat population had boomed. Which meant the number of trappers had boomed as well.

			Joe liked it better when the prices were down, not because he disapproved of legitimate trappers, or had an excess of affection for predators. But when fur prices were low, fewer amateur trappers ventured out into the foothills and mountains. There was nothing wrong with amateur trappers, either, but too many of them lost interest in their sets if they didn’t produce quickly enough, and their traps went unchecked long after the seventy-two-hour requirement in the regulations. Or, worse, the traps were left out for months, and that meant many animals suffered cruel and unnecessary deaths: predators, deer, antelope, pets out for a walk.

			So when he’d received a call the previous evening from a local trapper reporting that someone had littered an arroyo with leg-hold traps and left them unattended for a month after trapping season had ended, Joe had responded the next day.

			“Failure to check” violations were serious and could result in ten days in jail, a thousand-dollar fine, and six years’ revocation of a trapping permit if the judge chose to throw the book at the violator. And that didn’t include the additional violations of trapping out of season and wanton destruction of wildlife if dead or maimed animals had been left in the traps.

			

			—

			GAME WARDENS PERFORMED an odd dance with local trappers during the season. Trappers needed to purchase a furbearing animal trapping permit and obey all the rules and regulations, but they weren’t required to reveal where they set their traps. Therefore, in order to enforce the laws in their district, game wardens had to refrain from asking the trappers directly where they were set up and spend days trying to figure out each individual trapper’s grounds by using their knowledge and skills and following clues.

			As Joe scoped the arroyo, he noted irregularities that would likely be missed by casual observers. The weathered old log on the sloping wall of the draw looked out of place. Trappers wired their traps to branches or lengths of logs so they’d serve as drags if an animal tried to pull away.

			A pile of vertical brush looking like a miniature tipi on the floor of the arroyo had an opening at its base. Joe recognized it as a “cubby set.” Bobcats were preternaturally curious animals, and they were drawn to oddities and would check them out before proceeding on their way. Joe speculated that inside the cubby set he would find an open can of sardines or a dismembered rabbit, sure to lure a bobcat inside without it noticing the trap covered by loose dirt or sticks.

			Farther up the draw, a slight movement caught Joe’s eye and he adjusted the spotting scope. A single feather hung by a lanyard in the arroyo wall. It twisted slightly in the breeze. A passing bobcat would have to check it out and maybe even take a swat at it. Of course, the leg-hold trap was set in the gravel just below it.

			It didn’t appear that any animals had been caught and left to suffer and die. Joe was grateful for that.

			“Yup,” Joe said aloud.

			Daisy, the yellow Labrador, lifted her head in response from where she was curled up on the truck seat. She stared at him with unblinking eyes.

			“We’ve got us an illegal trapper,” he explained.

			After a beat, she lowered her muzzle back between her outstretched front paws.

			“You could pretend you’re excited, you know.”

			She sighed. Daisy seemed to know that she’d be left inside the pickup while he went to work. Joe had no intention of seeing her get trapped, either.

			

			—

			HE UNCLAMPED the spotting scope and returned it to its case while he surveyed the landscape below. He could now pick out a set of ATV tracks through the sagebrush that he hadn’t noticed earlier. That’s how the trapper had accessed the mouth of the arroyo, and no doubt the route he’d use when he came back. Eventually.

			So instead of taking his truck down there and leaving tracks of his own, Joe decided to walk in. He didn’t want the violator to know he’d been there. Joe intended to photograph the sets, trigger and confiscate the traps, and set up a spare trail camera that would, he hoped, capture an image so he could identify the rogue trapper when he finally came back to retrieve his hardware.

			Then Joe would throw the book at him.

			

			—

			HE SAT BACK and smiled to himself. He was inordinately happy to respond to such a mundane trapping complaint, even though the reporting party certainly wouldn’t have thought it was routine or frivolous.

			For Joe, he was simply pleased to get up in the morning, pull on his red uniform shirt with the pronghorn antelope patch on the sleeve, pin on his badge and nameplate, clamp on his worn gray Stetson, climb into his pickup, and drive into the mountains of his district.

			Three and a half months of being on indefinite leave without pay from the Game and Fish Department had been a kind of nightmare for Joe, his wife Marybeth, and their three daughters.

			His troubles had begun when Governor Colter Allen had sent him hundreds of miles south to Saratoga to investigate the disappearance of a well-known British woman executive after she’d departed from a high-end guest ranch. Everything about the case had gone sidewise, and Allen had ordered his chief of staff, Connor Hanlon, to fire Joe and announce it with a press release.

			That’s when ex-governor Spencer Rulon had stepped in and offered to serve as his lawyer. Joe could never have predicted that fourteen weeks later he’d have his job and district back, all of his back pay plus a substantial raise, his badge number restored, and a brand-new Ford F-150 pickup to replace the one he’d damaged.

			Or that Governor Allen would be distracted while he fought for his political life in Cheyenne.

			It felt good to be back to work again.

			

			—

			THE FOOTING ON the hill was loose and muddy and he didn’t want to leave telltale boot prints, so he stepped from sagebrush to sagebrush on the way down. He’d pulled an empty daypack over his shoulders to use for confiscating the traps. As he reached the bottom, his cell phone vibrated in his breast pocket. Joe paused and fished it out. The screen showed that the call was from Katelyn Hamm, who managed the Shell district on the other side of the mountains.

			Joe didn’t know her well, but he’d talked with her over the phone a few times and had helped her out once when she had to enter a remote elk camp and arrest a belligerent for hunting under the influence. Katelyn was younger than Joe, married, with two children in elementary school. From what he could discern, she was serious, professional, and a hard worker. She was, he thought, a credit to the job. There were fifty game wardens in the entire state. Of those, only four were women.

			He answered, “Joe Pickett.”

			“Joe . . .” The rest of her sentence faded away, except for the phrase “your side of the mountain.”

			Joe looked at his phone. Cell service was sometimes poor to nonexistent in certain places of his district and this appeared to be one of them.

			He raised his phone and said, “I’ll call you back when I get a signal.” But he wasn’t sure if she could even hear him.

			

			—

			JOE DISCOVERED HE’D been wrong about the violator not causing any damage. Around an elbow of the arroyo wall was the mutilated dead body of a big male bobcat. Clamped on its right rear leg was an exposed steel trap with its chain secured to a length of wood. The carcass had been there for at least a week, and ravens had plucked out its eyes and had begun feeding on its flesh.

			Another violation had been added to the list.

			He whispered a curse and photographed the violation before he bent down to remove the trap. Legitimate trappers were required to attach an identifying plate or sticker to each set, but Joe didn’t expect to find one.

			Surprisingly, he did.

			It read:

			Tom Kinnison

			2204 Elkhorn Dr.

			Winchester, WY

			Joe was reminded once again that ninety-nine times out of a hundred, common criminals were not the brightest people. It was as if a burglar had left his business card on the kitchen table of the house he’d just looted.

			He didn’t know Kinnison and hadn’t heard his name before, but now he knew where to find him. There would be no need to set up his trail cam or worry about not leaving tracks.

			Of course, there was a very remote possibility that someone had stolen Kinnison’s traps and set them out in the arroyo. That didn’t seem credible, because Kinnison would have reported the missing property, and Joe would have been alerted through local law enforcement channels to keep an eye out for them.

			No, he concluded, I’ve got my illegal trapper.

			

			—

			WEIGHTED DOWN BY ten steel traps in his daypack, Joe climbed the hillside back to his pickup, slipping once and falling and covering his left side with mud. He tossed the pack into the bed of his truck, wiped the worst of the mud off his clothing with an old towel from his gear box, and climbed into the cab.

			Daisy wouldn’t even turn her head to look at him.

			“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll let you out to run around when we find a cell signal.”

			As he started the engine and climbed on the two-track toward Hazelton Road, Joe keyed the microphone and raised the dispatcher in Cheyenne. The connection was poor, but it improved as he drove.

			“This is GF-18. I need you to run a name for priors,” he asked after the usual pleasantries. He spelled the name and cradled the mic in his lap while the dispatcher searched the law enforcement database.

			Several minutes later, she came back.

			“GF-18, we have no record of that individual.”

			That puzzled Joe. “Nothing?”

			“Nothing. I tried Tom Kinnison, Thomas Kinnison, T. Kinnison, and just Kinnison in Winchester. No hits at all.”

			Which was unusual. Joe had learned over the years that game violations by an individual were usually just one rotten branch of a crime-filled tree. Men who flouted wildlife regulations almost always had a rap sheet consisting of other crimes: DUI, moving violations, trespassing, breaking and entering, illegal drugs, on and on.

			Plus, it was Joe’s theory that committing wildlife violations signaled a general disregard for law in particular and civilization in general. The theory had been borne out time after time in his career. Show me a poacher, he’d once told Marybeth, and I’ll show you a career criminal.

			“Maybe he bought a trapping permit?” Joe asked.

			That search concluded much more quickly.

			“Affirmative,” she said. “Tom Kinnison of Winchester purchased a trapping permit online January 10 of this year. There’s no record of any other hunting or fishing licenses.”

			Also curious. He couldn’t recall ever encountering a trapper who wasn’t also a hunter or a fisher, and Joe had met nearly all of them in the area multiple times. Because a bobcat pelt fell under a federal regulation intended to combat the international market for illegal fur trading, it was necessary for local authorities to verify that the pelt was legally obtained by issuing a CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species) tag for each properly harvested animal.

			“How many years does he say he’s been a resident?”

			“Fourteen.”

			Joe was puzzled. Winchester was a small mountain town twenty miles west of Saddlestring. He’d been there many times since he’d taken over his district, and he’d never heard of a longtime resident?

			“Can you please email me his trapping permit?” Joe asked. The application would include Kinnison’s age, height, weight, driver’s license number, and hair and eye color.

			If the man had lied on his application about being a Wyoming resident for fourteen years, there would be additional criminal charges to add to his rapidly growing list of violations.

			So who was this guy?

			

			—

			THREE BARS OF cell service appeared on Joe’s phone screen at the top of the mountain as he neared the paved highway. His intention was to return Hamm’s call first, then check in with Marybeth. Marybeth was the director of the Twelve Sleep County Library, and as such she knew more about her patrons in Saddlestring and Winchester than anyone else Joe could think of. Perhaps she knew something about Tom Kinnison. And if she didn’t, she probably knew someone who did.

			Then Joe would pay a visit to the man.

			But before he could proceed, his phone lit up with an incoming call. It was from Herman Klein, a third-generation rancher with a cow/calf operation on Spring Creek. It was strange that Klein had called Joe directly because Joe couldn’t remember ever giving him his private number. In the past, when elk had been in Klein’s hay meadow and needed shooing, or hunters had trespassed on his land, the rancher had called dispatch in Cheyenne.

			“Joe Pickett.”

			“Joe,” Klein said, “I got your number from the Forest Service fella in Bozeman.”

			Joe could only think of one U.S. Forest Service “fella” in Bozeman.

			Courtney Lockwood administered the Federal Task Force on Wolf Reintroduction (FTFWR) for the tristate region—Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming. His area of responsibility included more than 328,000 miles and spread over two time zones, so you’d assume that Lockwood would be out of his office quite a lot. But he’d never known the man to leave his desk.

			Lockwood was frequently quoted in the press on questions regarding the controversies of wolf management and their conflict with livestock and wild game. In Lockwood’s view, the wolves that had been placed by the federal government into Yellowstone Park rarely ventured outside the park boundaries, and concerns about the predators roaming into other parts of the state were overblown and hysterical.

			Although the wolves had been officially “de-listed” from federal control outside Yellowstone and the management of them had been turned over to the state in recent years, confusion reigned in the minds of hunters and ranchers over who had jurisdiction of which wolf packs and whether there would be fines and jail terms associated with killing the animals.

			“What’s up, Herman? How can I help you?”

			“Well, I’ll tell you,” Klein said. “I know these wolves are federal and not a state deal. I know that. But I’m sick and tired of calling Courtney up there to tell him that there are wolves on my ranch, and a couple of them have killed my heifers.”

			“They have?”

			“Well, not according to Courtney,” Klein groused. “According to Courtney, there are no wolves around here.”

			Joe nodded. He’d heard of sightings as well and could vouch for the fact that on more than one occasion he himself had seen a lone black wolf. He couldn’t swear that it had been the same alpha male each time, but it had seemed like the same one. That the wolf had appeared to him when Joe was injured, lost, or confused was something he couldn’t logically explain to anyone.

			Klein continued. “Courtney tells me they can’t be wolves that harassed and killed my cows. He says it had to have been coyotes, mountain lions, or bears. He says none of them damned Yellowstone wolves have wandered off into this part of the state. To which I say bullshit.”

			In the background, Joe heard Klein’s wife hiss, “Herman! Watch your language.”

			“Change that to ‘bullcrap,’” Klein said.

			“Gotcha. So what can I do for you, Herman?” Joe asked.

			“Come right away and bring your camera.”

			“Do you see wolves right now?”

			“Not only do I see one,” Klein said, “I roped the son of a bitch and put it in my stock trailer. I need you to come here and verify it’s a damned wolf. Courtney doesn’t believe me, but maybe he’ll believe you.”

			Joe raised his eyebrows. “There’s a wolf in your stock trailer?”

			“Goddamn right.”

			Klein’s wife warned him about his language again.

			Joe didn’t want to tell Klein that new wolf management rules meant that the rancher had the right to “shoot on sight” outside of the specially designated wolf habitat area the state had negotiated with the feds.

			“I’ll be there within the hour,” Joe said, and disconnected the call.

			Herman Klein’s ranch was en route to Winchester and he could stop along the way.

			

			—

			KATELYN HAMM ANSWERED on the second ring.

			“Sorry about earlier,” Joe said.

			“Don’t worry about it. It happens to me all the time. Just a sec—I need to pull over. There’s a dead spot on the highway ahead and I don’t want to lose you again.”

			Joe waited.

			When she came back on the line, she asked, “Are you aware of anyone who likes to fly drones over in your district? We’re talking big drones, expensive ones.”

			He said, “I’ve seen a couple of hipsters in the city park flying them around, but they looked more like toys than serious hardware. Why?”

			“Somebody from over your direction used a drone to spook a big herd of mule deer off the winter pasture today. There’s seven or eight mule deer that got panicked and injured and I had to put them down. I couldn’t get a visual on the vehicle the drone guys used, but they were headed your direction when I saw it last.”

			“Antler hunters?”

			“I don’t think so. I think they were harassing mulies for kicks. It really makes me mad. Our deer numbers are down and I hate to see someone stress the ones that are here by air that way. Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

			“Nope.”

			Joe had limited experience with drones apart from a military drone that had once been unleashed in the mountains by a rogue operator. Hunting or scouting with the aircraft was illegal, but he’d heard stories about their use in other states.

			Katelyn said, “I got my shotgun out and I wanted to blast that thing right out of the sky, but it didn’t get close enough. Don’t tell anyone, though.”

			“I won’t.”

			“Do you think it’s your hipsters?”

			“I kind of doubt it,” Joe said. “The guys I saw looked like they were pretty small-time. Don’t drone pilots have to register with someone like the FAA?”

			“Hell if I know,” she said. “I think so, but I’ve got to research it. I’ll let you know what I find out—especially if there are some registered drone pilots over in Saddlestring.”

			“I’d be curious to find out if there are.”

			“Well,” she said, “in the meantime, you might want to keep your eyes out. If you run across anyone playing around with big commercial drones, please let me know.”

			“I’ll do that.”

			There was a pause. She said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t even say welcome back.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I won’t even pretend to understand everything that went down in Cheyenne,” she said, “but I’m glad you’re back where you belong. You’re kind of a legend to a lot of us, you know. We look up to you.”

			Joe blushed and he was glad she couldn’t see him driving his pickup while caked with mud.

			

			—

			MARYBETH SAID, “Tom Kinnison. How do you spell that?”

			“K-I-N-N-I-S-O-N.”

			“Never heard of him, but I’ll ask around.”

			Joe pictured her sitting in her chair in the office behind the checkout counter of the old brick Carnegie structure. She had blond hair, green eyes, and was using the businesslike tone she employed when her staff was close enough to overhear her on the phone.

			Joe said, “Maybe you could check to see if he’s one of your customers. Maybe he checked out a Fur Trapping for Dummies book.”

			She sighed with faux annoyance. “I’m sorry, we don’t divulge what books our patrons check out to law enforcement or anyone else. If you want to know that kind of information, you need to show up with a warrant from Judge Hewitt.”

			Joe smiled. That definitely meant she was being overheard.

			“Maybe I will,” he lied.

			“It wouldn’t hurt if you spent a little more time in the library, you know.”

			She was being playful and he liked it.

			Her voice hushed. “You are going to be home for dinner tonight, right? It’s kind of a big deal for Lucy.”

			Lucy was their youngest daughter, and her eighteenth birthday was the next day. She was a senior at Saddlestring High School, a reluctant prom queen, lead actress in the last musical, and in many ways the wisest of all of his daughters because she’d spent years observing her older sisters, twenty-year-old April and twenty-two-year-old Sheridan. She’d learned from their mistakes.

			Lucy was keenly aware of what went on around her and she was especially mindful of the intricacies and nuances of relationships—even Joe and Marybeth’s. When the subject of a birthday dinner had been broached, Lucy had said she didn’t want to hurt their feelings, but with her going off to the University of Wyoming in the fall and her boyfriend, Justin, going into the navy soon, the two of them wanted to spend as much time as possible together while they still could. Justin, she said, had asked to take her to the new Italian restaurant in Saddlestring and it would cost him a fortune.

			Joe liked Justin as much as he did any of the boys his girls had gone out with, which is to say he’d preferred they not go out with any of them.

			So the plan was changed, and the birthday dinner with her parents would now take place the night before her actual birthday.

			“I’ll be home.”

			“Good.”

			“I’ve got to see a wolf in a trailer and roust a bad trapper in Winchester. Then I’ll be home.”

			It didn’t need to be said between them how many times he’d gotten wrapped up in a case and had been late.

			“A wolf in a trailer?” Marybeth said.

			“I’ll explain later.”

			“Okay, but try to be on time. Lucy plans to go out with her friends later tonight. She’s a popular kid.”

			“I won’t be late.”

			“Who knows? Maybe you’ll get lucky if you play your cards right.”

			Then she hung up before he could respond. Which was good, because he was speechless.

			Joe shook his head and whistled. His first day back on the job was more exciting than he’d thought it would be.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

			

			HERMAN KLEIN and his wife, Paula, lived in an aging white single-story clapboard home four miles from Bighorn Road. The ranch headquarters was easily identified because it was located within a mature grove of cottonwood trees on the west bank of Spring Creek, which had started to swell and roar with early-spring runoff.

			Farm equipment and old pickups were scattered throughout the property, and a half-dozen black angus cows stood in a corral adjacent to the barn.

			The Kleins lived alone and operated their ranch by themselves, although during busy times Herman employed itinerant cowboys who drifted through. Joe knew the couple had two sons and a daughter who had left for more exciting pursuits in other places, and he wondered what would happen to the place when the Kleins could no longer run it.

			Joe noted the rusted stock trailer parked alongside a big outbuilding that was sided with corrugated steel.

			As he rolled into the ranch yard, the inevitable pack of mismatched dogs boiled out from where they’d been sleeping. They surrounded his pickup, jumping, barking, and braying—but stayed far enough away from the vehicle that there was no danger of him running any of them over.

			Daisy leaped up and placed her front paws on the top of the dashboard and barked back at them until Joe told her to stop it.

			When he parked and looked up, he saw Herman Klein step out onto his front porch and wave. He had white whiskers, clear blue eyes, and stooped shoulders. He was wearing knee-high Muck boots and pulling on a worn khaki Carhartt parka and a dented black cowboy hat.

			Paula Klein looked on from the kitchen window while nervously drying her hands with a dish towel.

			Klein chinned toward the stock trailer and Joe climbed out of his pickup and followed. The ranch dogs bounced around him, but parted so he could walk through.

			“Bring your camera?” Klein called out.

			Joe patted the phone in his pocket to indicate he had.

			“This way,” Klein said.

			The old rancher had a pronounced limp and Joe caught up with him in a few strides. Klein had once been a champion calf roper and team roper and, like all old rodeo cowboys Joe had met, he still suffered from his injuries.

			“There were four of them in the south pasture,” Klein said. “May have been more up in the trees, but I didn’t see them.”

			“How exactly did you do it?” Joe asked.

			“With a rope.”

			Joe chuckled.

			“I saddled up my old gelding and took off after them,” Klein said. “I can hardly walk these days, but I can still ride. I got the last one of the pack—roped him around the neck. I was going for a heel, but I missed. Then I dragged him back here and put him in the trailer and called you.”

			Team ropers were either “headers”—ropers who threw their lassos around the heads of running cattle—or “heelers,” who caught the back foot.

			“Take a look,” Klein said.

			Joe stepped on the fender of the old stock trailer and pulled himself up to look through the opening.

			A big gray wolf sat back on its haunches in the far corner of the trailer. Although “gray” was the species, this particular animal was mottled brown and pewter with a white muzzle. It still had its thick winter coat, which made it look even larger than it actually was.

			The wolf stared straight back at Joe without flinching. Its eyes were piercing and he felt an involuntary chill roll down his back.

			Like the eyes of raptors flown by his falconer friend Nate Romanowski, wolf eyes showed no fear of humans. In fact, they hinted at contempt.

			“He’s a big one,” Joe said. “I’d guess a hundred and twenty pounds.”

			It wasn’t until Joe fished his phone out to take a few photos that he noticed there was a big bowl of water on the trailer floor as well as a bucket of what looked like dry dog food.

			When he climbed back down, he said to Klein, “Yup. You roped a wolf.”

			“Send those to Courtney, would you?” Klein asked.

			“I will.”

			Joe hesitated for a moment before saying, “I’m surprised you didn’t shoot it.”

			Klein shook his head. “I don’t have anything against wolves except when they kill my cows. This pack was just passing through. Despite what Courtney and his ilk think, not all of us dumb ranchers just blast away at the sight of his precious wolves.

			“I just want him and his pals to admit that their wolves range a lot farther than they’ll admit. And now we’ve got proof, don’t we?”

			“Yup. So what are you going to do with it?”

			Klein nodded toward the cloud-shrouded mountains that dominated the western horizon. “I’ll drive him up there and let him loose. Maybe he’ll be smart enough to hightail it back to the park. But if he decides to come back and chase my cows . . .” The rancher finished his sentence by forming a pistol with his gnarled right hand and dry-firing it into the side of the trailer.

			“Gotcha,” Joe said.

			

			—

			“I’M IMPRESSED,” Joe said as they walked back toward the ranch house and Joe’s pickup. “That was some pretty good roping.”

			“No one was more surprised than me that I could still do it,” Klein said with a smile. “Do you have time for a cup of coffee or a beer?”

			“Maybe next time,” Joe said. “I appreciate the offer.”

			“Well, damn,” Klein said as he stopped in his tracks. “You got a brand-new truck.”

			“Yup.”

			It was a sore subject with Joe, because he held the record within the department for destruction of state property, and by a large margin. And that didn’t count his state-owned home that had burned down on Bighorn Road.

			“I heard you got a new house, too,” Klein said.

			“Yup. Marybeth really likes it.”

			The week before, they’d moved from a temporary town house in Saddlestring to a ten-year-old, three-bedroom, two-bath house on the east bank of the Twelve Sleep River. It was five miles from town and came with five acres, a barn for Joe and Marybeth’s horses, and a workshop and garage big enough to accommodate their vehicles as well as the equipment he’d been issued for his job: a snowmobile, an ATV, and a drift boat. Joe looked forward to assembling his fly rod and walking down to the river to fish for trout when the runoff calmed down and the water cleared up.

			The home was larger and more modern than the one they’d left on Bighorn Road, which Marybeth found ironic. Two of their three daughters were gone and Lucy was only months away from going to college herself. They could have used the extra room while all their girls were growing up. Now, she said, they had a bigger empty nest.

			Although she still said she had plans to go into another line of work, Sheridan had been promoted to head wrangler at the Silver Creek Ranch near Saratoga, and April was finishing up her last year of college at Northwest Community College in Powell.

			“Well, we’re glad to have you back,” Klein said. “Some of us were worried they’d assign some knucklehead to the valley.”

			Joe paused at his truck and turned and leaned back against it. “Thank you.”

			“Hell of a mess in Cheyenne, isn’t it?”

			“Yup.”

			“I wish we could get Governor Rulon back instead of this yahoo. Even though he’s a damned Democrat.”

			Joe didn’t comment. In his experience, character wasn’t relegated to any particular political party over the other. There were knuckleheads on both sides of the aisle, and he made it a point to keep his head down, do his job, and stay out of the fray.

			

			—

			DURING THE ADMINISTRATIVE hearing before the Game and Fish Commission on Joe’s firing, ex-governor Rulon had served as his lawyer pro bono.

			Colter Allen’s chief of staff, Connor Hanlon, had led off the proceeding by reading statutory language that stated the governor was well within his purview to let go any state employee whom he wished to let go at any time that he chose. He accused Joe of insubordination, incompetence, and, of course, listed his long record of damaging state vehicles.

			Lisa Greene-Dempsey, the director of the department, had chosen not to appear at the hearing, which was a statement in itself.

			After stating the governor’s position, Hanlon had sat on a chair in the corner of the room with hooded eyes and a smirk. He’d refused to look over at Joe.

			Rulon spoke next and quickly acknowledged that the current chief executive had the right to fire any game warden he chose to fire, but he
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