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And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh.

	Genesis 2:23
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	At night, there were no mountains.

	Not because of the dark. Even on the darkest night, out among the rabbit brush and the sage, you could see the mountains like a chain of paper dolls against the stars. Light was the problem. Too much light. Light pollution from hundreds of sodium lamps made a trembling gray bubble around the city, and beyond that, nothing.

	Tean’s footsteps echoed back from the empty-eyed houses around him. Three in the morning in Federal Heights, cold—not enough to see his breath, but the collar of his jacket turned up against the bite. October hanging on by its fingernails. In the distance, sirens came to life briefly and then died again. A chain-link fence rattled. Ballast buzzed overhead as he approached each streetlight. When he left them behind, he pictured bees settling into their hives.

	He took the same route he always did: cutting over to Federal Heights Drive, following its curving trajectory up into the foothills, where the houses were older and significantly more expensive—half-timbered Tudors and homes with steep mansard roofs and one bizarrely ugly thing, a sprawling mixture of rubble masonry and mid-century stucco. Slowly, the city opened up beneath him in an electric array. When he reached the edge of the University of Utah’s campus, with everything dramatically lit in harsh white, he turned down into the valley again, his steps growing heavier.

	Meow.

	The sound caught him as he passed the pocket shadows of a university parking lot. It came again: meow. Louder. Urgent. He hadn’t worked with cats much, aside from helping a former neighbor, but he knew the basics—meowing was a sound cats made for humans, for the most part. Sometimes for attention. Sometimes out of hunger. Sometimes in distress.

	Meow.

	He stopped.

	In the distance, the air brakes from a bus popped, and then wheels and metal grumbled as it rolled forward. The breeze, which had seemed mild before, now whistled in his ears.

	Meow.

	To his left. Near a pair of EV charging stations.

	Go home, shower, get ready for work. In half an hour or so, dawn would start scraping back the night.

	But if the cat was hurt.

	His steps sounded too loud as he crossed the parking lot. Between two of the charging stations, a small shadow moved. Tean slowed to a walk, and then, when he judged he was close enough, he stopped. He reached for the flashlight on his phone, but he’d left his phone at home.

	The little shape separated itself from the shadows between the charging stations and stepped out into the humming ring of the security lights. It was a domestic shorthair, a brown-and-white calico, and the fur of its face was matted with something dark. It meowed at Tean and then sat.

	He approached slowly, but it didn’t matter; the cat—she—was excited to see him, standing as he drew near, arching her back for him to pet, stretching before turning and coming back for more pets.

	Tean tilted his hand to the light. Blood shimmered on his fingertips.

	“Come here,” he whispered. “What happened?”

	The cat slithered out from under his hand, though, and padded between the charging stations. She bent and nudged something on the ground—a little pile of rags. Or crumpled paper that had blown between the charging stations and gotten caught. She looked up at Tean and meowed again.

	And then rags and crumpled paper transformed into broken wings, feathers sticking out from a tiny body, a savagely twisted head.

	The cat meowed again at her toy.

	Tean wiped his fingers on the grass and walked. Just walked. At the light, a horn blared, and he drew back as a truck whipped through the intersection. Across the street, the orange DON’T WALK sign doubled, melted, and came back together again. This time, he looked, and the street was empty, and he crossed against the light.

	When he got home, the windows of the little brick bungalow were still dark. He had to try twice to get the key in the back door. Inside, the kitchen was dark. He tramped his feet on the mat as though he’d been out in the rain.

	He was shutting the door when the thump-thump began: the steady whapping of Scipio’s tail. But not from the bedroom.

	The kitchen flowed into the living room, the darkness alleviated only by the light from the street that slid between the blinds, so that Tean could make out shapes: the dinette table and chairs; the sofa; the fireplace; the soft white rectangles of the windows.

	“Jem,” he said.

	On the sofa, the thump-thump grew louder. A body moved against the cushions, and then Jem said, “Where were you?” 

	“I went for a walk.” Colors floated in the darkness, and Tean blinked. “Sorry.”

	“You don’t have to be sorry,” Jem said. He sat up, a new silhouette against the faint light. “What’s going on?”

	“Nothing.” But that wasn’t enough, so he added, “Couldn’t sleep.”

	“Why not?” An impression of movement: Jem rubbing his face. “Stupid question. I mean, did something happen? What’s wrong?”

	It was a mourning dove, Tean almost said. He caught himself, but only barely. The moment was so vivid: the undersaturated colors of the calico and the broken little bird. The spark of blood on his fingers. Even the shock of the words—of almost saying them, of how they sprang into his throat, like someone else was talking out of his mouth. The way someone else seemed to be piloting his body sometimes. The way someone else lay in bed long after they’d turned out the lights, staring out at nothing.

	“Nothing,” Tean said again.

	Jem ran a hand through his hair. Propped an elbow on the back of the sofa. Said nothing.

	“Sorry,” Tean said again. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

	Jem said something under his breath that might have been “Uh huh.” But almost immediately, he followed it with “You’ve got to be exhausted. Call in sick.”

	“I’m not sick.”

	“You need some sleep.”

	“I’m fine.”

	Tean concentrated on his feet, on the feeling of the floor beneath him. Because if he didn’t, sometimes in moments like this, he felt like he’d float away.

	“Tean—” Jem said.

	Scipio chose that moment to yawn, loudly. The black Lab stood on the sofa, stretched—which involved putting his butt in Jem’s face—and leaped down lightly to pad over to Tean. He sniffed at Tean’s hand, and Tean curled his fingers in.

	The moment still waited for him.

	Giving Scipio’s ears a scruff, Tean said, “Come on. You want to go out, I bet.”
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	They called it Little Dick’s Chevrolet, but not where Mr. Tate could hear them. And it had only taken Jem a day to figure out why.

	Richard Tate, Junior, went by Rick. But there was the junior. And the fact that his daddy—Big Dick—was one of the biggest Chevy dealers in the state. And the fact that he’d set up his son with a dealership of his own. And, most importantly, the fact that Rick Tate, Junior, was a piece of shit. Anyway, it wasn’t hard to see where the name had come from.

	Out on the lot, ears puffy with the cold, Jem leaned against the big, black Silverado, fiddling with his tie because otherwise he was going to rip it off. “This is the top of the line right here. Leather upholstery, wood trim, heated and cooled seats. But look, you’re buying this truck to work, right?”

	The man nodded. He was one of those desk jockeys with a middle-age gut. He was sweating inside a Canada Goose puffer, with a belt buckle the size of Jem’s hand and boots that looked like they’d never touched grass, much less dirt. His wife, on the other hand, was too blond, too tan, and had inch-long fingernails studded with rhinestones. She looked like she thought she was twenty years younger.

	“So, I’m going to tell you the truth: this is hands-down the best truck you can buy for work. Period. We’re talking a six-point-two liter V-eight engine with a ten-speed transmission. Add to that the integrated trailer brake, the power tailgate, and over twelve thousand pounds of towing capacity.”

	“Does it have CarPlay?” the woman asked.

	“You bet,” Jem said, and he shared a manly look with—was his name Ted? Todd? Tim? “And ma’am, I know some women aren’t comfortable driving a vehicle this big, but I can tell that’s not going to be an issue for you.”

	She looked up from her phone long enough to laugh.

	“Not only are you getting luxury and power,” Jem said, “but you’re getting safety. We’re talking driver assistance technologies like collision alert, lane assist, automatic braking. And that’s on top of all the standard safety features you’d expect from a Chevy.”

	“I want you to be safe,” the woman said to Ted/Todd/Tim, as though he’d put up some kind of argument.

	“I’m not going to talk you into it,” Jem said. “But this isn’t just a vehicle. This is a legacy. These things run forever. You can drive it into the ground if you want, or you can hand this off to your kids when they’re ready for it. You’re not just buying a vehicle. You’re buying a lifestyle.”

	His brain snapped on at that point and told him he’d already said something similar—and was this truck a legacy or a lifestyle?

	As usual, it didn’t matter.

	“What about the rebate?” the man was saying.

	Jem pulled a pained face. “The bad news is that deal was for a different model.”

	“But on your website—”

	“I know, I know. We can’t get the website guy to keep it up to date.”

	“We came in here because there was a dealer rebate,” the man said. “When I called, the man on the phone said you were still offering the rebate.”

	Jem’s pained expression grew a little tighter. “Let me see what I can do, but I’m going to be honest: my manager isn’t going to like this.”

	He left the couple on the lot with the Silverado; the sound of traffic from I-15 thinned behind him. The woman had dropped down inside her phone again; the man was touching one of the truck’s side panels like he was about to start petting it.

	Inside the dealership, Jem went back to the employee break room. He got himself a cup of water, considered the donut box that now held only a single, stale cruller, and took out his phone. He watched a couple of YouTube videos. There was a guy he liked. He sold cars too, although that was a coincidence. What the guy did—what the videos were about, and what Jem got a kick out of—was talk to strangers. He pretended to know them. And nine times out of ten, maybe nine-point-nine times out of ten, the people went along because they were too afraid to admit they had no idea who he was. And the best part was, he could get them to agree to all sorts of things—to call old friends they’d never heard of, to reminisce about teachers they’d never had, to spill secrets about their health, their careers, their marriages. It was this little window, and Jem kept cracking it open, getting glimpses of this other world that was, occasionally, like a mirror. A world where you could just do shit. And shit happened.

	“Hey.” The voice cut through the buzz of conversation on the video. “You’ve got a couple out there who’s waiting to drop forty thousand dollars on one of my trucks.”

	Little Dick was maybe five-seven, a hundred and fifty pounds, and he told everybody who’d listen that he’d wrestled in college, and back in high school he would have won state except he’d pulled his groin. That was how he said it every time: pulled his groin.

	“Yeah,” Jem said. “I’m getting them a better deal. You’re being a real hard-ass about it, and I’m fighting for them to get our dealer rebate, and I swear to God, my manager is never going to let me do this again.” Jem caught himself fiddling with his tie again. “I’m giving it two more minutes.”

	Little Dick grinned. He always grinned when he thought Jem was—as Little Dick liked to put it—giving it to them up the ass. He had capped teeth that were a little too small for his mouth. “Are they going to finance?”

	“That’s a condition of the rebate.”

	Little Dick’s grin got bigger. “You are un-fucking-believable. See if you can get them to swallow the dealer prep fees—oh, and nitrogen in the tires, that’s been popular lately.”

	It had been popular lately because Jem had made it popular. But he nodded. He even smiled.

	“God,” Little Dick said with a laugh. “If I had ten guys like you.” As he left, he slapped the wall and called without looking back, “Now get your ass out there and sell my cars!”
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	A turkey vulture circled high overhead.

	“Hurry up,” the rancher, Neff, said. “I got a wolf to kill.”

	Tean ignored him.

	The cow had been dead for maybe twenty-four hours, but not much longer—flies buzzed up as Tean approached, but no maggots, not yet, and bloat hadn’t set in. She had been old and—Tean judged—sick before that, if the dried fecal matter clumped around her tail was any indication. Scavengers had already gotten to her eyes, her tongue, even her hindquarters, ripping away chunks of soft flesh around the anus. Something else had torn her open behind the ribs and gotten to the internal organs.

	The big question was: what was that something?

	It was a beautiful day in this narrow valley of the Bear River basin. The October afternoon was warm, although not as warm as it was back in Salt Lake. And while the bottomland pasture was mostly brown this late in the year, tall grasses and good growths of browse still lined the banks of the creek a hundred yards off. Sage and juniper bristled on the foothills before giving way, higher up, to dense gold-and-green stands of aspen, spruce, and pine. The smell of the dead cow filled Tean’s nose, and back by Neff’s ATV, some kind of Shepherd mutt was barking his head off.

	Neff shifted his weight. He was a round-faced, middle-aged White man, with a forelock of graying hair poking out from under his cattleman hat. A long-sleeved plaid shirt, Wranglers, and a pair of square-toed boots completed the standard Utah Rancher package. “Are you blind or something? Write your report, or do whatever you have to do, and let me get on with my business.”

	Tean snapped a few photos with a digital camera, checked the ground to make sure he wouldn’t trample any evidence, and then moved around the cow to snap a few more pictures. Most people thought of forensics as something only human law enforcement had to deal with, but the science of wildlife forensics was becoming more and more important as part of legal proceedings in crimes against animals, like poaching, the exotic pet trade, or illegal trading of animal products. It was also important, although less frequently, in animal attacks.

	“This is ridiculous,” Neff said, and he started to step forward. “Look, right here—”

	“Mr. Neff, stay where you are,” Tean said.

	“This is my ranch. You don’t get to tell me where I can go.” 

	“I haven’t finished documenting this. If you come over here, you might destroy evidence.”

	Neff huffed a breath and threw a look at his companion—a man probably twenty years younger with bloodshot eyes. The ranch hand’s name was McCall, and he stood there, not looking at anyone as he tugged at his gloves.

	“Look right there,” Neff said, but he stayed where he was. “Use your eyes, man. They eat on them for days, open them up like that. And I’ve seen that damn wolf right up on that ridge. You’re telling me this is a coincidence?”

	Once Tean had finished documenting the carcass, he moved outward in a spiral until he found a track. He knelt, held a pen close to the print for size comparison, and snapped another photo.

	It was all so much bullshit.

	“What’d you find?” Neff asked. “What is it?”

	Tean went back to his search. The spiral carried him outward until he was close to the shrubby willows and snowberry lining the creek. He paused there, considering the softer ground, visually following it upstream to where the creek flowed out of the foothills. No easy-to-spot tracks, but sure enough, a flash of fluorescent yellow on a stubby pine. He found another yellow blaze to the left. And then, a few seconds later, to the right. 

	He made his way back to Neff and McCall. Neff had his hands on his hips. McCall was staring down like a kid who knew he was in trouble.

	“Mr. Neff,” Tean said, “I think what we have here is a simple case of a coyote—maybe a mated pair or a small family group—scavenging a carcass.”

	Neff’s face darkened with blood.

	He opened his mouth, but Tean spoke first. “I don’t see any evidence that a wolf attacked and killed your cattle, and so my recommendation to the Fish and Wildlife people is that lethal control is neither necessary nor appropriate in this situation.” 

	“That’s bullshit,” Neff said.

	“I’m sorry—” 

	“This is bullshit. It’s my property. It’s my land. I got a wolf killing my cattle, plain as day, but because some fucking wetback bureaucrat tells me it’s not a wolf, I’m supposed to sit around and do nothing. That’s what’s wrong with this country!”

	“I’d like a ride back to my truck,” Tean said to McCall.

	“I’m going to call your supervisor,” Neff said. Spittle made a little strand of spider silk at the corner of his mouth. “Incompetence. I’ve never seen such a half-assed job. You’re going to be out of a job.”

	And that threat was why Tean was out here instead of Maddie or Jamal or any of the conservation officers who normally would have handled it. That, and the fact that Neff owned close to half a million acres.

	To McCall, Tean said, “Now, please.”

	McCall gave Neff a sideways look, but he started for the second ATV. Tean climbed in next to him, and McCall started the engine, and they drove off.

	The dog was still barking.

	A breeze raked Tean’s face, carrying the dusty, spicy scent of the sage as they crossed the pasture. The sun was high overhead, and the shadows in the valley had thinned down into little slivers of blue: at the base of a rocky bluff; where the creek bank dropped sharply; under a cottonwood where a pair of cows lay. Tean looked back once. The turkey vulture had dropped out of the sky.

	He got in the truck, drove off the ranch, and found a pullout where he could park and finish his notes. He’d barely started writing when his phone buzzed. The screen said Ed Collins—Tean’s new boss.

	“Hello,” Tean said.

	“Hey! How’s it going?”

	“What do you need, Ed?”

	“Are you back on the road? I don’t want to interrupt if you’re working.”

	“What did Mr. Neff say I did wrong?”

	Ed laughed. It was a big, booming, good-natured laugh. It would have been at home on a used car lot. “Oh boy, he’s a character, isn’t he?”

	“He is,” Tean said. Joe Neff was also a wealthy man, a big political donor, and hunting buddies with a number of red-blooded elected officials.

	“You can probably guess he’s not happy,” Ed said.

	“I’m sorry to hear that,” Tean said. 

	Ed made a noise that might have been affirming or acknowledging or maybe just a nice, humming sound he’d perfected to mean absolutely nothing. “He really thinks it was a wolf,” Ed said in that same upbeat tone.

	“But it wasn’t.”

	Ed made that noise again. “He really thinks it was, though.”

	“But it wasn’t, Ed.”

	“Well,” Ed said, “maybe.”

	Tean took a deep breath. Anger, like so many things, seemed like it was just beyond his fingertips most days, but right now there was a hint of…something. “Ed, this is my job. This is what you pay me to do. I looked at that cow, and I’m telling you right now that a wolf didn’t attack it.”

	“Hmm. Well, you’re the expert.”

	Tean took another deep breath.

	“But I wonder, if you stepped back and took another look, if there might be something. You know?”

	“Ed,” Tean said. And then he stopped. His thoughts were doing that thing again—spinning and colliding and throwing up sparks. He made himself put the words in order before he tried to speak again. “In the first place, it’s rare for a pack of wolves to go after a fully grown cow.”

	“But not unheard of,” Ed said.

	Tean ignored that. “Second, we don’t have packs of wolves in Utah.” Which Ed would have known if he had any background or experience appropriate for his current job, instead of being a former executive at a pesticide company. Hell, he would have known it if he’d done so much as a year of Boy Scouts. “What we might have,” Tean continued, “is a single wolf who has crossed over into the state. And one wolf, working on its own, is not going to take down a cow. If this were depredation, we’d be looking at a dead calf.”

	“Right, well—”

	“But this wasn’t a case of depredation, Ed. Not by a wolf. Not by anything. That cow was sick, and that’s why she died.”

	“See, that’s where I’m concerned, because you can’t know that—”

	“I can know that, Ed. I do know that. Because that’s my job. That cow was covered in fecal matter from uncontrolled diarrhea. On top of that, there’s no sign of bites to the throat or snout, which is what you’d see if this had been a wolf attack. There are no bites to the hindquarters, which is what you’d see if this had been a wolf attack.”

	“Now, there, Mr. Neff disagrees—”

	Mr. Neff can go fuck a duck. The words exploded in Tean’s head, and they came in Jem’s voice.

	“Mr. Neff saw damage to the hindquarters that was caused by scavengers ripping off chunks of soft tissue. Not bite marks from wolves harrying prey. The real issue, Ed, is that the only wounds that might have been from a wolf, where they accessed the internal organs behind the ribcage, are all clearly post-mortem. There’s no hemorrhaging. There’s no blood—nothing on the ground, no blood trails. There’s no sign of a struggle, no broken vegetation, no drag marks. I found one track, and it belongs to a coyote.”

	Ed’s breathing came close and loud on the phone. The sales-lot good humor sloughed off his voice. “Maybe if it was a small wolf.”

	“It wasn’t,” Tean said. “You’ll have the depredation report tomorrow, and I’ll send a copy to Fish and Wildlife.”

	“Now hold on,” Ed said. “I understand you’ve got your opinion, but Mr. Neff thinks you’ve made a mistake. And I think we should respect that, don’t you?”

	No was the obvious answer. The obvious answer was to point out that Mr. Neff clearly wanted an excuse to kill a wolf, and he thought his buddies would rubber-stamp it for him.

	But the anger had blown out. And Tean was tired.

	“I told Mr. Neff we’d get the carcass back here for a full necropsy,” Ed said. “And Tean, I just want to be clear here: we want to do right here. And that means we’re going to be absolutely thorough. We’re going to check everything for any possible evidence that a wolf was behind this. Because we can’t have a wolf running around out there, taking people’s cattle and ruining their business, can we?”

	The question dangled in the air like a knife.

	“No,” Tean said.

	“Great! Glad we’re on the same page. Now, I’ll call Mr. Neff and see about getting that carcass. We want to get on this toot sweet, don’t you think? We’ve already wasted enough of his time.”

	Some sort of sludgy answer was working its way out of Tean’s throat, but it didn’t matter; Ed killed the call.

	Tean tossed his notes onto the passenger seat. He stared out the windshield for a moment at the steep, rocky face of the valley wall.

	His phone buzzed. 

	Ed again. He just needed Tean to okay a flamethrower and helicopter for Joe Neff to get that wolf—

	But instead, a woman spoke. It took Tean a moment to recognize Lucy Young’s voice because it had been a long time since he’d heard it.

	“Tean, it’s Ammon.”

	And he thought, in the disorienting gap that followed, Somebody shot him. He’s a cop. He’s been shot.

	But her voice broke as she said, “They’re saying he—they’re saying he killed someone.”
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	Lucy was standing in the yard.

	For a moment, when Tean saw her, he forgot he was driving. He hadn’t seen her, not in person, since everything with Ammon had exploded. In profile, she looked unchanged: long blond hair, a stylishly oversized cardigan, jeans that showed off a trim figure. 

	And then the mailbox surged up in the corner of his vision, and Tean turned the wheel so he wouldn’t clip it with a side mirror.

	But even the surge of adrenaline at the near miss felt sluggish. Three hours of driving. Three hours of worrying as he worked his way south, inching through the congestion around Salt Lake, and then south again. Three hours of telling himself to go home.

	It’s none of your business.

	But he shifted the truck into park and got out.

	South Jordan was a city at the bottom of the Salt Lake Valley, and for most of Tean’s life, it had been a middle-class community. Or what middle-class had meant before Utah began to change. The homes had been, for the most part, small, built in the ’60s and ’70s and ’80s on nice-sized lots. The last fifteen years, though, had brought changes. More people were moving to Utah. People with money. And that meant new homes were being built, widening the sprawl of the I-15 corridor, and even older homes were being bought at outrageous prices.

	South Jordan was also home.

	Tean’s parents lived ten minutes from where he stood. Ammon’s parents too.

	This house was a brick rambler with an old birch growing at one corner and a wrack line of yellow leaves running diagonally across the lawn. A South Jordan police cruiser was parked at the curb, behind an unmarked black SUV. A uniformed officer emerged from the house—White, his hair buzzed, the first hint of the jowls of middle age—spoke into his phone for a moment, and then ducked back inside.

	When Tean got out of the truck, Lucy looked over. She started to turn back to the house, then her gaze swung to Tean. Her expression didn’t change, but she adjusted her arms, hugging herself.

	“Are you okay?” Tean asked as he crossed the lawn. She didn’t answer, and he heard how hollow the question sounded. “What happened?”

	For a moment, she pressed her lips together. Then, in cool, controlled tones, she said, “They showed up at the door with a warrant. The kids weren’t here, thank goodness. They took Ammon.”

	“They’re still searching the house?”

	This didn’t merit a response either.

	“What are they looking for?” Tean asked.

	Lucy shook her head and turned her gaze back to the house.

	“They must have given you a copy of the search warrant,” Tean said. Too many afternoons watching reruns of cop shows with Jem.

	“They gave it to Ammon,” she said. But she produced a sheaf of folded pages from where she held it under her arm, and she handed it over.

	The part Tean wanted to see was at the top of the affidavit, where Agent Cady Trevino of the State Bureau of Investigation listed the Young residence as the location to be searched. Below that, she described the “property or evidence” that the warrant authorized them to look for and, if found, take.

	Affiant seeks authority to search the residence of Ammon Young, including all rooms, outbuildings, garages, storage areas, and vehicles found on the premises, for the following items which may constitute evidence of the crime of Homicide (Utah Code 76-5-203) in connection with the death of Brennon Lee, discovered in the Uinta Basin on October 15, 2019:

	Articles of clothing, footwear, gloves, and outerwear belonging to the suspect, bearing possible blood, soil, plant matter, fibers, or other trace material consistent with the crime scene.

	Laundry, linens, rags, or cleaning supplies which may contain biological traces of the victim or evidence of attempts to destroy or conceal evidence.

	Rope, cords, belts, straps, tarps, or other items capable of being used to restrain, transport, or conceal the victim.

	Any knives, tools, or sharp objects bearing blood, hair, or tissue, or otherwise consistent with use in the commission of a violent crime.

	Electronic devices, including cellular telephones, computers, tablets, external storage media, and digital cameras, which may contain evidence of communications with the victim, location data, or documentation of the crime.

	Written materials, journals, notebooks, or maps tending to show motive, planning, or knowledge of the crime scene area.

	Personal papers, receipts, fuel purchases, or travel records consistent with trips to or from the Uinta Basin at or near the time of the homicide.

	Footwear consistent in size and tread pattern with impressions recovered near the crime scene.

	Vehicles located at the residence, including keys, registration documents, and contents of said vehicles, for trace evidence, soil/plant comparisons, and GPS/location data.

	Photographs, video recordings, or digital files depicting the victim, the crime scene, or evidence of the suspect’s presence in the Uinta Basin.

	Any items containing latent prints, hairs, fibers, or biological evidence belonging to the victim.

	DNA reference samples from the suspect, to be collected via buccal swab for laboratory comparison with evidence recovered from the victim and crime scene.

	“It’s insane,” Lucy said, hugging herself more tightly. Her whole body was locked on to the house, where, on the other side of the windows, uniformed men moved. “It’s got to be some kind of mistake.” Her shoulders moved once, unevenly, and she burst out, “He’s a police officer!”

	But it wasn’t a mistake. The search warrant meant it wasn’t a mistake.

	The probable cause statement ran to almost five pages of single-spaced text. And while some of it was clearly boilerplate, giving background information on Agent Trevino—literally going back to her completion of the Utah Police Officers Standards and Training, and then following her through each stage of her career until she was hired by the State Bureau of Investigation, including every degree, training, course, and certification she’d completed along the way—near the end, it got into the specifics, as Trevino attempted to convince a judge there was probable cause to search Ammon’s home.

	On October 15, 2019, deputies of the Uintah County Sheriff’s Office responded to a report of a deceased male inside a mesa cave located in the Uinta Basin, Utah. The male was identified as Brennon Lee, age 42. Examination at the scene revealed multiple stab wounds to the back. The body was transported to the Utah Office of the Medical Examiner, where preliminary findings confirmed death by sharp-force trauma.

	Your Affiant learned through the course of witness interviews that several days prior to his death, the victim was involved in a physical altercation with Ammon Young, age 37, a resident of South Jordan, Utah. Witnesses described the altercation as heated and physical in nature, during which Mr. Young struck the victim and made verbal threats, stating words to the effect that he would kill him.

	Your Affiant further learned from witness statements that the victim had been engaged in an unlawful sexual relationship with Daniel Young, the fifteen-year-old son of the suspect. The existence of this relationship provides motive for Ammon Young to harm the victim.

	Your Affiant believes, based on the above facts—the prior physical altercation, threats made by Ammon Young against the victim, and the existence of motive arising from the victim’s unlawful relationship with Daniel Young—that there is probable cause to believe that evidence of the homicide of Brennon Lee will be located within the residence, vehicles, and electronic devices of Ammon Young.

	Oh God. The thought was attenuated, echoing in the vast, empty dark Tean suddenly found himself floating in. 

	Daniel.

	“Excuse me,” a voice said. “Who are you?”

	A woman stepped out of the house. She was Latina, with a broad face and dark hair that she wore up in a bun. Her dark windbreaker looked official, and where it hung open, the seal of the State Bureau of Investigation showed on her polo. Khakis and a pair of tactical boots completed the outfit. She strode across the lawn, a notebook forgotten in one hand.

	“I’m a friend of the family,” Tean said.

	If you’d turned Lucy’s smile on its side, it could have cut glass.

	“What’s your name?” the woman said.

	“Teancum Leon. Who are you?”

	The woman fixed flat, dark eyes on him, but she spoke to Lucy. “This is the man your husband asked you to call?”

	“Yes,” Lucy said.

	“Are you representing Mr. Young?”

	“I’m not an attorney,” Tean said. “Who are you?”

	“Agent Trevino, SBI.” Dead eyes continued to hold him. “Why did Mr. Young ask his wife to call you?”

	Lucy’s smile grew. 

	Tean tried not to look at her. “I’m a friend of the family.”

	Maybe it was some sixth sense cops had, because Trevino said, “But why’d he ask her to call you?”

	“I don’t know.” Heat rose in Tean’s face. “You’ll have to ask him.”

	“I’m going to do that.”

	“What did you find?”

	“You’ll get an itemized list of everything we remove.”

	“Ammon didn’t kill this man. Ammon wouldn’t kill anybody.” But Jem’s face floated in Tean’s mind. And the nights Ammon had followed Tean. The nights Tean had gone out on dates, and after—without Tean knowing—Ammon had threatened those men. And Daniel was only fifteen. “You’re wrong.”

	“Mr. Leon, go home. There’s nothing for you to do here.”

	“What did you find in the house?”

	“Mrs. Young,” Trevino said, “you may want to wait with a neighbor. This is going to take some more time.”

	“What did you find?” Tean asked. “You came here looking for evidence because you didn’t have any proof Ammon hurt this man. But you arrested him. So, what did you find?”

	Trevino’s smooth gaze slid to Lucy, and although she didn’t say the words aloud, they hung in the air: You didn’t tell him? 

	“He confessed,” Lucy said with a disbelieving laugh. “Ammon confessed.”
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	Jem sat on the sofa, stroking Scipio’s head. The Lab was sitting up, alert instead of his usual boneless sprawl, and his dark eyes tracked Tean as he paced.

	“I have to do something,” Tean said for the fifth or sixth time. He pushed his hands through his hair, making it even wilder than usual.

	“Okay,” Jem said. He made sure his hand was moving slowly, smoothly, and evenly over Scipio’s dark fur. No closing his fingers. No grabbing handfuls of fur. Slow, smooth. Worked his thumb behind Scipio’s ear. “What do you want to do?”

	“I don’t know,” Tean said. “But I’ve got to do something.”

	Jem had come home from work and found the house dark and Scipio desperate to go outside and do his business. Tean had answered his call with a few brittle sentences. And now here they were, the clock inching past eleven, with only a single lamp burning, and Jem had a moment of confusion: why hadn’t he turned on more lights?

	“I know you hate him,” Tean said. “I don’t blame you. But he didn’t do this. He wouldn’t kill somebody.”

	Headlights swelled against the blinds, turned, shrank.

	Taking off his glasses, Tean stopped in front of the fireplace. His shoulders dropped. He rubbed one eye. “This is going to ruin his life.”

	Jem tried, and the words didn’t come. He ran his hand down Scipio’s side, across his flank, chasing the texture of the Lab’s fur. The next time he opened his mouth, he said, “Come here.”

	“I know you think he deserves this.”

	“Come over here.”

	Tean stepped over to the sofa. Jem held out his free hand, and after a moment, Tean put his hand in Jem’s. Jem squeezed once. Harder, maybe, than he needed to. But Tean squeezed back. And then Jem pulled Tean’s hand to Scipio’s head and said, “He says you haven’t been petting him enough lately.”

	With a wet laugh, Tean scrubbed at the dog’s ears. He sank down next to the sofa, but his hand moved steadily, petting Scipio in time with Jem’s own movements. 

	The Lab’s tail thumped enthusiastically since this was, clearly, the treatment he deserved.

	After a while, Tean slid his glasses back on. He petted Scipio with both hands now, and the Lab flopped onto his side and stretched. “This whole thing is crazy. I feel like it’s not real. Or like it’s a joke, and pretty soon everyone’s going to start laughing.”

	“You want to help him,” Jem said.

	Tean’s hands slowed. Then they dropped into his lap. Jem had gone still too.

	“He doesn’t have anyone else,” Tean said.

	“Except his wife,” Jem said.

	Tean’s spine went rigid.

	“That was a joke,” Jem said. “That was a bad joke.”

	“No, it wasn’t.”

	“I didn’t mean it.”

	“His family—the family he grew up with, I mean—they stopped talking to him after he came out. His friends at work treat him like he’s subhuman. I—”

	But Tean stopped.

	“You broke his heart,” Jem said.

	In the light of that single lamp, it was difficult to tell how much of the change was color rising in Tean’s face and how much was shadow.

	“I don’t know what you want me to say to that.”

	“Nothing,” Jem said. “It was a stupid thing to say.”

	Something in the refrigerator clicked on and began to hum.

	Tean got to his feet. “I think I’m going to go to bed.”

	“I just don’t know what you think you can do,” Jem said. “He confessed.”

	“I’m too tired to talk about this right now. I’m not thinking clearly, and I’m emotional, and I’m—I’m not in control of myself. Can we have this conversation tomorrow?”

	Jem couldn’t look Tean in the eye, so he looked at the floor. After a moment, he nodded.

	Tean’s footsteps padded toward the back of the house.

	“Oh hell,” Jem said and went after him.

	Tean stood at the foot of their bed, arms folded across his chest, face a wreck. When he saw Jem, he stiffened—not much, barely more than fresh tension in his shoulders. Jem ignored it. He pulled Tean into a hug, and as the seconds ticked past, Tean slowly relaxed against him. His head drooped, and then, finally, he let himself rest against Jem’s shoulder.

	“We’ll figure it out,” Jem said. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure something out.”

	“I’m sorry,” Tean whispered.

	“You don’t have to be sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I was a jackass.”

	“You weren’t. This is so unfair of me. I—I hate that I’m doing this to you. But Jem, I honestly don’t know what to do.”

	Jem hushed him, ran his hand through that wild hair, and hugged him closer.

	They got ready for bed silently. And unlike most nights, Tean didn’t read with the lamp on, and Jem didn’t scroll Instagram. They lay next to each other in the dark.

	Jem closed his eyes and focused on his breathing: slow and deep. He imagined his chest rising and falling naturally—

	Ammon.

	—like he was asleep. But he couldn’t get enough air, and something heavy—

	Ammon.

	—pressed down on him. This sick-sour heat flared to life every time he inhaled, and it reminded him of—

	Ammon.

	—what it felt like when he needed to puke. 

	Heart racing. Sweat popping out. The room tightening. Get up. Move. Run.

	It was too much. 

	And then it was like a fever breaking, and the worst of it washed away. What was left, he packed up. He wanted to laugh. Fucking Ammon.

	Hours later, when Tean got out of bed and dressed quietly, when Scipio’s tail thumped with sleepy interest and Tean whispered a command, Jem rolled over, eyes closed, until the back door shut. He wasn’t asleep. He wasn’t awake. It was some middle ground where thoughts ran round and round his head. And what he thought was that one day, his mom had just been gone. She’d never said goodbye.

	 


6

	At Little Dick’s the next day, the morning was quiet. Jem did what he usually did—pretended to work at his cubicle while he played on his phone. Tried to play on his phone. He felt like he was moving through a haze, and sometimes, when he turned his head too quickly, the room tilted for a fraction of a second.

	It didn’t help that the place was such a mindfuck. The dealership showroom was a huge, high-ceilinged room with walls of windows and vinyl-tile flooring. Everything echoed—every movement, every word, every squeak of a sneaker. And the HVAC system was loud too, filling the space with white noise so that everyone ended up trying to make themselves heard over it, and it felt like they were always shouting. The cubicles, with their nubby beige fabric walls, provided no privacy and even less of an escape. Brian, who worked in the cubicle next to Jem’s, liked to stand, which let him see over the wall, and start up a conversation with Jem, like Jem wasn’t trying to watch YouTube or play PUBG or zone the fuck out and pretend he was literally anywhere else. But Brian wasn’t the real problem. The real problem was Little Dick.

	Little Dick, as far as Jem could tell, liked two things: money, and getting his ass sucked. The money he got from padding payment plans and adding bullshit services like pinstriping and making his sales team pass the costs on to the customers—which, for the most part, Jem didn’t mind, except that the money was going to Little Dick. The ass-sucking, though—well, Little Dick wanted that from his team.

	“You should have seen this chick,” Little Dick was saying in the next cubicle. “Tits out to here. I swear to God. Tits out to here.”

	Brian laughed. “No way. No way.”

	“For real. And she kept looking at me, and I knew what she wanted, but I wasn’t sure, you know? Because she was like a four or a five and kind of fat.”

	“Easy meat, man,” Brian said, laughing again. Brian was always laughing. “You’re a killer. You clean up out there.”

	Little Dick’s little dick probably got hard as steel at that.

	So much for zoning out. Before he could think about what he was doing, Jem grabbed his phone and did a quick search for body found in Uinta. Except he’d never seen Uinta spelled before, and spelling was such a bitch—seriously, why didn’t English make any sense?—and it took him four bad searches before Google figured out what he was trying to ask. And how was he supposed to know that Uinta sometimes had an H at the end and sometimes didn’t?

	The article was a stub from the Salt Lake Tribune, and the headline pretty much said it all: someone had found a body in a mesa cave in the Uinta Basin, and it had been identified as Brennon Lee of South Jordan, Utah. But there were two things that made Jem pause. First, the article said Brennon had bruising on his neck. And second, it said a UFOlogist had found the body. That was a new word, and once he looked it up, he felt dumb for not being able to figure it out on his own. 

	Jem dropped the phone in his lap. The problem was Ammon. So long as Ammon was caught up in this, Tean was caught up in it. And if Tean was caught up in it, then Jem was caught up in it.

	He tried Ammon Young arrest—how was he supposed to know Ammon had two Ms? 

	A single article popped up from a few years ago about Ammon arresting someone, but nothing recent. Which was too bad. Because maybe, if there’d been an article, there would have been a mugshot too.

	“Dumb as a sack of rocks, too,” Little Dick was saying. “I asked her if she wanted a Chevy in her garage, and she said her dad told her to always buy Hondas. Like, I wasn’t talking about a Chevy, you stupid bitch.”

	Brian guffawed—that had been on Jem’s word-of-the-day calendar.

	Maybe they hadn’t arrested Ammon. Maybe he hadn’t confessed. Maybe Tean had misunderstood. Or Lucy hadn’t known what she was talking about. Maybe.

	Jem squirmed in his chair, trying to find a more comfortable position. The confession, that was what bothered him. Not the murder. It didn’t matter what Tean thought; Ammon was more than capable of doing some seriously violent shit. Maybe not cold-blooded murder, but if what Tean had read in the search warrant was true—if some grown-ass man had been diddling Ammon’s son—yeah, it was possible Ammon could have killed the guy. A fight that turned into something more than a fight. And Ammon might have been nothing more than a skinsuit full of shit, but he was a cop, and he was big and strong and knew how to handle himself, and if he started something with some white-bread kiddie-diddler, he’d be the one to finish it.

	But.

	But Ammon was a cop. And if he’d killed someone, even by accident, in a fit of rage, he would have known, once he cooled down, what he needed to do. Get rid of the body. Destroy any evidence. And then play it cool.

	Maybe he’d tried. Maybe ditching the body in that cave had been his best plan, and maybe it had been plain old bad luck that someone had found it.

	But if that was the case, then why had Ammon confessed? Why not deny everything and wait to see if they could put a case together? Hell, the warrant’s probable cause had sounded pretty thin.

	“Oh yeah, I fucked her,” Little Dick said. “She was all right. You know chicks like that. They go crazy once they get a dick in them.”

	“Damn, man,” Brian said. “I get it. Sometimes you just need to nut.”

	Brian had minoxidil hair and wore a white shirt and black trousers every day like a fucking mortician. Brian had six kids, all girls, and a wife who picked him up from work every day by pulling up at the service entrance and laying on the horn. The last time Brian had nutted, it had probably been his birthday.

	Little Dick poked his head over the cubicle. “Is that a thing with gay guys too? Like, you just need an easy fuck, so even if he’s a fatty, you know?”

	A soft chime, barely audible over the air conditioning and the magnified echoes of dozens of tiny sounds, signaled that someone had come through the front door. Jem stood and saw an old man in a saggy sweater. He was looking around, blinking, like he was lost.

	“Nope,” Jem said.

	“Fuck off,” Little Dick said with a laugh. “You guys will pound anything that moves.”

	“I meant, nope, I’m not talking to you about this,” Jem said as he moved out of the cubicle. “I’m going to go sell a car.”

	The old man had his phone in his hand, and he was peering at it as he tapped the screen with a trembling hand. 

	“Good morning,” Jem said, plastering on his best smile. “How can I help you?”

	The old man turned, bringing into view a bandage on the side of his head that hadn’t been visible before. “Oh. Hello. Yes, I’m looking for—” He fumbled with the phone again, squinted at the screen, and held it up. “I’m looking for this one.”

	It was an Impala—three years old, under thirty thousand miles, and priced a couple thousand below Blue Book. It was a great deal. The perfect affordable sedan. It brought people through the door every day. It was also complete bullshit. 

	Okay, maybe not complete bullshit, because there was, technically, a car on the lot with that VIN, and yes, it was even an Impala. But that car had close to ninety thousand miles on it, and it was missing a side mirror and the rear bumper. That car was always in the shop.

	But Jem had to say, “Let’s see if we can track that one down,” and then he pulled up Hole.io on his phone and died twice before he made a disappointed sound and said, “I’m so sorry, that car is in our shop right now. But I can show you a few others—something similar, maybe?”

	The old man’s bleary eyes didn’t seem entirely focused. “Hmm?”

	“It’s in the shop,” Jem said more loudly. “Let me show you what else we have.”

	Nodding, the old man said, “I was in an accident. Young guy. On his phone.” He touched the bandage. “They said they couldn’t even use my car for scrap, that’s how bad it was. Nobody’s ever told me that.”

	Jem whistled. “Hey, anything you can walk away from, though—right?”

	The old man nodded and blinked as he fingered the bandage again.

	Instead of looking at a car in the same price range as the bait, Jem steered the old man toward one that was almost twice as much. When the man—Walter—fretted about the price, Jem talked about insurance checks, payment plans, the magical word affordability. Just to tilt the scales, Jem showed him two junkers that looked like they’d fall off their wheels before they made it out of the lot—these two around the same price as the magical bait car that would never, ever reappear. 

	The worst part was how easy it was. Walter wasn’t happy, but he didn’t make it hard, either. He talked a lot, and Jem listened and nodded and answered appropriately. About the accident. About his kids. About his grandkids. None of whom, Jem noticed, could be bothered to help a man who’d just been in a bad car accident buy his next car. More than the car, what Walter really wanted was to tell somebody about it. That was true more often than people realized. In that way, selling cars wasn’t any different from selling anything else. The people did the work for you, if you let them; you just had to stay out of their way.

	“It’s a lot more than I wanted to spend,” Walter said, looking at a five-year-old Impala that was a good seven grand higher than what he’d walked in hoping to pay. 

	“It’s a tough market,” Jem said. “Used cars are in high demand. I’d offer to hold on to this one for you, give you a day or two to decide, but my manager would wring my neck. We can’t keep cars like this on the lot right now.”

	And that did it.

	Jem went to type up the paperwork, which meant telling Diane in finance the price they’d settled on. And then he slunk into the breakroom.

	He sat at the table. He flipped open the lid on the box of today’s donuts. On the wall, signs stared back at him: DO YOUR PART TO KEEP THE BREAKROOM CLEAN and LIMIT: FOUR PEOPLE IN THE BREAKROOM and YOU ARE VALUED IN THIS WORKPLACE—this last one on a checkerboard background with a smiley face. Jem closed the box of donuts. His stomach hurt. His head hurt. He closed his eyes and tried to rub away the smear left by the fluorescent lights. Get back out there. Tell him his credit came back lower than we thought. Adjust the rate, not the payment amounts, you’ll still be able to afford it, but then add on another six months. Or maybe he’d swing for the fences, see if Walter would even notice that the payments were different from what they’d discussed. Sell another car. And another car. And another car. So he could live in that damn house.

	The thought came in sideways, through a door in his head he hadn’t even known was there.

	He had his phone in his hand and was placing a call to Tean before he could think about what he was doing.

	“What’s up?” Tean asked. “Is everything okay?”

	No, Jem almost said. He blinked once, hard, and the fluorescents left tracks across the backs of his eyeballs.

	“Yeah. Sorry, didn’t mean to freak you out.” Jem stopped. The only thing he could think to say was “I guess I should have texted.”

	“No, it’s fine.”

	Out in the showroom, the music changed to “You Spin Me Round.”

	“Jem?”

	“Yeah, sorry.” Jem cleared his throat. “So, I was thinking: why’d Ammon confess?”

	“I don’t know.” A wary note entered Tean’s voice. “I understand it looks bad, Jem, but I still don’t believe Ammon did this. And I know we disagree, but I don’t think a phone call is the right way to have this conversation—”

	“No, no. That’s not—” Jem blew out a breath. “I mean, that’s a valid question, right? If he’s innocent, why did he confess? I mean, he’s smart.” Jem added mentally, Kind of. “He’s a cop. He knows how this kind of thing goes. And from what you told me, he should have laughed at the probable cause in that warrant. Instead, they show up at his door, and he basically holds his hands out and says, ‘It was me, I did it.’ That doesn’t make sense, and if it doesn’t make sense, then there’s something we’re missing.” 

	“They weren’t local police. We’re talking about the State Bureau of Investigation. This is their job, to investigate other police officers. Maybe Ammon knew that if they were already involved—” 

	“What? The best thing to do would be give up and serve a life sentence for a murder he didn’t commit? Besides, you want me to believe Ammon was worried about these guys? All cops do is bitch about state and federal agents. Ammon wouldn’t have rolled over and stuck his ass out for them. If anything, he should have tried to fuck them nine ways from Sunday.” 

	A fragile laugh came across the line.

	“Uh, it kind of got away from me there,” Jem said. “But you get the idea.”

	Tean murmured something that might have been agreement, but the silence that followed was longer this time. Finally he said, “You think he’s protecting someone.”

	Jem let out a breath. “Right? That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

	“Who?”

	“Well.”

	Another of those dragged-out silences. “Jem, you haven’t met Lucy. She’s—”

	“She’s not capable of murder?” Jem asked dryly. “Like Ammon?”

	“She’s—you’d have to meet her.”

	“Look, I’m not saying she did it.” Although, in Jem’s opinion, any woman who’d had her husband dicking around behind her back for years, then leave her, all while being possibly the worst closet-case in the history of homos, might have a lot of anger stored up. And if somebody started fooling around with her son, well, that might have tapped into some deep, dark shit. “But it’s worth checking out, right?”

	“Yes,” Tean said. “Okay.”

	Those two words slackened the energy of the call, and for a few seconds, neither of them spoke in the unexpectedly comforting silence.

	“Thank you,” Tean said. “I know you—” He stopped and said again, more quietly, “Thank you.”

	“Yeah, well, I don’t like seeing you upset.”

	“I love you.”

	“I love you too. I’m sorry I was kind of an asshole last night.”

	“You weren’t. You were upset too. It’s okay to be upset.”

	“How’s your day going?”

	Tean’s laugh was stronger this time. “Horribly.”

	“What’s wrong? Did someone do something? Who do I have to fight?”

	More of that gentle laughter. “Nobody. Nothing. Just a lot of bureaucratic nonsense. A big waste of time.”

	“Don’t call it nonsense. Call it bullshit.”

	Jem could hear Tean’s smile on the other end of the call.

	“Call it bitch-ass bureaucratic beboppin’ bullshit.”

	“Bebopping?”

	“I don’t know what it means, but I heard it on Teenage Mutant Ninja
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