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Dedicated to Laverne Kelly, teacher, mother and shining example





PROLOGUE

They were concealed in a pocket of aspen, frigid wind sheering off a blizzard of gold and scattering their scent. The client was prone, eyes behind the scope, trying to slow his pounding heart, but the altitude and his girth made that difficult. Mace was crouched beside him, lean as a Spartan, Leica 10×42 binos pinned on the behemoth munching wheatgrass across the canyon.

Both men were in camo under dayglow-orange vests and caps. The shot itself was through a gap in timber and understory, cake for the customized Winchester M70 with the right operator but still a keyhole at 350 yards. The elk’s atypical rack was flat massive.

Mace counted nine antler points on the left beam and twelve on the right. The headgear resembled an immense brown spider lying on its back. He put the gross score at a rarified 450.

“Boone and Crockett, here we come,” said the giddy shooter, a balding directional driller from Tulsa named Hodges who had paid dearly to be lying in that dirt.

“Keep that safety on and lower your damn voice,” whispered Mace with an edge that didn’t suffer hubris. His shaggy black hair and runaway Fu Manchu were lifted from an Allman Brothers cover but the spot-on resemblance to a frontier gunslinger was due entirely to his eyes. They were dark and narrow and wouldn’t look misplaced in the sockets of a raptor. He was six feet even and thirty-three years old. His religion was attention to detail and he was bothered by a patch of foliage beyond the animal because it didn’t move enough with the breeze.

Probably a trick of scudding clouds and sun but his gut wouldn’t let the aberration go. Best be certain before that round exited the barrel at 2,950 feet per second and plowed through anything living or dead until inert. He glassed downrange one more time with excruciating care. No innocent critters were visible, nor any of the five hundred square inches of gaudy fluorescence required by Colorado on the outer garment of rifle hunters. Nothing but every shooter’s wet dream there for the taking.

Mace glanced at his meal ticket, suddenly irked by the man’s sloth compared to the chiseled creation they were about to execute. Odd. The cut of his clients had never bothered him so intensely. But a week of scouting this epic specimen so Hodges could emerge from his bourbon and rib-eye stocked tent to pull the trigger had grated on him. The unearned part, no different than driving a pack-a-day slob to the finish line of a marathon.

It wasn’t just that, of course. It was a larger, ineluctable truth that simmered beneath the façade of his occupation. An occupation that paid a shitload of bills and kept his butt on a comfy pedestal in big-game circles. Bottom line, he was in demand because he delivered trophies rain or shine.

Mace smothered the rising buzz of his misgivings, put the Sig Sauer rangefinder on target and double-checked the distance. “Get ready,” he said.

Hodges settled his jowl into the stock and slid the safety off. On cue, the bull stopped grazing and raised its head, senses strummed. Mace could feel the shot unraveling. All that fat-boy babysitting and one more trophy in the books with his name listed as guide about to evaporate.

Then the wind quit and the ballistic vagaries of air pressure and humidity aligned with a destiny neither man could conjure in their darkest imagination. “Send it,” said Mace.

No sooner had the words cleared the roof of his mouth than Hodges fired and Mace saw the camo-clad apparition with a compound bow at full draw and roared like he was stabbed. The bull was already galvanized, leaping away from this specter when the .225-gram short-mag shattered the right side of its rack. The kinetic wallop briefly put the animal down before it lurched up and bolted away. Then the gunshot faded into silence and the flutter of dead leaves reconvened.

“Fuck you yelling about?” asked Hodges, clueless and squinting. “I hit him, didn’t I?”

Mace jumped to his feet with a tremendous ringing in his ears despite impulse plugs in both to minimize the muzzle blast. He whipped the glasses up and scoured the area where the bull was standing but the bowhunter had vanished.

“Hey,” said Hodges, cycling the bolt and cranking his head around. “I asked you a question.”

Mace saw his mouth moving but couldn’t hear him. Couldn’t hear anything but his own adrenaline-cut blood thundering through his skull. He snagged his pack off the ground because it had a basic trauma kit and took the fall line, crashing down through Gambel oak and slewing over slabs of granite. He splashed across a creek and sprinted up the other side of the drainage, struck by the throbbing clarity of everything before him.

He could have spotted a needle in a stadium but nearly tripped over the man sprawled face-down on his weapon with its cams and carbon-fiber arrow still nocked in the polyethylene string. Not that the guy would have cared. The slug had tumbled after hitting the antler, entering his chest and departing his back in a ruby blast that glazed the larkspur he was lying on.

Mace dug a pack of QuikClot from his ruck, ripped it open and stuffed the gauze into the exit wound, seeking the arterial breach. Blood soaked through instantly. He tore open another pack, stuffed that in the hole and applied pressure with both hands reminding himself there was no cell service so not to waste the motion. The body settled under his palms as if he were forcing it back into the earth.

Then Hodges blundered into the clearing and saw what he’d shot. His knees went funky and he dropped his rifle and staggered sideways with the heels of his hands mashed into his sockets.

Mace didn’t notice. He was too busy staring at the bowhunter’s half-turned face under the mossy-oak buff. He was young, mid-twenties at most. Only his brown eyes were visible. They were wide open and angled up to his left, as if there were something amazing lurking in the clouds.





ONE

A year had come and gone since Mace ignored his vaunted gut and demolished his life from the foundation up. It was early on a Monday morning and he was bagging trash on the shoulder of Highway 62 west of Ridgway sporting a yellow safety vest and a noticeable weave to his step. Off to the south, an October storm had left the summit of Mount Sneffels laser-white and hanging in a cobalt sky that beggared description but he was immune to the spectacle. Just kept snagging litter with his county-supplied grabber stick and working on a pint of Tito’s with a nifty sleight of hand.

His beard had gone biblical and his chore jacket couldn’t hide the belly he’d tacked on over the previous winter. His eyes had dulled along with his figure. They no longer cut glass, which didn’t matter because he was done getting people in killing range of wary animals for a living. This diminishment, combined with a maintenance dose of vodka and weed, caused him to step on the dead mule deer before he saw it. The carcass was the same brown as the grass and his boot sank in putrefied organs as easy as pie. His cell rang from somewhere on his person but he didn’t notice.

Disposing of roadkill was outside Mace’s purview so he wiped his footwear on a post and kept working his way up Dallas Divide. The joint trial had been held in Montrose District Court and Hodges fainted during the autopsy exhibits. The DA accused Mace and his client of being more focused on success than safety but Hodges’s lawyer was first-rate. Both men ducked the involuntary-manslaughter charge. Hodges reached a financial settlement with the dead man’s family and changed his hunting venue to Utah. Mace, being the person who explicitly authorized the misbegotten shot, was sentenced to three hundred hours of community service and open-ended pariah status.

When he got even with Dallas Park Cemetery, Mace studied the burial ground. Seeing no visitors, he dropped the garbage bag and crossed the road. He found the headstone of the guy killed by his blip of inattention in the newer section of graves and laid his hand on the white marble with a practiced motion. Robert R. Martinez had been a lance corporal in the Marine Corps, hence the scarlet flag with the eagle and anchor flapping in the wind. Next to that was a vase of wilted columbine. According to the words in stone, he lived almost twenty-seven years and the anniversary of his passing would fall on Saturday, a date now in everlasting lockstep with the dawn of rifle season.

Ridgway had a bunch of cliques for a puny town and the vets were easily the most empathetic. They went out of their way to exonerate Mace, saying Martinez did his time in the sandbox and came back broken and reckless and maybe that was true. But it didn’t absolve Mace of anything or begin to heal the runny gash in his soul. That wound had a mind of its own.

Mace never met the person boxed beneath his feet until he was too busy dying to chat. Saw him drinking with hermetic indifference at the True Grit Café but had no occasion to exchange pleasantries. Now he visited the same man’s grave with furtive regularity, communing with all that was mortgaged in that split second of shit judgment. Only dumb luck and bleary vigilance had kept him from bumping into Martinez’s parents since the broad-daylight nightmare of the funeral.

Mace drained the pint, hearing his dad hold forth on cut corners, magic meteorological thinking and lapses in situational awareness when rounds were chambered. All the slipshod urges capable of turning the most meticulous hunt into the disaster he now personified. So he didn’t register the brown Subaru Outback with the Semper Fi decal parking behind him until the driver emerged and shut the door. The sound made him turn and the sight of the trim woman with the graying ponytail and bright brown eyes shoved him backward. The Tito’s bottle shattered at his feet.



Anna Martinez, mom of the dead bowhunter, was fifty-nine years old and assumed the man in the safety vest was a cemetery worker. When she recognized her son’s de facto killer, she yanked the door open and got back behind the wheel but couldn’t for the life of her get the key into the ignition. Her husband Gabriel was slumped in the front seat with a hollowed-out mien and paid the panic attack no mind. His hair was thick and white, his body brittle in repose. When her hands stopped shaking, Anna grabbed the fresh-cut columbine off the back seat and got out, eyes on the ground.

She switched out the flowers, tossed the broken bottle in a trash can and walked up to Mace with her jaw set and a tornado of livid grief roaring through her head. Then she got a good long look at the wrecked soul standing next to her son’s marker. And what came out of her mouth surprised even her. “Did you know Robert loved guns before he joined the Marines?”

“No, ma’am,” said Mace, staring at her nose to maintain his balance.

“Got his first rifle when he was ten. And after that, opening day was his Christmas Day. Didn’t matter if it was rabbits or deer or elk. Shot anything he could eat. I heard you were a lot like that.”

She waited for Mace to acknowledge that statement but he had his hands full just standing there so she focused on the jagged sweep of peaks behind his head and kept unpacking her point.

“Two tours over there changed everything. He came back hating guns. Then summer before last he got into bowhunting. Started disappearing for days at a time. Never took anyone with him. Never told us where he was going. He was so quiet and different, we were scared to death he’d kill himself up there. But we were wrong. Face paint and camo became his magic medicine. He loved being invisible. Loved seeing how close he could get to a big buck or bull. And when he talked about it, his eyes would light up and he’d be our sweet boy all over again.”

Mace cleared his throat. “He ever harvest any of those animals?”

“Never shot a living thing with that bow. I asked him why. Know what he said?”

She gave Mace a ten-second chance to answer like it was a pop quiz. He shook his head and her eyes drifted down to the grave. “Just because it wasn’t stupid easy like pulling a trigger didn’t make it right. Anyway, here’s the thing I want you to take with you. The main thing. Nobody on earth would have known Robert was there that day. Nobody. Not even you. Mason Winters.”

Then they heard the metallic creak. Anna turned and Mace looked past her. A frail hand was pushing the Subaru’s passenger door open. “Don’t do this to him,” she whispered. “Please.”

Mace ducked his head and cut toward the highway, not stopping until he was a mile down the shoulder next to a brush-strafed black Tundra with an empty gun rack and a toolbox in the bed. He got in, dug a tallboy from the console and drank it, staring through a windshield so scummy with bug juice and dope smoke the world looked sepia. Then he twirled the FM dial until “Far Away Eyes” sucked him into a twangy daydream and off he went sans seat belt. A bit later, the six-thousand-pound Tundra slipped the leash and mowed down a split-rail fence before coming to a debris-decorated halt in the ditch on the right. His face punctuated the impact by bouncing off the steering wheel.



Deputy Glenn Frazier was driving a blue Tahoe with a light bar down Dallas Divide dwelling on the buffalo cheeseburger at the Grit he intended to devour for lunch. A double with sweet-potato fries. Some darker things were messing with his head, like his paycheck being inhaled by a raft of bad decisions made in concert with his dick but that’s what made hunger so fun. It was easy to fix. Glenn was a red-haired, six-four bruiser with a passing resemblance to a supersize Russell Crowe. He played defensive tackle at Mesa University in Grand Junction until ACL tears sank the dream. He’d added some girth but could still wreak havoc in a hurry if pissed. He was thirty-five years old and rocked the tan slacks, chocolate shirt and gray Stetson of the Ouray County Sheriff’s Department.

When he saw the black Tundra churning dirt in the ditch full of busted railing, he pulled over ten yards back and studied the shit show. After determining the driver was more interested in digging a giant hole than getting clear of the ditch, he dismounted and rapped hard on the truck’s window. Mace gave the cop a hostile appraisal before rolling the glass down.

“Fuck you want?” he said curtly, left eye slit to nothing under a purple golf ball–size knob.

“How about you turn that engine off and exit the vehicle,” suggested Glenn.

“Watch your feet,” said Mace, gunning the V8 and rocking the gears between drive and reverse.

Glenn hopped on the running board, shot his arm into the cab and snagged the keys. Then he hauled Mace out the window, slipping punches aimed at his face and threw him on the ground. When the cuffs clicked, he tossed Mace in the caged back seat of the Tahoe, deftly jimmied the Tundra out of the ditch, parked it on the far side of the road and wiped the debris off the hood. Satisfied with his handiwork, he got in the Tahoe, made a U and headed west back up the Divide.

After cresting the summit and dropping into San Miguel County, Glenn checked the rearview and saw his prisoner lying face-down, arms bent behind his back. “Don’t be drooling on that seat.”

Mace sat up and looked around, accepting his situation like he’d been there before. “Shouldn’t you be out chasing homegrown terrorists with high-capacity magazines?”

“Bagged one yesterday,” said Glenn. “Came out of Mountain Annie’s smelling like sativa and shoutin’ about the Second Amendment in Texan.” Then he snapped his fingers. “Hey. Whatever happened to that sweet Sako 85 the fat cat from Odessa gave you? Had all that checkered walnut. Shot a .30-06 Springfield. Had your initials engraved on the receiver.”

Mace frowned at the floor and dredged up the answer. “Sold it at a swap meet down in Cortez.”

“You’re shitting me. A fine personalized firearm like that?”

“Didn’t need it.”

Glenn traced the rim of the Uncompahgre Plateau with a pained expression because that’s where he and Mace had hunted since they were runts. He’d stopped reminding Mace he wasn’t the guy who shot the stoner bowhunter lurking in camo on the first day of rifle season. Stopped trying to reason with him about any damn thing because it turned out self-loathing was tougher than Kevlar.

After turning right on 60X Road, they climbed the flank of the plateau then headed west through broad parks and forested moraines. On a gravel straightaway a dirt bike bore down on them at terrific speed. The machine was green and white. The guy on board was brawny and wore a black helmet with a mirrored visor. He flashed a peace sign as he screamed by. Mace twisted around and saw an American flag plastered across the rider’s back before he disappeared in a plume of dust.

“Future donor,” said Glenn, eyes on the side mirror.



Three miles later, Glenn turned onto Clanton Road and shortly thereafter drove through a gate onto the track that ran into Mace’s 160-acre parcel. It ended at a pretty two-story log home with a steep tin roof and covered porch. A squat barn rose beyond that, weathered gray and set against a meadow. Next to the barn was a woodshed and a fenced garden gone woolly with inattention.

Glenn parked in the yard, yanked Mace out, uncuffed him and blithely scratched the head of the sizable German shepherd that charged up, tail wagging. “Good boy, Vince. Good boy.”

Then he threw Mace the Tundra keys and punched a thick finger into his chest, rocking him backward like the wobbly drunk he was. “No more next time.”

Mace watched Glenn drive off, rubbing his wrists where the cuffs cut his skin, dug a roach from his pants and torched it. After that he went up the steps and into the house with the shepherd trotting at his heels, not bothering to close the front door. He was halfway across the living room when a Kodachrome snap of his parents drew him over to the mantel. Randy and Kay Winters were young and strong and standing on the porch of the same log home on a pure blue June day in 1983.

Randy was a legendary zero-nonsense outfitter and spitting image of their son. He was squinting at the photographer like his pocket was being picked. Kay Winters was dark-haired and raw-boned pretty. She wore a work shirt with the cuffs rolled over sunburned arms. An axe was slung over her shoulder. Her smile was serene. Kay taught English at Ouray High, ran the food bank and was considered a saint shacked up with cordial savages. One week before Mace’s twenty-first birthday, an asshole in a hurry would pass on a blind curve outside the Gunnison and kill them both. Kay bequeathed her boy a curious, open-minded world view. Randy planted decades of hunting insight in his son’s skull. The latter now hibernated in Mace’s hippocampus like the Dead Sea Scrolls.



Mace stopped wondering what his folks would think of the dreary mess he’d made of his life and shifted his gaze to the arrowhead collection mounted over the fireplace in three sixteen-by-sixteen frames. Seventy-two complete points from Middle Archaic to Ute, all plucked from the deep past with his own hands. But his passion had waned and now his mind drifted toward booze and food.

He went into the kitchen, grabbed a rib eye from the fridge, dropped it in a skillet with a slab of butter and cranked up the burner. He downed three shots of Hornitos and watched the meat fry until a nagging detail sent him back into the living room. He stood before the fireplace a minute before spotting the unbelievable. There was a blank space in the dead center of his arrowhead collection. The crown jewel of his assemblage, a four-thousand-year-old Mount Albion point in green jasper was missing. Which was about as inexplicable as a thing could get. He searched the floor and under furniture knowing he wouldn’t find it because he’d never leave such a superb projectile point lying around. Then it occurred to him that never was an obsolete concept. He could have used the point to open a bottle of red. Or taken it from the frame intending to saw his wrists open and blacked out first. Relieved by the wealth of pathetic possibilities, he torched another pre-roll. Took him a minute to isolate Vince’s barking in the numbing roar of his high. Then a bit longer to notice the oily smoke crawling along the ceiling and the dancing radiance coming from the kitchen.

He ran at the fiery fat arcing from the skillet thinking smoke inhalation wasn’t a bad idea. The curtains over the sink and the pine cupboards were burning nicely. The Braun coffee maker was dripping blue flame. He’d be dead in short order. Then it dawned on him that Vince would drag him clear or die trying. He grabbed dish towels, sopped them under the faucet and beat the conflagration into smoldering submission. Then the greasy particulate and liquor ganged up on him and the floor heaved. He made it to the sofa in front of the fireplace and pitched face-first into nothing.



Jamie Winters drove her olive-green Rubicon through the gate and up to the house. The sun had set but no lights were on and no truck or dog was in the yard. The front door was wide open. She grabbed pepper spray and a maglite from the glove box and was about to punch 911 when Vince came flying out in a state of maximum agitation. When he saw Jamie behind the high beams, he turned on a dime and led her into the meat-fire stink. She was leggy and fast and wore blue scrubs.

She checked Mace’s vitals and hit the lights. Found the charred-to-hell kitchen and stood there, jaws clamped, fighting heartbreak and volcanic anger simultaneously. Her chestnut hair was cut mannish short and her eyes dark brown. She was thirty-one years old and could still spike a volleyball through a wall. To say she was swan-necked and beautiful wasn’t wrong but her poise dominated. It kept people on their toes. Then Vince planted his paws on her chest and reminded her dogs were put on earth to shortcut self-pity. She kissed him between the eyes. “You’re right, big man.”

She grabbed the extinguisher from the closet and blasted the embers. After that she flushed all the booze and pot she could find down the toilet. She was standing over Mace pondering life without him when his cell rang. She dug it from his pants as it went to voicemail and saw ten missed calls coming from the same guy. She stabbed redial and a gruff male voice answered.

“Figured you were incarcerated or dead,” said Will.

Jamie looked down at her comatose husband. Realized he reeked of roadkill. “Not quite.”





TWO

Tuesday’s dawn was blazing through the windows when Mace opened his eyes and found Vince licking his face with languid concentration. He eased the dog’s snout away and sat up wondering if the sun was rising or setting. Then Jamie came down the stairs with wet hair, name tag bouncing on fresh scrubs. Her cell was on speaker and a colleague was bringing her up to speed on ER intake at Montrose Memorial. She ended the call and gauged her spouse’s condition with a clinical stare. He was still wearing his safety vest and gut-caked boots. “Where’s your truck?” she asked.

Mace pictured the Tundra in a ditch then zoomed out. “East side of the Divide.”

“Got your wallet?”

He patted himself down and held it up with sickly grin. “Yes ma’am.”

“Great. You got five minutes to shower and get dressed.”

“What’s the rush?”

“You got a job interview. Comes with free breakfast at the Grit.”

Mace wobbled to his feet wondering why his left eye was hot and half-shut. “For what?”

“Doesn’t matter. You’re going. Or I’m going.”

He chewed on that last part, alarm piercing his hangover. “Going where?”

“About as far as I can get from you.”

Mace raised his sooty hands even with his shoulders like a cornered criminal showing he was unarmed. “Can we make some coffee. Talk things over a second?”

“Absolutely.”

She went into the kitchen, came out with the melted coffee maker and winged it at his head like she meant to kill him. He deflected the machine but it bruised his elbow down to bone.

“Fucking motherfuck!” he screamed, clutching his arm.

“Four minutes,” said Jamie, walking out the door.



Jamie dropped man and shepherd at the Tundra and drove away. Mace yelled and ran after her waving his arms. He wore clean jeans and a fleece jacket. She didn’t want to but she stopped.

“Gonna tell me who the hell I’m supposed to meet down there?” he said, catching his breath.

“Will Stoddard,” said Jamie.

“Why?”

“Who cares. Season’s three days off. Maybe he wants to pick what’s left of your brain.”

Mace considered this. Made no sense. “No way. He’s been leasing ground out by Cottonwood Creek forever. North Fork. Same place you and I sacked the cutthroat couple summers ago.”

“So what?” said Jamie.

Mace shut his eyes. Dying for a drink. “Calls it his trophy hole. Doesn’t need shit from me.”

“I don’t care if it’s wiping his butt and washing his truck. I’d jump on it if I were you.”

He watched her speed off then dropped the tailgate of the Tundra so Vince could jump in the bed. After climbing behind the wheel, he dug a beer from the console and drank it slowly, marveling at the slack he swam in. He used to be booked three years out by oil-and-gas types who considered him as indispensable as a custom gun. They still called offering crazy money but it didn’t matter. His state outfitter license was suspended and his liability insurance was canceled. He was about to pop another brew when he remembered the whole point of being up so goddamn early. He tossed the empty onto the shoulder he’d cleaned twenty-four hours previous and headed downhill.



Ridgway sat at the juncture of two highways and the Uncompahgre River. One road linked Ouray and Montrose while the other ran up to Telluride making a fetching chokepoint. Skiers, hikers and hunters passed through like spawning salmon and the town stayed local. Then a flood tide of virus refugees killed all things genuine and priced out the natives. But the True Grit Café abided.

Mace parked in front of the joint named after the John Wayne flick shot in town and glanced at the WELCOME-HUNTERS banner hanging from the roof. He left Vince in the bed, pushed inside and slid into a booth opposite a man with crewcut, salt-and-pepper hair and a walnut tan. Will Stoddard wore a jean jacket over a white T-shirt and was drill-instructor lean at sixty-four years of age. He stayed poker-faced while a waitress poured coffee and took Mace’s order of banana pancakes and bacon. Then he dredged sausage through syrup, thinking good intentions surely paved the road to hell.

“Happened to your eye?”

“Steering wheel,” said Mace, slamming the java and catching several people staring at him like his hair was on fire. “Got your money bulls spotted?”

“Couple nice racks on the back side of unit sixty-one. But you know how it is. Leaves turn and they get jumpy. Could be halfway to Moab by now.”

“Don’t sandbag me, Will. I’m not the competition anymore.”

“That’s for sure. How’s the trash business?”

“Steady,” said Mace. “Why?”

“Had some work to swing your way but you were too busy drunk driving to return my call.”

“So what am I doing here?”

“Your wife took advantage of my advancing years and poor judgment.”

Mace wondered how that happened but drew a blank. “Spit it out anytime you’re ready.”

“Couple from Phoenix called me a few days ago. Hot-shot realtors. Long story short, they’re serious camera buffs who’ll pay through the nose for a picture of a mountain lion.”

“A live cat running around feeding and fornicating out in the world?”

“That’s the deal,” said Will. “And no hounds.”

Mace’s food came and he dove in. “Tall order unless you got one tranquilized somewhere.”

“That’s why I told them the odds of pulling that off were crap to none and the only guy I knew who could put it in the crap column would need eight hundred a day, hit or miss.”

“How’d they find you?” asked Mace.

Will gave a dismissive wave. “Social media or some shit.”

“How come you’re not taking their money?”

“Because I’m a chooser not a beggar and I don’t have beer on my breath before breakfast.”

Mace sucked up his anger and kept eating instead of spitting on the lifeline. After the carbs hit his blood he felt a fire rekindle. The chemical siren call of the chase surprised him. “Lucky you.”

“We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you babysitting tourists in rough country.”

“You want me to grovel you might as well order lunch.”

“I want your word you won’t make me regret this outbreak of sentimentality.”

Mace had a moment of guilt that didn’t stick. “I can do it. I know I can and so do you.”

“You can find ’em a lion or stay off the bottle and the dope long enough to try?”

“Both,” said Mace, wrapping his last piece of bacon in a napkin. “When they want to go?”

“Tomorrow’s the only day they got. They’re staying over in Telluride.”

Mace looked around. Caught a guy side-eyeing him. “What else did you tell them about me?”

“Nothing beyond you being able to sneak up on anything there is when you were in the mood.”



They shook hands outside and Will left in a red F-350 with Stoddard Guide Service on the door. There was a Winchester Model 94 in the rear window and a bumper sticker that said WELCOME-TO-COLORADO-NOW-GET-YOUR-WEED-AND-GET-OUT. Mace went to his truck, gave Vince the bacon and popped another beer praying the couple from Phoenix were obese smokers with bad knees.





THREE

After leaving Mace and the dog at the truck, Jamie got coffee to go in Ridgway then cut north on Highway 550 toward Montrose. She was passing the reservoir when she spotted Glenn’s Tahoe tucked in tall brush on the right waylaying speeders. She skidded onto the shoulder, backed up until she was alongside the cop and lobbed a smile. “How’s the highway robbery going?”

He tossed his radar gun on the dash, got out and walked over. “Cooking along until now.”

“Nice of you to bring my man home in one piece.”

“Wasn’t that bad. Least he wasn’t dragging forty feet of barbwire like last time.”

“Trust me,” said Jamie. “He made up for it.”

Glenn laid his hand on her shoulder and just like that she was a crying hot mess and rummaging in the glove box for Kleenex. There weren’t any. He offered the starched sleeve of his uniform. She grabbed it and smeared glassy tears and snot from elbow to wrist. “Thanks.”

“Your tax dollars at work,” said Glenn.

Jamie stared straight ahead, hands on the wheel. “How long you think he’ll last like this?”

“You mean until he turns the corner?”

“How about kills himself.”

Glenn planted his mitts on the roof of the Jeep and shook his head. “Come on. If he was gonna do that he woulda done it. Our boy’s not the suicide type. Too much pain-in-the-butt backbone.”

“You saw him plow through another fence and moved his truck and drove him home like he was fucking royalty. Gonna do that when he head-ons into a family of four?”

Glenn hitched his service belt like she was pelting him with trivialities. “Find you some faith, girl. Sooner than later he’ll touch bottom and swim for the surface. We just gotta wait him out.”

Jamie shut her eyes thinking best friends made shitty psychologists. “Earth to Glenn. Sooner than later has come and gone.”

He squinted at her. Given pause by the flatness in her voice. “You thinking about taking a break? Go see your mom or something?”

Jamie looked up into his face. It was shaded by the Stetson and his features were stony and alert in a way she’d never seen before. Bolting to her mom’s in Grand Junction had crossed her mind more than once. A half measure in the scheme of Mace’s doom loop but a start. “Something.”

“Do what you need to do but I’d appreciate you letting me know if he’s gonna be on his own.”

“Why? Gonna lock him up?”

Glenn gave that serious consideration and let it go. “More like dart and tranquilize.”

A logging truck roared by and he tracked it south. The bed was stacked with beetle kill the diameter of telephone poles. Steel cables meant to hold the timber in place were loose and scything the wind. He slid behind the wheel of the Tahoe and leaned out the window. “Hang in there.”

Jamie watched the blue-and-red bubbles accelerate from view then caught a gap in northbound traffic and headed for Montrose. She drove several miles lost in bad thoughts before checking the rearview. There was a Ford pickup with a camper behind her so she couldn’t see the green-and-white dirt bike behind that. Or how the rider wearing the black helmet with the mirrored visor kept nicking the centerline like he was about to pass but never did even when he had plenty of road.





FOUR

Ten minutes before sunrise on Wednesday found Mace and Vince on the porch watching Clanton Road to the east and Dave Wood to the south. The dog was doing all the work because Mace had sampled the vodka and dope he kept stashed in the woodpile. Now he couldn’t take his eyes off the pearly incandescence seeping over the horizon. Never crossed his mind how pungent those substances would be to the 225 million scent receptors in the shepherd’s nose. Or how Vince had come to associate those smells with trouble. Hence the dog’s red-alert status regarding the pickups prowling along the plateau’s gravel roads with their lights off like steel megafauna.

Mace didn’t pay the vehicles any mind because this was the leading edge of the amateur-hour army that invaded every fall and he knew the ilk of the occupants in granular detail. They had scoped rifles between the seats and thermoses between their thighs. The guns were made by Ruger or Browning or Remington and they were scouting with binos from Cabelas. Same place they got scent eliminator and field dressing kits. Their blood pressure was spiking because Saturday was opening day and unless they knew where elk were holding they might as well be packing BB guns.

The weekend warriors loved meat but they were praying for a huge rack to worship in their man cave. This quest was hardwired and inexpressible because they were ignorant of those who came before. Hunters armed with nothing but spears tipped with exquisite stone points designed to skewer the lungs of eight-ton mammoths. Once the mountain of protein was down in a pond of blood, the hunters had to fight off gargantuan lions and bears made fearless by the gore. Heinous death and injury were routine. Failure to secure the prize was punishable by starvation.

Mace burned thousands of adolescent hours imagining the nerve required to run a six-inch projectile point into the chest cavity of a pissed critter standing fourteen feet at the shoulder. Named after a seminal kill site in New Mexico, the lethality of the Clovis point allowed the Paleo-Indians to cull the bottomless herds of megafauna grazing the future American West to extinction. A cautionary archeological truth that reduced the men in their comfy heated rides to poodles claiming to be dire wolves on their father’s side. And Mace collaborated with that sham to the bitter end.

Beneath that residual shame was a baffled unease about his missing arrowhead. The green jasper point. Its disappearance was a tiny, inexplicable tear in the world.



He was about to dump his coffee and call the cat chase a bust when a pair of headlights came into view, slaloming around the pickups with casual finesse. The vehicle turned west, hung a left through the gate and glided up to the porch. The driver cut the lights and Mace saw a black BMW X5 with Arizona plates. “Sit tight, big man,” he said to Vince and walked toward the car.

The guy behind the wheel climbed out and came around the hood. He had longish blond hair under a black Arizona Cardinals cap. He wore a moss-green down jacket, Patagonia rock pants and synthetic gray gloves that fit like a second skin. He was two inches taller than Mace and oozed a grating vitality. “I’m gonna presume you’re Mason Winters,” he said, flashing fantastic teeth.

“Mace’ll do,” said Mace and the guy kept coming with a swaggering, carefree gait. They shook hands and Mace felt the angular power of his frame and gauged his true calling as tight end. He put his age in the ballpark of his own and braced himself for humiliation. This ripped son of a bitch could carry him up a fourteen-thousand-foot peak slung over his shoulder like a goat and not break a sweat.

“Clay Brewer,” said the man, hazel eyes sliding over the landscape and buildings. “Sick spread you got here. Freaking classic in the truest sense of the word. How much acreage comes with it?”

Mace listened for an accent, a habit no different than looking for tracks but Clay’s enunciation was that of a news anchor’s clean slate. “Since it’s not for sale, I wouldn’t worry about it.”

“No problem,” said Clay, handing over a business card. “But if you ever change your mind, I’ve got some rapacious clients down in the desert who’d snap this up as is.”

“As is?”

Clay framed the property with both hands like a director setting up a shot. “Without the main house, tennis courts and helipad.”

Mace gave him a buzzed frown, missing the joke and feeling worn out before they started.

Clay popped him on the shoulder. “Just messing with you, bro. I’d put in a bitchin’ infinity pool to capture the totality of the panorama but otherwise this place is the double-D tits.”

“Good to know,” said Mace.

Then he tucked the card away and studied the woman in the passenger seat of the Beamer. She was texting, full lips and perfect button nose lit by the screen. When she finished, she shoved the door open and went straight at the men. She was a compact five eight and wore a red Nebraska Cornhuskers cap pulled low. Her face was unreadable in the predawn light.

Mace saw the legs of a downhill racer and an upper body built for javelin. She wore the same gloves and outerwear as Clay in different but equally subdued hues. Her shoulder-length hair was shiny and black as obsidian. When she got close, he saw she was a Latina with olive skin and russet eyes with amber pigmentation. He put their acuity at extreme and revised her sport to biathlon. She was almost too formidable to be pretty until she smiled and became a heartbreaker in the mold of Lindsey Vonn. She offered her hand and he felt the marble grip of a gym rat.

“Vanessa Delgado,” she said with a clean and velvety Chicana accent.

“Mace.”

“And who’s that beauty on the porch?” she said, looking at the dog.

Mace was about to make a come motion but the shepherd read his mind and was on Clay like a torpedo. He stuck his hand out and Vince inhaled its essence, eyes locked on the stranger’s face. After a tense interval, the dog turned his attention to Vanessa. She knelt without warning, clamped her hands on the shepherd’s head and murmured sweet nothings at close range. Mace twitched, one hand going for the dog’s collar but Vince had already dissolved into wagging mush.

“What a beast,” she said. “Bet he’s a great watchdog.”

“Watchdog and warhead rolled into one,” said Mace. “That’s Vince.”

“Where’d he get that name?” said Vanessa, nuzzling jaws that could render in a blink.

Mace noted her implacable chill and wondered where it came from. “My grandad.”

“And what’s back in there?” she said, pointing into the dense fir and aspen beyond the meadow.

Mace following her gaze, struck by her inhalation of detail. “Why?”

“I see an old path,” she said.

She was right. It was a forty-year-old track leading to a two-room cabin where Mace’s parents lived before the house went up. They built it out of the wind and out of sight. How she spotted the overgrown trail in the predawn gloom was a weird feat of pattern recognition.

“There’s a little cabin past those trees,” said Mace. “My mom and dad put it up back when.”

“Just making sure I wasn’t seeing things.”

“You’re not.”

Then she stood up, checked her chunky polymer watch and shot her guide a look. “Let’s roll.”

“Good idea,” said Mace, hiding his annoyance that she’d taken the lead while he stood there thumb up his ass. He watched them grab CamelBaks and Canon EOS 5Ds with fat zooms from the BMW and realized this might be his future. Guiding nature lovers on species-specific hikes. Then he brushed that hellish vision aside and pointed at the cameras. “Those make any noise?”

Clay held up his Canon. “Not when they’re on silent mode.”

“Then that’s the mode they stay on. Everybody set on food and water? Gonna be a long day.”

“Bring it,” said Clay, gaze flicking to the house.

Jamie stood on the porch, dressed for work. She gave a little wave. “Morning.”

Mace cleared his throat. “Jamie, this is Clay and Vanessa.”

“Beautiful home you have,” said Vanessa.

“Thank you,” said Jamie. “I’d invite you in for coffee but our kitchen burned down.”

“Bummer,” said Clay, blatantly eyeing a great bod in scrubs. “You a nurse?”

Jamie dissected the pair’s bougie veneer. Will said they were real estate agents and the cocky rock-jawed jock was prototypical but the woman was something else. Absurdly fit and openly pleasant with an uncanny stare that had nothing to do with her smile. They struck her as creepy colleagues not spouses. Then again, closet psychopaths would make excellent realtors.

“ER doc,” she said.

“Didn’t know there was a hospital around here,” said Clay.

“There isn’t. I work down in Montrose.”

“You must stay busy in a place this wild,” said Vanessa.

“It can definitely hurt people. But nobody knows this country like my husband.”

“That’s what we hear,” said Vanessa. Then she pointed at the Tundra. “That our ride?”

“That’s it,” said Mace, watching the pair cross to his truck.

Clay took shotgun and Vanessa got in the back. Their boots made a nasty racket against the empty beer cans on the floor. Mace heard the noise and wished he’d cleaned out the cab and bought some air freshener to negate the stink of torched fatties but too late now. He mounted the steps hoping for some kind of truce and went to kiss Jamie on the mouth. She stiff-armed him backward.

“I saw you out by the woodpile filling that pink Nalgene with vodka.”

Mace looked like a kid caught shoplifting. “It’s just in case.”

“Of what?”

He glanced at the Tundra, wondering if they were watching. “In case I need it.”

“You hear the new you talking? The alcoholic asshole about to drive tourists into wild-as-hell county.”

Mace couldn’t meet her eyes. “Yea. I hear it. But I gotta go.”

Jamie stared past him at the rugged countryside she called home. It was breathtaking as ever but suddenly meaningless. Grief and regret had kneecapped her man. Blinded him with self-loathing. And setting the house on fire was just a warm-up. Mace was gonna drag her and everything they had down a black hole of shit and razor blades before he was dead or done.

“Your coulda-shoulda cancer killed us,” she said. “You know that, right?”

Mace was mumbling a lame response when she turned and disappeared into the house. He watched the door slam then climbed in his truck and drove out under a cloudless pink sky. Vince paced the Tundra to the gate, jumped up and planted his paws on the driver’s door. Mace cupped his muzzle through the window. “Go home, big man. Watch over your mom till I get back.”



He watched the shepherd lope for the house then drove into the sun for two miles before turning west onto a dirt track paved with tire-killing rocks that made no impression on his ten-ply rubber. The track followed a tiny creek hemmed in by thick alder and aspen. Clay couldn’t resist remarking on the astoundingly filthy windshield. “Jesus. When’s the last time you cleaned this glass?”

“Why would I do that?” said Mace.

“Maybe see where you’re going.”

“I know where I’m going,” said Mace. Then he glanced in the rearview and found Vanessa’s eyes waiting for him, agile and sharp.

“Your wife must be handy to have around when things get ugly,” she said.

“Way handier than me.”

“Got kids?” she asked.

“Not yet,” said Mace, trying to remember if Will said they were married. Different last names didn’t mean there weren’t wedding bands under those gloves.

“Just like us,” said Vanessa, landing a thudding punch on Clay’s shoulder.

“What brought you guys to Telluride?” asked Mace.

“We did the Imogine Pass Run. Stayed for the color to try out the Canons.”

“Got some crazy aspen shots,” said Clay. “But wanted to go mega bodacious on our last day.”

Mace did his best to rein in the sarcasm. “Going from leaves to lions is pretty ambitious.”

“What do you mean?” said Vanessa.

“You could hike around up here for a year and never see one in the flesh.”

“So it’s a waste of time.”

“Lemme put it this way,” said Mace. “If not getting a puma picture before dark means the day’s shit-canned, yea. But if doing something most people wouldn’t even try without dogs or a game camera strapped to a tree then no. Let’s hit it hard and enjoy the chase.”

“Damn,” said Vanessa. “Book by its cover.”

“Meaning what?”

“I like the way you think.”

Mace checked the rearview again like she knew he would and held his gaze with a calm but blunt sexuality. Then Clay was grabbing the steering wheel and yanking it hard right so the truck grazed the large aspen lying across the track instead of punching in the grille and hood. Mace slammed on the brakes and Clay eye-fucked him like a man comfortable with up-close violence.

“See something you like, bro?” he asked. “You up for a spousal time-share, just say the word.”

Vanessa kicked Clay’s seat hard enough to break a lesser man’s clavicle. “Down goddammit.”

Clay didn’t blink until Mace’s expression made him nearly piss himself laughing. Then Mace punched the door open and grabbed a chain saw from the bed. He wanted to cut Clay in half but settled for sawing the tree up and kicking it off the road. After that, they drove west past colossal stumps of ponderosa logged in a frenzy during World War II. Few miles later they left the quilt of second-home parcels and entered the realm of ranches and national forest, a boundary marked by gated barbwire. A NO-TRESPASSING sign made of steel and stamped with the number 95 hung on the top strand. Mace opened the gate, shut it and kept grinding up the grade and gaining altitude.

“Can we stop?” asked Vanessa, spotting at a roofless cabin set in a stand of Englemann spruce.

“Long as you know every minute you sightsee is a minute less to find a cat,” said Mace.

She nodded, grabbed her camera and hopped out. Clay found a shred of signal and got fully absorbed texting. Then Vanessa playfully jerked her head for Mace to tag along and he did.



They reached the homestead and saw the interior was overrun by bramble and juniper. The log walls were being erased by insects and weather. Odd chunks of rusted iron littered the ground. Vanessa snapped a few photos then took in the sheer isolation. The sunlight was overwhelming.

“Must have been lonely.”

Mace could feel her proximity like a warm magnet. “No lonely people in Phoenix?”

“Who knows. Too hot to go outside half the year.”

Mace pointed at the old-growth timber shielding the site from the north. “Only reason this one held up is because it had a windbreak. Got one on my place you’d never know existed.”

“How do you know it did?”

“My dad showed me where it was. Bought me a metal detector for my birthday and turned me loose. Found a Union cavalry buckle a foot down. Dug halfway to China looking for his rifle.”

“Wow. What do you think happened to the guy?”

“Smallpox. Yellow fever. Busted leg hunting meat on a minus-twenty-degree day. Take your pick. Any of those things would put you on the wrong side of the grass back then.”

He saw a shiny cylindrical object in the ruins, picked it up and surveyed the drainage below. Saw how dawn would come up behind him. How the log cubicle formed a perfect blind. Then he scoured the ground again. One shot only. The hunter must have made it count.

Vanessa squinted at the thing then plucked it from Mace’s hand, fingertips
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