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			The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked; who can know it?

			Jeremiah 17:9
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			Willow branches tickled the back of his neck as the chill, midnight mountain air seeped through the fabric of his prairie grass ghillie suit. Mild discomforts couldn’t drive him from his post.

			Dim lights flickered over the crest of the hill in line with the county road. Well-armed with a loaded 12-gauge shot gun, and a .44 Magnum revolver, powerful enough to take down a grizzly bear, he was prepared for any possibility… or so he thought. What he wasn’t prepared for was the overwhelming stench of rot that filled the air, followed by a blinding light. A powerful force pulled him from behind, and he was gone.

			[image: ]

			Long shadows held a feeble grasp on the night while warmth from the morning sun seeped into gravestones interspersed among ancient trees. Stone County Sheriff Peter Elliott stood outside the cemetery gates studying the recently erected statue of a trail-weary cowboy scouting the horizon for stray cattle. He contemplated how much things could change in a century.

			Anderson, Montana arose from an outpost for the vast Anderson Ranch. In a wild land with provisions scarce, and towns few and far between, neighboring ranchers, homesteaders, and passers-through took advantage of the outpost store. Ever the businessman, Charles Anderson, owner and patriarch of the family ranch, gladly opened his private store to the public. Soon after, he built a roadhouse and hotel, offering food, lodging, and, of course, libations. Anderson began with cowboys serving a budding settlement. Now, the town served them.

			Lacking a pastoral meadow and not wanting to establish a cemetery in the waterlogged Flint Creek valley, early residents of Anderson buried their dead amongst the pine and fir of the Moonlight Mountains overlooking the tiny town. Plots were scattered amid trees and boulders, surrounded by wrought iron fences taking the shape of the terrain.

			The raspy chatter of a magpie startled Peter out of his musings. He breathed in fresh morning air mingled with cinnamon and sugar, and remembered why he came. Cinnamon rolls still warm from Dixie’s Diner filled a white bakery bag clutched in his hand.

			Typical mornings for Peter included breakfast at the diner. This morning he found Dixie’s usual place at the counter covered by an employee. Dixie, she said, was at the cemetery. Peter glanced at his watch and noted the date. He ordered cinnamon rolls to go, paid his tab, and drove up the mountain.

			Toward the front of the cemetery, looking out over the valley, Peter found Dixie swaying on a wooden bench swing placed in front of a polished black-granite headstone. Rays from the morning sun danced off the stone and caught in Dixie’s warm caramel hair. Eyes closed, pixie face tilted toward the sun, she was unaware of Peter’s presence until his German Shepherd, Zack, stepped forward and laid his head in her lap.

			“What’s this?” she asked, eyes still closed, hands ruffling Zack’s fur. “A rabbit?”

			“No,” laughed Peter.

			“A muskrat?”

			“Definitely not!”

			Dixie opened cornflower blue eyes and smiled at Peter. “I smell cinnamon.”

			Stepping around Zack, Peter sat gingerly next to Dixie, worried the rickety swing wouldn’t hold his six-foot five, 200-pound bulk. Aged boards creaked in complaint, but held. Peter opened the bag and retrieved a sweet roll wrapped in wax paper.

			“I didn’t think about coffee until I was already halfway up the mountain.”

			“S’okay,” said Dixie, stripping the outer ring off her roll, tossing it to Zack, and biting into the middle. “I appreciate this.” She chewed and swallowed. “But, mostly, I appreciate the company. It’s always a rough day for me.”

			His birthday and his death day, mused Peter. He studied the granite stone, as solid as the man whose grave it watched over. Dixie’s father, the sheriff before Peter, was taken too young on the way home from his birthday celebration. A hairpin curve, a moonless night, and a moose too big to avoid was all it took.

			“Have you heard from your brothers?” asked Peter.

			“No, but… you know how it is. From the first lure cast to the last elk dressed out, they’re too busy to pay attention to the date on the calendar.”

			Peter did know. Dixie’s brothers, well-schooled in the crafts by their father, ran a fishing and hunting guide business. Peter reached to put his arm around Dixie and pull her in for a comforting embrace when his phone pinged. Dang!

			“Yeah,” he said as he answered, struggling to conceal his annoyance.

			“Sorry to bother you, Peter,” said Travis, Anderson’s blond and buff county clerk. “I called over to Dixie’s and they said you were at the cemetery, but… well, Seth Geary called for you and it sounded important.”

			Peter sighed. Expecting privacy in Anderson was like running down the street naked and expecting no one to notice. “What’s going on?”

			“Not sure. The reception wasn’t great. All I heard was ‘dead’ and ‘poison patch.’ He asked for you by name and said he’d meet you by the gate.”

			Poison patch was local lingo for a pasture known for a heavy growth of larkspur, a purple flower as pretty as it was poisonous. This particular pasture belonged to the Geary family.

			“That’s weird,” said Peter as he disconnected. “I can understand Seth being upset about losing cows to larkspur poisoning, but not sure what he wants me to do about it.”

			“Don’t you have deputies to handle those things?” asked Dixie.

			“Usually. Seth’s a friend. Whatever’s going on, he asked for me specifically.”

			“Sure. Hey, come over for dinner tonight. Bring Zack. I’ll grill up a mess of trout. The boys bring me more than I can eat.”

			“Sounds great. See you then.” Peter whistled to Zack, and loaded him into the kennel compartment of his Ford Explorer. He drove down the mountain and north to the poison patch.
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			Run-off from June rains carved deep ruts through the backroads of Stone County. Navigating the rough dirt track leading to Seth Geary’s pasture jarred Peter’s bones and left Zack cowering in the corner of his kennel compartment. Both were relieved when they came to the gate where Seth stood waiting by his own truck, worried furrows creasing his usually friendly face.

			Peter pulled over to the edge of the road and lowered his window. “Hey, Seth. I hear you have cow troubles.”

			“That’s putting it mildly.” He waved his arm over the hill toward the far side of the pasture. “Down by the creek. We should walk.”

			At Peter’s questioning glance he explained, “I don’t want to risk damaging evidence.”

			“Evidence? We aren’t talking about larkspur poisoning?”

			“You’ll see.”

			“Sure,” said Peter. He cut the motor, got out, and released Zack from his kennel.

			Seth avoided the two-track trail cutting through the pasture, instead, leading Peter along the edge.

			Over the hill, Peter noticed a herd of cows bunched up against the fence on the far side of the pasture. “Something’s got them spooked,” he said.

			“Oh, yeah,” said Seth.

			Further down, next to the creek, the form of a black angus cow, head angled in an unnatural position, lay too still to be sleeping. A closer look confirmed Peter’s suspicions. Death. In place of the cow’s udder, a gaping wound spilled partially digested grass.

			Zack moved in and began sniffing. Not wanting a contaminated crime scene or a dead cow-scented dog, Peter pointed away from the carcass and said, “Go, Zack. Sit.”

			He kneeled next to the cow and lifted the front leg. Underneath, a torn-away portion of hide revealed ribs and the inside of the throat.

			“Dogs? Doesn’t look like a lot of meat is missing.”

			“Yeah. But, Peter… this cow’s not the worst of it.”

			Peter glanced up to see his normally calm friend visibly shaken, tears threatening to spill. “What’s wrong, Seth? What haven’t you told me?”

			“Over here,” Seth motioned him along the creek bed toward a grove of thick- trunked cottonwood trees. Several turkey vultures, drawn to the scent of death, circled overhead, catching thermals in the warm summer breeze. More dotted the upper branches of the surrounding trees. Peter shivered. As they drew closer, he saw the carcass of another cow under the nearest tree and, beyond that, yet another.

			“How many total?” he asked, stunned.

			“Three,” said Seth. “Three so far.” He led Peter further into the grove. “I stopped looking when I found this.”

			Past the third cow lay another lifeless lump, this one dressed in camouflage. Vomit gurgled in Peter’s throat. He swallowed, took a deep breath, and steeled himself for the horror before him.

			Cloudy eyes, half-closed in death, stared unseeing at the summer sky. Precision cuts splayed open the camouflage jacket and an undershirt. Blood from a slit throat pooled on the man’s bare chest and left clotted trails down his neck. Below, a gash from ribs to pelvis spilled intestines onto pale skin.

			“Isn’t that your hired hand?” asked Peter.

			“Yeah. Kenny. Kenny Skinner,” Seth dropped to a nearby fallen log, head in hands. “Peter… Andrew’s missing.”

			“Your brother Andrew?”

			Seth, hands visibly shaking, looked up. “Yeah. I dropped him off at the upper pasture last night. I left Kenny here. When I came to pick them up this morning…” his voice broke. “I found this.”

			“Why did you drop them off? What were they doing out here?” asked Peter.

			“They were on a stakeout. Andrew’s obsessed with cattle mutilations. He’s been studying them for years. He was convinced we’d be targeted last night.” Seth stood, pulled a red paisley bandana out of his pocket, and dried his eyes. “I guess he was right.”

			Peter glanced around, looking for another body. “And Andrew?”

			“After I found Kenny, I checked the upper pasture, but there’s no sign of Andrew.”

			“Why were they in separate pastures?”

			“That’s why he needed Kenny’s help. He was sure of the date, but not the location. Mutilators don’t always hit the same places.”

			“So, Kenny was off the clock? He was doing this as a favor for Andrew?”

			“No, I mean, we pay him a monthly salary. It’s not like a nine-to-five job. He does what we ask him to… even kooky projects for Andrew.”

			Glancing at the circling vultures, Peter said, “I need to radio for help and secure the crime scene.” He whistled for Zack.

			“What about Andrew?”

			“After Helen and Angus get here, you can show me the upper pasture.”

			They retraced their steps to the vehicles and Peter radioed into the office, requesting the assistance of Deputies Angus McLeod and Helen Ferguson, his crime scene expert.

			While they waited, Peter asked, “Can you think of anything else that might help? Why last night? Did Andrew suspect anyone in particular?”

			“No. I mean, I don’t think so. He had all these charts with locations and dates going back years… and books about everything from aliens to satanic cults. Michelle complains about his research spilling into the rest of the house. Michelle,” he sighed. “I have to tell his wife he’s missing.”

			“We’ll get to that. Here they are now.”

			A dust cloud billowed along the contour of the dirt road leading to the poison patch. Angus’s patrol vehicle came into view followed by Helen. They pulled to the side of the road in line behind Peter’s vehicle.

			“So, what’s the deal?” asked Angus, as they joined Peter and Seth. “Travis said there’s dead cows and a body.”

			Peter filled them in on the scene below.

			“Cattle mutilator turned murderer?” asked Angus.

			“That’s one explanation,” said Peter. “But—”

			“I know, I know. Don’t assume.”

			Peter and Seth left the deputies and drove to the next pasture. They sat in the vehicle, scanning the area with binoculars.

			Devoid of cottonwood trees, concealment in the upper pasture took more skill than in the poison patch. Unlike the poison patch, the cows in this pasture were scattered evenly, contentedly eating and chewing their cud. Calves frolicked and bees buzzed.

			“When I got here this morning,” said Seth, “the gate was closed and there weren’t any tire tracks. As far as I can tell, nothing happened to spook these cows.” He pointed to a cluster of willows growing at a bend in the creek. “That’s where I found Andrew’s stuff.”

			In an effort to preserve possible evidence, Peter left Zack in his kennel and the men chose to walk to the creek bed. Seth led Peter to the willows. Holding branches aside, they could see a small clearing among the bushes. An upturned three-legged camp stool lay on the ground with a metal thermos trapped underneath. A 12-gauge shotgun leaned at arm’s reach from the stool, undisturbed in the crook of a willow branch.

			“Looks like he was about to pour himself a cup of coffee,” said Seth.

			“But, then what?” asked Peter, studying the area.

			Circling the perimeter, he could smell wild mint and cow parsnip as the plants were crushed under his boots.

			On the far side of the willow thicket, sawed-off branches formed an opening into Andrew’s hiding place. Peter called Seth over and showed him the man-made gap, “This is how Andrew got in,” he said.

			Peter and Seth walked ever widening circles around the willow thicket, searching for footprints and other clues. A thick carpet of natural grasses grew around the willows, preventing the impression of footprints in the mud underneath.

			They each made their way down one side of the creek and back, searching for prints in the muddy bank.

			“Find anything?” asked Peter when they met back at the willow thicket.

			“Nothing but cow tracks.”

			As Seth ducked in to retrieve the shotgun, Peter studied the freshly cut branches leading into Andrew’s hiding place. Several strands of coarse brown hair hung snagged in the splintered edges. While Seth was turned away, Peter plucked several out.

			Bear?

			He carefully placed the hair in a vest pocket and followed Seth back to the vehicle.
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			Hide torn away from the cow’s mouth revealed a missing tongue and grass-stained teeth.

			“There’s blood under the mouth,” observed Angus, lifting the head. “This cow was alive or recently dead when the damage was done.”

			“Blood under the udder, too?” asked Helen, thankful Angus could bend and squat, movements that became harder and harder as her waistline grew with middle age.

			“A bit,” said Angus. “It could have been down and scavengers started eating before it was completely dead. Scavengers eat away the soft parts first.” He lifted the front leg to show where hide had been torn away underneath and into the throat. “Looks like the tongue was pulled out through here.”

			“What do you think killed it?”

			“Larkspur poisoning would explain all three cows.” He glanced around, looking for telltale purple flowers on tall stems. “But it’s too early for larkspur to be in bloom and that’s when it’s most poisonous. Plus, it’s been dry the last couple weeks. As long as the soil’s too dry for cows to pull up the roots, and no flowers yet, the chance of poisoning is low. Seth may have decided it was worth taking advantage of good grazing by leaving the cows here.”

			Helen studied the wounds on the cow. “Tongue, udder, and anus are missing… and look at the straight cuts along the udder. It almost looks like the hide was cut by a knife.”

			“You think people did this? What would be the point?”

			“Not sure. And how did they do it without spilling any blood?”

			“On the other hand, foxes or coyotes could have started eating and then got scared away. We can blame those vultures for pecking out the eyes.”

			“Three in one night, though? And a human, too. Talk about cattle mutilation gone wrong. You grew up on a ranch, Angus. Did your family lose cows to mutilation?”

			“A few. Not every year or in the same place, so there was no way to have a stakeout or catch anyone in the act.” He glanced toward the cottonwood grove where they knew two more cows and a human corpse lay waiting. “We should work on the guy first.”

			Helen trudged behind Angus, out of breath and struggling to keep up with his boundless energy. Maybe it’s a redhead thing, she thought. Maybe if I dyed my hair red, I’d feel like doing cartwheels. She sighed. Lately, she hardly had the energy to weave her hair in a long gray braid. Cutting it into an easy bob crossed her mind at least once a day, but that would mean making the effort for regular trims.

			Stopping to rest, Helen set the heavy crime scene tool case down in the grass. Angus,” she gasped. “Would you mind hauling this for a while?”

			No answer.

			“Angus!”

			Sunlight glimmered off his red head as a breeze ruffled and lifted several curls, giving the illusion of flames. Angus turned, jogged back to Helen, and grabbed the case.

			“You okay?” he asked. “You don’t look so good.”

			“I’m fine. A little indigestion. Do you think Clem would spring for a wagon to haul this stuff?”

			“She hasn’t turned us down yet,” said Angus, easily swinging the case as he made his way toward the cottonwood grove.

			Retired rancher and forensics enthusiast, Clementine Cordelia Smith hung up her saddle and spurs when her husband died. After acquiring a degree, she replaced ranching with forensics, vowing to use her education, money, and free time supporting the Anderson Sheriff’s Department. As a result, Stone County had forensic equipment and capabilities far exceeding a typical rural sheriff’s department.

			Helen caught up to Angus, who had stopped several feet from the body of Kenny Skinner. Spilled intestines glistened in dappled light filtered through tree branches and leaves, drawing their attention away from pooled blood and vacant eyes.

			“Wow,” said Helen, following Angus’s gaze.

			“Yeah. Wow.”

			Angus lowered the case to the ground, opened it, and handed Helen the crime scene camera. He pulled out a roll of yellow crime scene tape for himself. While Helen photographed the body and surrounding area, Angus strung tape.

			“Helen. Over here,” he called from a thick stand of trees in a far corner of the grove.

			Camera swinging, Helen jogged over. “Find something?”

			Behind a large cottonwood tree sat a three-legged camp stool. Between the tree and stool, a battered canvas duffle lay open with a metal thermos propped between its zippers. A natural cleft in the main trunk of the tree formed a nook where a half-eaten sandwich lay drying on a crumpled paper towel.

			“Winchester .30-30 lever action,” said Angus, studying the rifle leaning against the tree. “Whatever took him away from his dinner didn’t worry him enough to take his gun.”

			“And no sign of disturbance,” said Helen.

			She photographed the area, while Angus pulled a pair of nitrile gloves out of his duty vest, lifted the thermos out of the duffle, and looked through the remaining contents.

			He flipped open a leather wallet and held it up for Helen to see. “Driver’s license issued to Kenneth Allen Skinner.”

			“So, Kenny and not someone else was holed up back here.” She studied the stool and the tree and glanced toward the pasture where the mutilated cows lay. “I wonder how much he could actually see back here. You’re about the same height as Kenny. Sit on the stool and look through that crevice.”

			Angus sat, his body turned in the direction of the tree. “Can’t see a thing.” He stood slightly to lift his body, strained to see through the split in the trunk, and then stood upright. “Either he wasn’t serious about this stakeout or he planned to stand up all night.”

			“Unless this tree was just a convenient place to lean and eat dinner. Could be he was expecting something in the other direction.”

			Angus straddled the stool and sat facing away from the tree. Three cottonwoods made a crooked wall along the bank of the creek, thick willow bushes filling the spaces between. “Any idea what’s on the other side of the creek?”

			Drooping barbed wire fence poked through the clump of willows, held up by crooked branches. “Another pasture, most likely.”

			Scene documentation complete, Angus tagged the duffel, chair, and rifle and slipped the sandwich into an evidence bag. He pointed toward the body of Kenny Skinner. “His turn.”

			Angus carried Kenny’s stakeout gear to the edge of the pasture for retrieval later and met Helen at the body. He knelt and began a closer examination.

			“Both jugular veins are cut. He bled out from the neck.”

			Helen bent down for a closer look. “Look at his hands.”

			Long, narrow slashes had dripped rivulets of congealed blood covering both palms.

			“Defensive wounds?” asked Angus.

			“That’d be my guess.”

			“And, look, his pants are undone.”

			Kenny’s prized rodeo belt buckle lay open, its weight pulling against the open zipper of his blue jeans.

			“You don’t suppose…” asked Helen, thinking about mutilated cows and rumors of missing genitals.

			Angus shuddered and then shrugged. He unclipped a pen from his duty vest and lifted the zipper flap. “No obvious damage, but we’ll let Dr. Hamm verify that during the autopsy.”

			Helen backed away to get a wider view of the crime scene. The left foot of the corpse lay against a thick branch of a fallen cottonwood tree. The right knee lay bent at an awkward angle, pushing the right foot under the branch.

			“It looks like he tripped backwards over the tree.”

			The tree lay parallel to the body of the closest mutilated cow.

			“Could be Kenny surprised the mutilator,” said Helen. “He backed up to get away, tripped, and the mutilator turned murderer took him out.”

			“Is murdering a human worth not getting caught for cattle mutilation?”

			“A murder charge compared to criminal trespass and, what, criminal mischief?”

			“Not sure. No cattle mutilator has ever been caught as far as I know, but, yeah, probably not worth a murder charge.” Angus pointed at the glistening mass of intestines, “Any thoughts how to transport that?”

			“Hmmm. We can wrap it in plastic wrap and then snug it to his body.” She looked through the crime case. “Nothing in here, but I have a roll in my vehicle.”

			“I’ll get it,” offered Angus, remembering Helen’s breathless walk to the scene.

			Helen glanced at the circling vultures and shivered. “They give me the creeps.”

			“They’re waiting for dead meat. You have nothing to worry about.”

			“If you say so. Hurry back.”
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			Stone County owned, by necessity, a sturdy four-wheel drive ambulance capable of traversing many a rugged trail. Angus watched as it rumbled through the open gate and down the slope, avoiding the main two-track as instructed. The driver pulled up to where Angus was standing next to the first heifer carcass. EMT Scott Haugen leaned out of the passenger side window.

			“Please tell me that’s not our body,” he said, nodding toward the cow.

			“Scooch over,” said Angus, opening the door. “I’ll show you where.”

			He wasn’t surprised to see Dr. Hamm, silver-haired and handsome local physician, driving the ambulance.

			Angus knew the doctor was a murder enthusiast, but those blue-green eyes sparkled a bit much when he explained, “It helps to see the body in situ before I do the autopsy. A human mutilation is quite unusual.”

			Closely spaced cottonwood trees prevented the ambulance from parking next to the body so Dr. Hamm turned and backed up to a break in the trees. Scott and Angus hopped out, opened the rear doors, and slid out the gurney and a body bag. The three men found Helen on her hands and knees, sifting through underbrush, looking for clues.

			“One or two of you is going to have to help me up,” she said as she sat back and knocked dirt from her hands.

			One on each side, Scott and Angus grabbed an arm. With a “heave ho” from Angus and several groans from Helen, she struggled to her feet.

			“Did you find anything down there?” asked Angus.

			“Dirt, grass, and cow tracks. Humans aren’t heavy enough to make a dent in the undergrowth.”

			“No note from the murderer telling us where to find him?”

			“Nope, dang it.”

			“Hmmm. Uh huh,” said Dr. Hamm as he studied the closest cow carcass. “Udder, tongue, and eyes are missing.” He moved toward the rear. “The anus has been removed. Fascinating!”

			He stood, walked around the fallen cottonwood, and kneeled to examine Kenny Skinner’s corpse. “Interesting. These cuts on the neck and abdomen could have been caused by an animal, but I think we would see teeth marks.”

			“Most likely a human animal,” observed Angus. He pulled a length of plastic wrap from the box and, with the help of Dr. Hamm, began covering and binding the exposed intestines. They secured an evidence bag over each hand and helped Scott carefully wrap the corpse in a linen sheet before zipping it into the body bag, and securing it on the gurney.

			Dr. Hamm and Scott waved goodbye as the ambulance lurched up the hill. On the road, they passed Peter and Seth returning from the upper pasture.

			“What now?” asked Seth, as Peter parked at the side of the road behind Seth’s truck.

			“I need to notify Kenny’s next of kin. Do you know anything about his family?”

			“His parents are both gone. He has that one sister. He mentions her now and then, but I don’t think they were close.”

			“Didn’t she move away when Kenny got into trouble?”

			“Yeah, too hard to stick around with everyone pointing fingers. Kenny mentioned Washington State.”

			“Did you ever worry about hiring an ex-con?”

			“I watched him like a hawk if that’s what you mean. Since he went in for embezzlement, I figured if we kept him away from the bank accounts and locked up anything of value, we were probably safe.” Seth paused and watched the last trail of dust blow up from the ambulance. “He was a hard worker and a good hand, Peter. I never regretted giving him a chance.”

			Nodding, Peter pulled the latch on his door, ready to exit.

			“What are we going to do now?” asked Seth.

			Peter paused and turned. “Go home, Seth. Break the news to Michelle and the rest of the family.”

			“We can’t just leave Andrew up here.”

			“At this point, we don’t know where Andrew is. Let me regroup with my deputies and we’ll come up with a plan.” Peter opened his door to step out. “I’ll call you. Soon.”
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			“Does our investigation include cow carcasses?” asked Angus when Peter met them in the pasture.

			“This time it does. Not sure Dr. Hamm has room in the morgue to autopsy a cow, though.”

			“A job for a veterinarian?”

			“Yep. I’ll call Garrett.”
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			“Thanks, Garrett,” said Peter. “I owe you one.” He disconnected and set the phone receiver in its cradle.

			“Well?” asked Angus, relaxed in a comfortable leather chair in front of Peter’s desk.

			“We’re within the twenty-four-hour window for necropsy. He fussed a bit, but said he would do it.”

			“Are we hauling the carcasses into the vet’s office or is Garrett picking them up?”

			Peter glanced at his watch. “Neither. Hauling them in would risk losing evidence. He’s going to meet you at the poison patch in half an hour and perform the necropsy on site… just a basic exam for toxins or animal predation.”

			“Got it,” said Angus, jumping to his feet.

			“Hold on,” said Peter. “Let’s review what we know first.”

			Angus sat. Helen sat slouched in the chair next to him.

			“Helen, your thoughts?” asked Peter.

			“There was something off about Kenny’s stakeout position. He couldn’t see the poison patch from where he was sitting. Even if he was staking out the pasture behind, all he would see was cottonwood trees and willows growing along the creek.”

			“Made you think he wasn’t really on a stakeout,” commented Angus. “Plus, I found one of those e-readers slipped in next to the thermos in his duffle.”

			“Like he was settled in for a relaxing night of reading?” asked Peter.

			“As relaxed as you can get on a campstool, but yeah. Not on high alert.”

			“You have to wonder how three cattle mutilations could happen with him right there. How could he not have heard or seen something… even sitting back in the trees like that,” added Helen.

			“You think he had something to do with it?”

			“Maybe… he does have a criminal history.”

			“Any thoughts on how his death played out?”

			“Dr. Hamm seemed to think it was murder rather than an animal attack,” said Angus.

			“Judging from the scene,” said Helen, “it looked like he was eating his sandwich, got up to relieve himself—”

			“His belt buckle was undone and zipper down,” added Angus.

			“He wandered around the other side of that downed cottonwood,” continued Helen, “and stumbled onto a cow mutilation in progress.”

			“Or he had something to do with the mutilations and his partners took him out,” finished Angus.

			“Makes sense,” said Peter. “Kenny was there as a hired hand and he wasn’t taking it seriously, or he knew what was going on and turned the other way. Any evidence of a vehicle in there besides Seth’s?” asked Peter.

			“The only tracks on the two-track match Seth’s truck,” said Helen. “I didn’t see any trails in the grass other than from the ambulance. If anyone else went in there, they walked.”

			“Or flew,” added Angus.

			“Sure, or flew.”

			Peter described Andrew Geary’s stakeout setup. “His camp stool and thermos were both tipped over like he was taken by surprise. We found a shotgun leaning in the willows within an arm’s reach of the camp chair. Whatever happened, he didn’t have a chance to reach for his gun.”

			Peter dipped into a vest pocket, pulled out the tuft of brown hair he found in the willow branches, and held it out for Angus and Helen to see.

			“Bear?” asked Angus.

			“That’s my guess. I found it snagged in the willow branches by Andrew’s stakeout spot.”

			Angus and Helen glanced at each other and then back to Peter.

			“Were there any signs of a bear attack?” asked Helen.

			“Other than the tipped over chair and thermos, there weren’t any signs of a struggle,” said Peter. “And there weren’t any bear tracks.”

			“A mountain lion could sneak up on someone, grab them by the head or neck and drag the body away,” offered Angus. “Were there drag marks?”

			“Not that we saw. Grass is growing so thick around the willows that any tracks were concealed. Plenty of cow tracks along the creek banks, but nothing else.”

			“What about…” Angus blushed, looked down, and mumbled something.

			Helen raised her eyebrows and glanced at Peter. He shrugged. “What about what, Angus?”

			“Uh… what about UFOs. You know… aliens. You hear these stories about aliens mutilating cows and sucking people up into their spaceships. Uh… I mean… uh… I don’t believe in all that, but they wouldn’t leave footprints.”

			Travis poked his head in the door. “Sorry to interrupt, Peter, but we have a problem.”

			Taking the opportunity to escape the
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