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	For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts; even one thing befalleth them: as the one dieth, so dieth the other; yea, they have all one breath; so that a man hath no preeminence above a beast: for all is vanity. 

	 

	Ecclesiastes 3:19 
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	Teancum Leon had barely gotten home from the Division of Wildlife Resources when a knock came at the door. Scipio, his black Lab, was in the middle of doing a welcome / please-take-me-out-for-a-walk dance, but the Lab adjusted his priorities and began to bark.

	“All right,” Tean said, stroking the dog’s ears as he bumped him out of the way.

	Mrs. Wish, his neighbor from the end of the hall, was wearing her usual ensemble, regardless of day or night: a full-length house dress, something Tean imagined her picking from a color page in the Sears Catalog, and a chemically pink terrycloth robe over it. Her long white hair was free of its usual bun, and her eyes were wide.

	“There’s an intruder,” she said between gasps for breath.

	“Oh my gosh. Did you call 911?”

	“Not that kind,” she said, and then she grabbed his arm and dragged him out of the apartment. “It’s a spider.”

	“In that case, I’ve got to take Scipio for a walk,” Tean said.

	Mrs. Wish drew herself up, glancing back at Tean’s door and then looking down the hall toward her own home. “I’ll walk him,” she said, like a woman offering to step in front of a firing squad. “You deal with that nasty little murderer.”

	Tean sighed and nodded. While Mrs. Wish hurried back to rescue Scipio, Tean made his way along the hall and pushed open her door. He had to snag the domestic short-hair that tried to slip out of the apartment—he thought this one was Senator Frank B. Brandegee, because he remembered the white patch on her chest—and then he was inside the apartment, pushing the door shut behind him.

	Very little ever changed about Mrs. Wish’s apartment: the smell of dander, animal and human, mixed with wet cat food and a floral scent. Collectible presidential ashtrays, holding the mounds of potpourri that provided the flowery note, were placed on occasional tables and shelves and ledges around the room. Doilies. A million doilies. A framed, larger-than-life portrait of President Woodrow Wilson, hanging where most people would have placed a television (once Mrs. Wish had sent Tean into the bedroom to examine a…deposit that Senator Henry Cabot Lodge had left on the carpet, and he had stumbled onto an autographed photograph of President Gerald Ford in a heart-shaped frame. President Wilson’s illicit rival? Tean was dying to know). And, of course, the Irreconcilables, perched on bookshelves and the back of the sofa, crawling through their cat mansion, swishing past Tean with disdainful looks that said they would accept a display of affection, albeit unwillingly. Their numbers varied between twelve and eighteen; Tean no longer tried to keep track.

	Setting down Senator Frank B. Brandegee, Tean made a quick tour of the apartment. He made the mistake of getting too close to Senator Poindexter, a vicious Siamese, and earned a nasty swipe at his ankle for his mistake. In what Mrs. Wish optimistically called the guest bedroom, which was a confection of pink, sateen, and spills of creamy lace—canopy bed included—he found the intruder. The closet doors were open, and Mrs. Wish had dragged one of her heavy dining chairs into place so she could reach the shelf at the top where the spider was hiding. 

	Tean climbed up onto the chair and examined the shelf: several folded blankets, a lacquered wood box, and a manila folder. On the tab of the folder, Mrs. Wish’s Palmer script read: Reagan – Shirtless. In smaller letters below, she had added, with quotation marks included, “The California Showboat.” Tean was reaching to open the folder when he heard the front door. He jerked his hand back.

	“Oh, Dr. Leon,” Mrs. Wish said, wringing her hands from the guest bedroom’s doorway. “You really have to be careful.”

	Tean shifted his attention to the intruder: a small black spider hanging from its web in the closet’s upper corner.

	“He looks like a nasty customer,” Tean said. 

	“Well,” Mrs. Wish said, obviously at a loss for words. “Smash him!”

	“I don’t think we need to do that.”

	“Dr. Leon, I know a black widow spider when I see one. They can kill an adult. Think of what their poison could do to the children.”

	“Venom,” Tean said absently. “Not poison. Do you have a pen? Never mind, I’ve got a Blackwing in my pocket.” He drew out the pencil, got the eraser as close to the web as he could, and tapped the wall. The spider scuttled along the web, following the vibrations. Tean withdrew the pencil, watching as the spider searched for its prey.

	“Perhaps my bust of the lesser Roosevelt,” Mrs. Wish offered.

	“I don’t think that’ll be necessary.” 

	“Be honest, Dr. Leon. How much danger are the Irreconcilables in? I’ll book a hotel. I assume you’ll be available to help with their carriers. We can transport them in two trips—”

	“I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” Tean said hastily.

	“If something happened to one of the children, I’d die. I’d just die.”

	“Well, we’re all going to die, Mrs. Wish. And they’re technically not children. They’re cats.”

	That seemed to throw off the rhythm of Mrs. Wish’s performance. She put her hands on her hips, staring up at him, and said, “I hardly think a crisis is the time to wax philosophical.”

	“I’m not being philosophical. I’m just pointing out that we’re nothing but complex molecular chains that will eventually dissolve and be recycled into something else. A plant, maybe.”

	Mrs. Wish stared at him.

	“Err. Like catnip. Some of the same basic building blocks that make you up, Mrs. Wish, could one day be inside a cloth mouse, giving some lucky cat hours of entertainment. That’d be nice, right?”

	For a moment, Mrs. Wish didn’t seem to know what to say. She settled for: “I should think not.”

	Wiping sweat from his forehead, Tean said, “Right. Well, about the spider—”

	“I’ll get the lesser Roosevelt.”

	“Hold on, and then you can decide. First of all, it’s not Latrodectus hesperus—not a black widow, I mean.”

	“I know what a black widow—”

	“You can see for yourself.” Tean offered her the chair, but she shook her head. Pointing with the Blackwing, he said, “No hourglass marking on the ventral abdomen.”

	“Perhaps you’re confused about which side the marking should be on.”

	Tean tapped the wall again, and the spider scurried across its web, exposing its dorsal side, which was also dark and unmarked.

	“Well,” Mrs. Wish said, tugging on her terrycloth sleeves. “What is it then?”

	“I think it’s Steatoda grossa, what’s called a false black widow.”

	“I still think a good smashing is in order.”

	“If you like. But just so you know, Steatoda grossa preys on a variety of pests, including Latrodectus hesperus. Real black widows, I mean.”

	Mrs. Wish thought about this. “It won’t harm the children.”

	“No, it won’t bother you or the cats.”

	“And it might even stop something from harming them.”

	“That’s right. There’s almost always one thing higher on the food chain. Predators who prey on predators, you know? All the way up to the apex.”

	After a moment, Mrs. Wish nodded and proclaimed, “Then it stays. If you’d please hand me that folder, though, while you’re up there.” She murmured something vague about “important documents” and “setting my affairs in order” and tucked the Reagan folder inside her robe like she was robbing a bank.

	Tean carried the dining chair back to the front room, with Mrs. Wish dogging him.

	“Violet will be very sorry to have missed you,” Mrs. Wish said. “She’ll be here in a couple of hours.”

	Tean smiled and nodded.

	“I’ll send her over with a plate of cookies.”

	“That’s really not necessary.”

	“She’s already got age lines, unfortunately,” Mrs. Wish said, tracing them on her own forehead to illustrate. “But I imagine if you squint, or perhaps if you close your eyes when you kiss her, they won’t bother you too much.”

	“Uh. Yes. Well—”

	“Twenty-seven, poor dear. Practically a spinster. We tell everyone she’s twenty-five because it’s just too embarrassing otherwise.”

	Edging toward the doors, Tean nodded.

	“I think she’s had the one dead tooth fixed,” Mrs. Wish was explaining, “so you won’t be bothered by that, at least.”

	“I hear Scipio barking,” Tean said, throwing open the door. “I’ve got to run.”

	“I don’t hear—”

	But he was already sprinting down the hall.

	When Tean let himself into the apartment, Scipio was waiting for him, pressing a cold nose against his arm, snuffling, trying to scent out all of the Irreconcilables that had dared get too close. Tean thought of Mrs. Wish’s granddaughter coming over with a plate of cookies that were the sugary equivalent of hard tack. He grabbed Scipio’s harness and asked the Lab, “What do you think about another walk? A really long one, this time?” The dog park, he thought, was far enough away to be safe.
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	“People suck,” Tean said, letting Scipio off the leash. The dog park was busy on Friday afternoon, and Scipio ran off to join Bear, a hundred-and-thirty-pound St. Bernard who dwarfed Tean’s black Lab but had still become a regular playmate.

	“Ok,” Hannah said with a sigh. She was still removing the leash from her own dog, Divorcee. She worked with Tean at DWR, and she had called as he was leaving the apartment to ask if he was interested in being set up on a blind date with a guy she knew. When Tean tried to dodge by explaining he was going to the dog park, she had insisted on joining him. It was nice to have company, even if Hannah didn’t realize she was helping a fugitive. 

	October in the Salt Lake Valley was beautiful; the underbrush on the Wasatch Mountains to the east burned red, and the sun setting over the Great Salt Lake to the west painted everything else gold. Autumn in Utah was a precarious pleasure, always ready to slip early into winter and stay there. Days like this one, with the breeze coming off the mountains and the skies perfectly clear, made sure the dog park stayed busy.

	“What does that mean?” Tean asked.

	“It means you’re trying to get out of this date.”

	“Everyone’s trying to set me up today. Why won’t anyone let me have forty or fifty years of peace before I die?” 

	“Go have fun, princess.” This was directed to Divorcee; the teacup Yorkie scampered five feet away, stopped, and looked back. “Go on.”

	“I’m not trying to get out of a date,” Tean said.

	“Ok.”

	“I’m just pointing out an incontrovertible fact.”

	“Here we go.”

	“People suck,” Tean said, varying the tone a little in case she’d missed the point.

	Hannah just sighed. “Can we talk about something else?”

	“Miguel asked me if you were single today.”

	“Did you tell him I’m married?” Hannah said. 

	“Yes.”

	“Great. End of conversation.”

	“I saw those reports you put together on—”

	“Not work.”

	“Well, I wanted to ask—”

	“Nope. Work stays at work. I don’t want to think about work. Sook’s funeral is this weekend, and I don’t need anything else making me think about work.” Hannah studied the leash, which she wrapped around her hand as she asked, “I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything new from the detectives.”

	“I don’t think it’s that straightforward.” In fact, Tean thought, nothing had been straightforward about the case. Sook Hyeon, one of the DWR’s conservation officers, had been killed the week before. She had been in a bad part of town, late at night, and nobody could explain why a nice, smart Mormon girl with a 401k and a master’s degree, with a good job and a boyfriend, with overprotective parents who still called to make sure she was home safe at the end of every day—nobody could figure out why that kind of girl had been where she’d been, had died the way she had died.

	Hannah nodded, tears in her eyes. “I know. It’s just—she was my friend, you know? And it doesn’t seem real.”

	“I’m sure they’re doing all they can,” Tean said. 

	Nodding, Hannah wiped her cheeks as the tears came faster.

	“I’m so sorry,” Tean said. He moved in for a hug, reconsidered, but was already committed. He ended up giving her an awkward, one-armed embrace from the side, and Hannah laughed brokenly and patted his arm.

	“I went through her logs and reports,” Tean said as he stepped back, “and I made some calls. Nobody could tell me anything out of the ordinary. And I gave all the information to the police.”

	“You didn’t have to do that.”

	“I know; the detectives would have looked at it on their own eventually.”

	“No, I mean, you’re a good guy for doing it.”

	“I’d be a better guy if I weren’t planning how to ditch this blind date.”

	Hannah slapped his arm. “Sorry. I told myself I wasn’t going to bring Sook up again.”

	Scipio and Bear had both gotten hold of a rope, and Bear was dragging Scipio around in an uneven version of tug-of-war.

	“We could talk about books,” Tean said.

	“Pass.”

	“If you ever read a book . . .”

	“Let’s talk about the very exciting date that I’m setting you up on. Why do you think you won’t like Rand?”

	“Because his name’s Rand. Why can’t Utah people name their kids anything normal?”

	“You are Utah people. And you have a weird name too. Anyway, he’s a nice guy, and he’s cute. I showed him your picture, and he said you were hot.”

	“That doesn’t say much for his taste,” Tean muttered.

	Hannah slugged him.

	Across the park, Scipio and Bear were wrestling. Bear’s owner was a young guy with a lot of muscles and who apparently owned only tank tops. A couple of times he and Tean had talked. He had a faux-tribal tattoo on his shoulder. Between the tank tops and the tattoo, he was the closest thing to a bad boy Salt Lake City seemed capable of producing.

	“That guy’s straight,” Hannah said.

	“Straight’s a twentieth-century term. Everybody’s on a sexual spectrum now.”

	“Not on the Wasatch Front they aren’t.”

	“Hence my point,” Tean said. “People suck.”

	“Ok, sweetie, get it all out of your system.”

	“If you insist—”

	“I was talking to Divorcee.”

	The Yorkie was pausing every eighteen inches to investigate another clump of grass, obviously trying to choose the best spot.

	“Oh. Well, I’m going to tell you anyway.”

	Sighing, Hannah nodded.

	“In the ocean—” Tean began.

	“So help me, if you bring up the whale thing again, I will kill you, and then I will kill myself.”

	Divorcee trotted back toward them, steering straight for Tean. She had some sort of obsession with using his shoes as her personal potty pad, and he darted behind Hannah. “I wasn’t going to bring up the whale thing.”

	“Uh huh.”

	“I wasn’t.”

	“The ocean was just a logical place to start,” Hannah said.

	“Exactly. Where all life began,” Tean said. “As a biologist who specializes in native aquatics, you should know that.”

	“Oh my gosh,” Hannah said. “I might honestly have to kill you.”

	“Do you know how many people get murdered on first dates? Especially blind dates?”

	“How many?”

	“A lot,” Tean said.

	“Just because you saw one Lifetime movie about it doesn’t mean it happens a lot.”

	“He might want to harvest my kidneys.”

	“Rand doesn’t need your kidneys; his kidneys are perfectly healthy. That’s the first thing I ask every guy before I set you up with him.”

	“He could traffic me. I could wind up in sexual slavery.”

	“Heaven help whoever buys you.”

	A breeze picked up; crabapples lined one side of the park, and the too-sweet stench of rotting fruit floated on the air. Tean decided to try a different tack. “Do you know how many bear-related fatalities occur every year? In the United States, anyway.”

	“On average, three,” Hannah said.

	“You only know that because you work at DWR too,” Tean said. “Other people would be suitably shocked.”

	Hannah paused long enough to tuck her chestnut hair behind her ears and arrange her features in an expression of surprise.

	“That’s better,” Tean said. “And do you know how many homicides occur every year?”

	“Five.”

	“Don’t do that.”

	“Do what?” Hannah asked.

	“Four hundred thousand, globally. Every year. In some countries, it’s the leading cause of death. People killing each other is the leading cause of death.”

	“Please tell me this is not what you’re going to talk about with Rand.”

	“And do you know how many bears kill other bears?”

	“It’s rare,” Hannah said.

	“Again, insider knowledge; unfair advantage because you’re a biologist. Most people wouldn’t have any idea. It’s so rare that the Smithsonian dedicated a whole article to it.”

	“Divorcee, sweetie, come on.”

	The Yorkie was investigating the shoes of an old woman perched on a bench.

	“Leave her alone,” Hannah said. “I’m sorry!”

	The old woman waved and laughed.

	Divorcee saw her moment of opportunity and struck, spraying the woman’s foot.

	“Oh my gosh,” Hannah shouted, “I’m so sorry!” Then, to Tean, “I’ve got to handle this. Good luck tonight.”

	“People suck, that’s what I’m trying to explain.”

	“See you at Sook’s service?”

	“And if you compare the number of bears—”

	“Don’t screw it up,” Hannah called back as she ran toward the old woman, who was now trying to hop on her unsullied foot while using the back of the bench for balance.

	“Animals are better than people,” Tean shouted after Hannah.

	“You’re a wildlife vet,” Hannah shouted back. “You know that’s not true!”

	“At least animals don’t—” 

	“Talk about movies,” Hannah shouted over him. “Rand loves movies.” She turned to the old woman, apologizing. When she reached for Divorcee, the Yorkie sprinted away from her. 

	“The whale story is better,” Tean informed Divorcee as she pranced up to him. He glanced over to check on Scipio, who was playing tag with Bear now, both dogs sprinting the length of the park. The late afternoon sunlight drew long shadows: the fence, the dogs, the guy with the tank top and tattoo.

	Out of the corner of his eye, too late, Tean registered what was happening. Sniffing his shoe, Divorcee got into position and gave him the last drops in the tank.

	“Damn it,” Tean shouted. “Your dog, Hannah!”

	“What were you saying about animals?” she called.
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	“People suck,” Jem said, carrying the TV tray with a Stouffer’s single-serve lasagna into the living room. He had to kick aside some of the bagged newspapers, and his foot came down on something that was soft and squishy. On his next step, he connected with a loose can of store-brand cola, and it shot out, ricocheted off the entertainment center, and hit a pyramid of root beer bottles. The bottles came tumbling down, brown glass tinkling, but at least none of them broke. “God damn it, Benny, you’ve got to clean this place up. You’re supposed to be an adult, for Christ’s sake. This place is a sty.”

	Benny swiped at the stringy hair hanging in front of his face, glanced up from the mess of papers in front of him as Jem set down the lasagna, and mumbled, “Doesn’t matter. Nothing matters anymore. They’re gonna kill me. This time I’m serious. They’re really going to kill me.”

	“Nobody’s going to kill you. People suck, sure. But nobody’s going to kill you.”

	“Yes, they are. They are.”

	“Who’s they?”

	Benny just mumbled to himself and bent closer to examine pages filled with his scrawl.

	“Hey, dummy,” Jem said, rapping Benny on the head. “I’m talking to you.”

	“Cut it out,” Benny said, swiping at Jem. 

	Jem was faster, though, and he rapped on Benny’s head again. “Meds?” he asked.

	“Doctor took me off them.”

	“No joke? That’s great.”

	Benny scratched out a line on the topmost page and scribbled something in the margin.

	“Don’t lie to me, Benny. Where’s your medicine?”

	“I don’t like how it makes me feel. I’m not taking it anymore.”

	“Not your choice.”

	“I flushed all the pills.”

	Jem had to walk into the kitchen. The apartment was a shithole in West Valley, built in the 1970s by guys who had never cared about the place looking nice or lasting long. Now, almost fifty years later, the whole complex was a shrine to greedy landlords. Ancient paint bubbled and peeled, evidence of water damage and, probably, mold. The carpet was brownish gray and matted—Jem had been shocked when he had moved Benny’s bed to discover a patch of robin’s egg blue that must have been the original coloring. The linoleum in the kitchen was peeling, and half of the time when Jem came over, he ended up using crazy glue to stick it back to the floor. In the bathroom, the ceiling bulged and sagged ominously, and once, Jem could have sworn he’d seen a drop of water.

	He stood in the kitchen, staring at the pile of dishes in scummy gray water, at the refrigerator with the door that wouldn’t close all the way, at the range with the foil-wrapped drip pans, crusted now with a layer of burnt food. At least the place smelled like lasagna, even if it was only temporary. For another minute, Jem stood there, flexing his hands. Then he did what he always did.

	First, he went through the cabinets, checking cans.

	“Why haven’t you eaten any of the vegetables?” he shouted into the living room.

	“I don’t like French-cut green beans.”

	“These aren’t French cut.”

	Silence for thirty seconds. Then, “They have too much sodium.”

	“Why didn’t you eat the fruit cocktail?”

	“I’m on a diet.”

	“You’ve got to eat something that didn’t come in plastic wrap,” Jem said. “I’ll make carrots; I saw some in the freezer.” He opened another cabinet. “Benny, where’s that spice rack? I’ll put some garlic powder in the carrots.”

	The only answer was papers shuffling.

	“Benny?”

	Next door, Mrs. Johnson was shrieking about her lying, piece-of-shit husband, and then there was a deep, gonging noise that made Jem picture a cartoon cat getting struck by a cartoon frying pan.

	From the opening to the living room, Jem asked, “Benny, spices?”

	Benny wouldn’t look up.

	“Jesus Christ, Benny,” Jem said. “Again?”

	“I needed cash to buy my girlfriend dinner. Elisa said she’d give me twenty bucks for the spice rack.”

	“Jesus fucking Christ, Benny. That shit costs me money, ok? All this costs money. I don’t buy you fucking groceries so they can sit in your fucking cabinets, and I don’t buy you fucking spice racks so you can sell them to fucking Elisa so you can have twenty fucking bucks to buy your fucking imaginary girlfriend a fucking hamburger.”

	“She’s not imaginary,” Benny said.

	“What’s her name?” Jem said, louder than he meant to. “Where’d you meet her? What’s she do for work? What’s her favorite fucking color, Benny?”

	Flinching, Benny tried to maneuver his bulk closer to the pages, tried to make himself smaller, which was hard to do when he was over two hundred pounds.

	Opening and closing his hands, Jem said, “Sorry.”

	Benny crossed something out; his hand was shaking.

	Moving to the couch, Jem dropped down, met by the sour stink of body odor. “Benny, I’m sorry. It’s just—it’s a lot of stuff.”

	“I don’t need you to buy me anything.”

	“I know.”

	“I never made up an imaginary girlfriend in my whole life.”

	“I know.”

	“I’m fine,” Benny said. “I don’t need you.”

	Jem studied the bagged newspapers, the magazine pages cut out and pasted over the windows, the greasy smears in the carpet, the handwritten manifesto spread out in front of Benny. He closed his eyes and said, “I know.”

	Next door, Mrs. Johnson was sobbing.

	“Why did I tell you to be careful around girls?” Jem asked.

	“The same reason you’re careful around boys.”

	“Which is what?”

	“You don’t want your dick to do your thinking for you.”

	“Right. And what else?”

	“It’s easy to believe someone likes you because everybody wants to be liked.”

	“That’s right,” Jem said. “And people will believe anything if they want it to be true. Even you. Even me.”

	Benny just shrugged.

	“What’s her name?” Jem asked again.

	“I don’t want to tell you.”

	“For Christ’s sake.”

	“Anyway, I won’t be your problem for much longer,” Benny said. “They’re going to kill me.”

	“You’re not a problem. And nobody’s going to kill you, Benny.”

	“They are. I know too much; it’s all right here. They have to get rid of me.”

	“Benny, I know you don’t like how you feel on the meds, but you can’t just go off them. We’ll go see the doctor again. We’ll find something that helps you and doesn’t make you feel bad.”

	Benny shrugged.

	“How’s your pump?”

	“Fine.”

	“Insulin?”

	“Fine.”

	“Did you test your blood sugar?”

	“It’s fine, Jem.”

	“When’s the last time you tested it?”

	“Dunno.”

	“Ok, I’ll get a strip.”

	“This morning.”

	“Benjamin Lindsey Guthall, if you are lying to me, I will beat your ass.”

	He flashed Jem a wounded look. “I checked it this morning.”

	After that, there wasn’t much Jem could do. He conducted his final walkthrough and spotted the backpack with a pup tent strapped to the top. When he got back to the living room, he said, “Are you going to the Jenkins’ place?”

	“Maybe.”

	“No, we don’t play that way.”

	“Yes.”

	“When?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“When, Benny?”

	“Tonight.”

	“For how long? It’s Friday, so when are you coming back?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Jesus Christ,” Jem said.

	“I don’t! I know too much, Jem. I’ve got to lie low for a while. I’ll be up there until it’s safe to come back.”

	“Did you tell the Jenkins you were coming?”

	“Not yet.”

	“Fine. I’ll call them. Next week, Benny, we’re going to see your doctor, and we’re going to try different meds.”

	Benny was reordering the pages in his lap.

	“Tell me you heard me.”

	“Ok, all right, I heard you.”

	“What’s our rule?”

	“You’ve got a million rules.”

	“What’s our rule, Benny?”

	“Cell phone on and charged, and I answer when you call.”

	“Even if you’re in a movie.”

	“Even if I’m in a movie,” Benny repeated.

	“Even if you’re taking a dump.”

	“You’re so gross.”

	“Get up and give me a hug.”

	“Jem,” Benny whined.

	“Get your fat ass up.”

	After some more groaning, Benny stood, and they hugged.

	“Eat that before it’s cold,” Jem said, pointing at the lasagna, where the red sauce was already congealing.

	Benny just nodded and mumbled.

	Outside, at the bottom of the stairs, Tommy Johnson, twelve years old, was smoking a fatty blunt. His eyes were glazed when he looked up at Jem.

	“That bad?” Jem asked.

	Tommy blew a ring of smoke, his head sagging back as he stared at the October sky.

	“Let me get a hit,” Jem said. Tommy passed it over, and Jem took a few long drags, holding the smoke, his eyes closed, letting the world soften. When he passed it back, he said, “You eat dinner?”

	Tommy shook his head like he was in slow motion.

	Digging out his last ten, Jem said, “Go get something to eat.”

	Then Jem headed back into the city, trying to figure out the best place he could get an asshole to buy him a drink.
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	The Lagartija wasn’t exactly fine dining, but it had prices in Tean’s budget, friendly staff, and a killer mole sauce. It was consistently one of the top-rated places to eat in Salt Lake City, even though it didn’t look like it with its yellow-and-red-brick exterior and the old-fashioned bulbs on the restaurant’s sign. 

	Tean waited at the hostess stand, checking his phone, checking his watch, checking his eyebrows in the plate-glass window. They were bushier than ever, which made absolutely no sense at all because Tean had gone after them like a madman with a pair of nail scissors maybe a week before. He pushed his hair back a few times. He checked his glasses. They were crooked, permanently bent, but he managed to make them slightly less crooked. Somebody would go home with the guy in the glass, he figured. Not Rand. Definitely not. But maybe a cockroach would have too much to drink.

	His phone buzzed. Maybe it was Rand calling to cancel. Maybe North Korea had finally launched a nuke and targeted Salt Lake City. A guy could hope. Tean didn’t recognize the number.

	He accepted the call and said, “Leon.”

	On the other end of the call, he heard nothing. Then someone started breathing heavily.

	“Hello?” Tean said again.

	The heavy breathing continued for a few more seconds, and then the phone clicked off.

	“Tean?” a voice said behind him.

	“Hi, yeah,” Tean said, pocketing the phone and turning. “Rand?”

	They both chuckled and did an awkward handshake that Rand turned into an even more awkward one-armed hug. Rand was, of course, another one of the all-American beauties that the Mormon families seemed to churn out: dark hair in a conservative part, blue eyes, clean-shaven, a strong jaw. He smelled a little citrusy. And maybe a little boozy, too.

	“God,” Rand said, “I love this place. Did you already put your name in?”

	Tean had, and he waved at Esme, who had already made sure he’d be seated in her section. She led them to a two-top near the front, but Rand stopped her and asked if they could sit farther back. Esme didn’t exactly grimace, but she came pretty close. She led them to another table in the back corner. Strands of lights ran overhead, but back here, they left a pleasant pool of shadow. The hub of voices was quieter too, although the noise from the kitchen compensated for it.

	“More romantic,” Rand said, dropping into the far seat and then leaning out to look past Tean, his vision fixed on the entrance. “Don’t you think?”

	“Sure.”

	“I’ve brought a lot of guys here,” Rand said, still peering past Tean.

	“That’s nice.”

	“They’ve got great margaritas. Do you want a margarita?” Rand started snapping, trying to get Esme’s attention as she passed their table again.

	Tean was thinking about how many bears eat other bears. He could hear Hannah telling him, Don’t screw it up.

	“Hi, yeah,” Rand said when Esme finally came over to put chips and salsa on the table. “Definitely a margarita, the bigger one, for me. And for this guy, what are you having?”

	Esme’s glare was hotter than the sun, and Tean ducked his head; they’d grown up together, just a few blocks apart, and Tean knew this whole story was going to be repeated for approximately the next thirty years of his life. 

	“A Sprite, I guess.”

	“Oh Christ,” Rand said, laughing. “Oh Christ, don’t tell me you’re still hung up on all that church shit.”

	Grizzly bear claws were four inches long, Tean reminded himself. Long enough to get to Rand’s jugular.

	“How about a Corona?” Tean said.

	“Better,” Rand said, laughing. “But that’s just a start. I’m going to get you fucking wasted and then I’m going to pound your ass like crazy.”

	Tean’s face was burning as Esme left. He opened his mouth before he could stop himself and asked, “Do you know how many bear fatalities happen in a year?”

	“Huh?” Rand pushed a chip around in the salsa. “Oh, right. You’re like a vet or something, Hannah told me.”

	“Yep.”

	“What about bears?”

	Hannah’s voice again: Don’t screw it up.

	“Nothing,” Tean said. “Just an icebreaker. Hannah said you’re a lawyer.”

	“Oh yeah,” Rand said, his shoulders back, his elbows out, taking up more space. “Lots of big cases right now. We go after the bad guys.”

	“That’s pretty cool. Are you a prosecutor?”

	“Oh no, man, they make shit money. I’m with Fransen and Wood. We’re nailing the state right now, we’re fucking crucifying them. You know about all the shit at the medical examiner’s office?” 

	“Some kind of delay, right?”

	“Not a delay. Those assholes are too busy stealing from the dead to do their jobs. We’ve got several plaintiffs who claim their loved ones’ possessions were not returned, and on top of that, a criminally long backlog of autopsies they haven’t completed. The state is going to pay through the fucking nose.”

	“Getting those bad guys,” Tean said.

	“Fuck yeah.”

	“So, you’re into movies, right?”

	After that, Tean didn’t have to say anything except his order; Rand filled in the silences with lengthy expositions on movies—“nobody makes art anymore, you know?”—Disney—“just can’t believe George Lucas sold out to them”—and actors—“Paul Walker is just so underrated that he’s basically the one real tragedy of our generation.” Between lengthy opinions, he guzzled the first margarita and started a second.

	“What about you?” Rand finally asked. “Do you like movies?”

	Tean had been trying to reproduce parts of the CDC’s mortality tables in his head, and it took him a moment to realize that Rand was waiting for an answer. 

	“I do like movies,” Tean said, “but I haven’t seen many lately. I kind of liked—”

	“Oh, I bet you haven’t seen Get Out. Have you seen it? I bet you haven’t seen it. It’s fucking fantastic, man. It’s the best thing ever. And it’s really fucking empowering.”

	“No, I haven’t seen it.”

	But it didn’t matter because Rand was already going again, something about Key and Peele and post-racial something, finally pausing to stare at Tean over the margarita and say, “I mean, you’re brown. You get it.”

	At which point, the volume of that little voice that sounded like Hannah got turned all the way down to a buzz, and the volume of the voice that sounded a lot more like Tean got turned all the way up.

	“What’s the point of this?” Tean asked, gesturing between them. “What are we even doing here?”

	“Well, I thought—”

	“Do you think lions have to listen to agonizing soapbox speeches about cinema just so they can have sex?”

	“Hey,” Rand said, “hold on.”

	“Did you know,” Tean said, “that statistically, romantic love only lasts one year, but the average marriage lasts eight years? That’s a seven-year difference. Seven years that you’re miserable because you let your penis do all your thinking.”

	“Uh.”

	“What do you think about that, Rand? Seven years. Is it worth it?”

	Rand took a few more gulps of his margarita and managed to say, “Yeah, totally, I mean, marriage is such a hetero concept anyway. And the church is just so fucking wack about it. I mean, you know.”

	Tean did know. Go on a date with any gay guy on the Wasatch Front, and you were bound to hear over and over again about the church, which meant the Mormon church. So Tean told the same lie every gay Mormon guy told.

	“Yeah,” Tean said. “I don’t even think about church anymore.”

	“Totally, totally,” Rand said. And then, because the church doors were now open, “I knew Hannah on my mission. Did she tell you that?”

	“She mentioned it,” Tean said.

	“She said you went to Peru.”

	“That’s right.”

	“Man, I was gay as fuck on my mission. I just wish I’d told somebody so they’d send me home.”

	Tean smiled and took a long drink of Corona, the bottle cool and smooth under his fingers, the light warping along the glass. He remembered lying in bed, the sea breeze rolling in across the balcony, and reaching out, his fingers trailing along Ammon’s pale, perfect skin.

	“Missions are a crazy time,” he said.

	“You like random facts,” Rand announced.

	“I wouldn’t call them random.”

	“I read this study about married people. Do you know that the average married couple only has sex once a week?”

	“Sounds excessive.”

	The confusion on Rand’s face almost made him laugh.

	“Did you know that the average wedding and the average divorce both cost approximately twenty thousand dollars?” Tean said. “That’s twice what my car is worth, and you have to pay it twice because your penis makes you think all those hormones running through you are something significant, and then you’re stuck for seven years trying to work up the courage to get out of it.”

	Rand stared down into his third margarita, swirling it. “Yeah,” he muttered. “Yeah, fuck love. Fuck it.”

	“I mean, what’s the whole point anyway?” Tean said. “Why are we even here? You said you’re going to get me drunk and plow me? Great, sounds like a plan. Let’s do that. But I mean, love, marriage, what’s that all about?”

	“Fuck it,” Rand mumbled and then took a long drink, shooting a glare at Tean like Tean might try to stop him.

	“Hooking up, great,” Tean said. “But love? Marriage? Do you know how much time the average couple spends together? Do you want to guess?”

	“Oh shit,” Rand said, closing his eyes. “I shouldn’t have gone for three of these bad boys.”

	“Two hours a day. Two. And statistically, they spend half that time watching TV. I mean, marriage is basically just a contract that shoves someone into your life, somebody who loses the remote and won’t do the dishes, and in exchange, you get to watch some TV together and have to have sex every once in a while.”

	Rand’s face screwed up, and he wailed, “Jesse loved to watch The Bachelor.” Then he started to sob.

	“Not again,” Tean said, staring down into his beer. Esme came toward them, a frown on her face, but Tean waved her away. He let Rand cry for a while, and then he nudged the half-eaten plate of flautas toward him and said, “Jesse’s your ex?”

	“He’s just—” Rand’s breath hitched in his chest. Another wail escaped him: “He’s just so perfect!”

	“Well, I’m sure he’s not perfect. Maybe it’ll help if you remember that he’s slowly dying, like all of us, as irrevocable DNA damage accumulates in the cells.”

	Unfortunately, Rand seemed not to have heard this piece of advice. “No, he is. He’s perfect. He teaches kindergarten, and he runs marathons, and he’s nice to my parents. He never makes a mess in the kitchen. He did the laundry every week. And now he’s gone.” Rand looked around. “Where’s the girl? I need another one of these.”

	“I think three might be enough,” Tean said, wondering if Esme would stab Rand in front of witnesses if she heard him refer to her as the girl. “What happened with Jesse?”

	“I screwed it up.” Swirling the remains of his margarita, Rand said, “Like I screwed this up.”

	“To be fair,” Tean said, “I was the one who went down a black hole about love.”

	“Yeah, but I talked about movies. God, that was some pretentious, boring shit.”

	“I almost told you my whale story.”

	“What’s the whale story? Oh, hey, can I get another?”

	“No,” Tean said, waving off Esme. “He’s fine.”

	“You wanna go back to my place?” Rand said. He fumbled through his wallet for cash. “I’ve got a sweet townhouse. We can fuck each other like crazy.”

	“Thanks,” Tean said. “Maybe you should text Jesse.”

	“No way. No way. No way.”

	“How long were you together?”

	“Two years.”

	“What happened?”

	“He said I didn’t listen to him or respect him.”

	“And?”

	“And we had a huge fucking fight and he left.” Rand blinked. “Are you sure you don’t want me to do you? I bet you get wild.”

	“Um, no. Did you try apologizing?”

	“What?”

	“Did you ever tell Jesse you were sorry?”

	Rand stared at him, blinking some more. “Huh?”

	“Apologizing is really important,” Tean said. “At least, when it’s sincere, which is probably twenty percent of the time with humans. With animals, though, it works all the time. Wolves, for example. Did you know that wolves and dogs have perfected the non-verbal apology? It’s even got a name: the apology bow. You’ve probably seen it if you’ve ever yelled at a dog.”

	“What are we talking about?”

	“Jesse. And you. And apologizing. You’re going to do it like a wolf, not like a human who treated a nice guy like crap.”

	“Hey!”

	“Do you know why wolves apologize?”

	Rand was obviously still trying to decide if he was going to press the issue.

	“Wolves apologize,” Tean said, “because like humans, they’re pack animals who crave social integration. But unlike humans, who suck and are the absolute worst, wolves have no problem expressing submissive behavior in a genuine way: I was wrong, you were right, that kind of thing.”

	“Holy shit,” Rand said. “I am way too fucking drunk for wolves.” 

	“Phone,” Tean said, waving for Rand to pass it over. When Rand did, Tean found Jesse BOO under favorites, opened the messaging app, and typed out a few lines. He passed it back.

	“No way,” Rand said. “He’s going to think it’s a trick.”

	“Then you’d better mean it before you hit send.”

	“You really think he’ll, you know,” Rand swallowed and wiped his eyes, “want to talk to me?”

	“Only one way to find out.”

	Rand’s thumb hesitated over the screen, and then he tapped it.

	“Sorry this was such a bad first date,” Rand said.

	“At least you didn’t harvest my kidneys,” Tean said.

	“You’re a really good guy,” Rand said. 

	Tean spun his bottle and smiled. He didn’t like how it felt on his face.

	Rand frowned, but before he could speak again, his phone buzzed. He put it to his ear. “Hey, Jess. Yeah, now’s a good time.”

	Waving once, Rand stumbled away from the table.

	“Another resounding success,” Esme said, picking up the cash.

	“Ha ha.”

	“He didn’t leave crying. The last guy was bawling so hard he couldn’t walk in a straight line.”

	“How was I supposed to know his grandmother had been eaten by a bear?”

	Sighing, Esme grabbed Rand’s plate. “You are a real treat.”

	“If it’s any consolation, I’m statistically likely to die choking on popcorn in my apartment, and it’ll probably take days before anyone finds the body.”

	“You know what?” Esme said. “It is.”
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	Jem went to the bar in the Apollonia, one of the most expensive hotels in Salt Lake City, situated between Temple Square and the Salt Palace Convention Center—in other words, the perfect place to stumble across closeted gay Mormon businessmen who had some extra cash to burn. He timed his entrance so that he collided with a stout, middle-aged guy in a Jazz jersey. They exchanged apologies, and Jem made his way to the bar. He ignored Stef, who was drying glasses behind the bar and rolling her eyes. Her hair was red now, and the sides of her head shaved.

	It only took a moment to scan the sheep at the bar: four men, two in conversation, two sitting by themselves. Jem immediately crossed off the guy on the right; he was engaged in a loud phone call with someone he kept calling princess. The guy on the left, though, had looked over when Jem collided with the other man at the bar’s entrance, and he’d already glanced at Jem a second time. He was nice looking, blond, late thirties, probably really starting to feel the pinch of a wife and two and a half kids. Between his hands, he cupped a tumbler—so maybe he wasn’t the nice Mormon daddy he looked like. Jem counted three stools over and sat.

	Stef was rolling her eyes again.

	Ignoring her, Jem asked about local whiskey and bourbon.

	“We’ve got High West.” Stef had her lines pretty much perfect by now. “They do a traditional, Old West blended whiskey: rye, scotch, and bourbon. Do you want to try it?”

	Jem made a face.

	“It’s pretty good,” the guy to Jem’s left said. “I tried the Campfire.”

	“Yeah?” Jem said. “Honestly, I have no idea what I’m doing.” He laughed. “I’m not much of a drinker, but, I don’t know. Tonight I was feeling a little reckless.”

	“Get him a Campfire neat,” the guy said, and then he swiveled on the stool, his legs spread, studying Jem openly.

	Jem had never really mastered blushing on demand, but he could do a pretty good job of combing his fingers through his beard, biting the corner of his mouth, looking away and looking back. The guy’s grin got bigger, more confident. When Stef came back, setting a tumbler in front of him, Jem patted himself down and lurched off the stool.

	“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Jem said. “Hold on.”

	He made his way back to the entrance, studying the floor, squatting near the door. After about a minute, the guy from the bar came over.

	“What happened?”

	“Somehow I dropped my money.”

	“You lost your wallet?”

	“No, I left my wallet in my room. I just brought cash and my ID.” He flashed the Montana driver’s license, one of many fakes. “Dang it. Never mind. This is like a sign, you know? I should have just watched Rocky and gone to bed. I cannot believe I dropped that money. It was the rest of my per diem.”

	“You know what?” the guy said. “I don’t think you dropped it.”

	Jem worked on his quizzical expression; he was getting pretty good at quizzical. “What do you mean?”

	“That guy who ran into you on the way out? That’s a classic pickpocket move. Crash into a guy, take his wallet while he’s recovering, and he doesn’t realize until you’re long gone. A hotel like this, with a lot of people from out of town? Perfect venue.”

	“Oh my gosh,” Jem groaned. “Are you serious? That actually happens?”

	“All the time. Don’t worry; you’ll learn these things.”

	“No way,” Jem said. “I’m going back to Missoula tomorrow, and I’m not leaving again.” He chuckled. “Would you believe I was so proud of myself for getting around the last few days? I thought I was street smart.”

	The guy laughed a little too, touched Jem’s shoulder, and tugged him toward the bar. “Come on, have a drink. On me. Don’t beat yourself up about it; guys like that, they prey on people who are just a little too confident.”

	“Gosh,” Jem said, trying hard to ignore Stef pretending to stab herself in the ear. “That’s crazy.”

	This time, they sat next to each other. The guy introduced himself as Patrick; he had a whole story about working out of San Francisco, but when he put his phone and keys on the bar, his keychain had a loyalty card for a sandwich shop that only operated in the Salt Lake Valley—Jem recognized the logo—and his ring finger showed a lighter patch of skin where he normally wore a wedding band. Jem spun him a story back, something about ranching in Montana, keeping the details light. When Patrick spread his legs, Jem spread his legs. When Patrick leaned on the bar, Jem leaned on the bar. Jem asked questions, always tagging on Patrick, Patrick, Patrick, working the name into conversation as much as he could. Nothing too personal, because he didn’t want Patrick to spook and think Jem might have realized Patrick was local and not a California tycoon, but he asked business questions, then questions about whiskey, questions about life. Questions about women, Jem unspooling his doubts: why couldn’t he find the one? Why didn’t it feel ‘right’? Anything to make Jem look naïve and inexperienced; anything to make Patrick feel worldly and sophisticated.

	When Stef brought sliders, nachos, and a draft beer, Patrick’s hand moved to Jem’s thigh.

	Deer-in-the-headlights was a Jem Berger classic, and Patrick ate it up like candy.

	Patrick smiled. He was in control, the mature guy who was about to make a conquest and also provide a moment of sexual awakening. Jem focused on the sliders so he didn’t throw up a little inside his mouth.

	“I think maybe you want to keep talking,” Patrick said. “Do you want to go back to your room?”

	Jem gulped. It might have been a little over the top, based on the face Stef made, but it worked a surprising amount of the time. “My buddy’s here with me.”

	“Oh.”

	“But we could go to your room,” Jem said, and then he played with his beard and stared at the food, mumbling, “If, you know, if you want to.”

	“Yeah,” Patrick said. “I definitely want to.” He laughed, squeezed Jem’s leg, and excused himself to go to the bathroom. 

	“You are a bad man,” Stef said.

	“Fuck that,” Jem said. “This asshole probably lives fifteen minutes from here,” the words emerged between bites as he shoveled the remaining food into his mouth, “and he’s going to get a room right now because he thinks he’s going to get his dick wet. My bet is that he’ll try to get me to leave right after, and if I won’t, then he’ll make up an excuse and jet. The little wifey will miss him if he’s gone too late.”

	“You are a very bad man,” Stef said, and then she drifted away as Patrick came back.

	“Hey, cowboy,” Patrick said, his hand light on Jem’s shoulder. Jem tried, again, not to throw up a little. “Ready?”

	Jem licked the last of the nacho cheese off his finger, grinned, and nodded.

	A nice-looking guy, the first good meal all week, some decent whiskey, a soft bed, and a room that had honest-to-God heat. Jem whistled “Home, Home on the Range,” while Patrick groped him in the elevator.
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	Utah’s Division of Wildlife Resources had their main offices in Salt Lake City, on North Temple, west of downtown proper. Tean’s office was on the ground floor, with a huge window that took up most of one wall and looked out on the scenic DWR parking lot. With the exception of the lab and the necropsy area, the building tended to smell like any other government structure, with the chemical perfume of industrial cleaner. Hannah had tried to improve that by adding an essential oil diffuser to his room, which was currently spreading the scent of lemon and quince—also Hannah’s choice. Across from the desk, Tean had hung some of his favorite posters—front and center, a rendering of the Earth and the Sun hanging in space, and in a cheery font, SMILE! IT TAKES EIGHT MINUTES FOR LIGHT FROM THE SUN TO REACH EARTH, SO FOR ALL WE KNOW, IT’S ALREADY EXPLODED!

	On Monday, Tean was reviewing numbers on this year’s mule deer population when the phone rang.

	“Leon,” he answered.

	Heavy breathing.

	“Who is this?” Tean said.

	More heavy breathing.

	“I’m going to report you to the police,” Tean said, which was a bluff.

	An electronically distorted voice said: “Leave it alone.”

	The call disconnected.

	Tean was still staring at the phone, trying to figure out what was happening, when Hannah came into the room and shut the door.

	“What’s wrong?” she said.

	“Nothing. Just a weird call.”

	“Oh, gosh. Don’t get me started. I had some woman on the phone asking me if I could criminalize fishing statewide. She said she used to be a cutthroat trout and then her consciousness metempsycho-something and now she’s a real estate agent.”

	“If this is about adding another conservation officer to native aquatics,” Tean said, “I can’t do anything for you until we hire someone into Sook’s job.”

	Tucking her hair behind her ears, Hannah said, “Have you heard anything else?”

	“I made a few more calls this morning,” Tean said. Then his eyes went to the phone, and he thought of the call he’d just received. He shook his head. “I didn’t get anywhere. Sook was out in Tooele most of last week, but nobody will say more than ten words to me. I might have to drive out there.”

	“And what’s your detective going to say about that?”

	“Ammon isn’t my detective, Hannah.” She opened her mouth, and he held up a finger. “What do you want?”

	“I’m not always trying to get something from you, Tean.”

	“Uh huh.”

	“Sometimes I just want to check in on you as a person.”

	“That’s even worse,” Tean said.

	“How was your weekend?”

	“I got a sunburn on my neck. I probably have skin cancer. I’ll be dead by the end of the year.”

	“Uh huh, uh huh, and how was your date?”

	“I think it’s a second-degree burn.”

	“For freak’s sake,” Hannah muttered and darted out of the office.

	That had been easier than Tean expected.

	Two minutes later, though, Hannah was back, and she slapped a flattened tube of diaper cream on the desk.

	“Uh.”

	“For your neck, dummy. It works great on sunburns.”

	“Ok, but, like. You’ve already used that one on butts.”

	“Use it. Don’t use it. Die from skin cancer. I don’t care. How was your date?”

	“Fine.”

	“No. No, it wasn’t fine because Rand told me he’s back together with Jesse. Really? That’s how your first date ended, and you want to tell me it was fine?”

	“He said Jesse was perfect.”

	“Jesse is acceptable,” Hannah said, dropping into the chair and propping her Merrells on the desk. “Jesse’s the human equivalent of a water cracker. I wanted you and Rand to get together.”

	“I don’t think he was my type.”

	“What is your type?”

	“What is a nice Mormon girl like you doing setting gay guys up?”

	“I like gay guys. What’s your type?”

	“Blue eyes,” Tean said. “Wavy dark hair. Great body. Looks good in tights.”

	Letting her head flop back, Hannah said, “You’re describing Superman.”

	“You didn’t let me finish: can fly, heat vision, stops to help old ladies cross the street—”

	“Ok, you’re definitely describing Superman.”

	“—draws strength from the yellow sun—”

	“Teancum Mahonri Leon,” she began.

	“God, it sounds so Mormon when you string it all together like that.”

	“What is your type of non-flying, non-laser-eyes, human male?”

	“Pass.”

	Shoving her chestnut hair back, Hannah brought her head up to glare at him.

	“Regular human males are a pass,” Tean said. “People are the worst. Do you know—”

	“Don’t start with the bears again.”

	“—in the ocean—”

	“Or that goddamn whale.”

	Tean grimaced. “What’s the upside if I get a boyfriend? Mediocre sex and someone who wants to talk to me all the time?”

	“You like talking to people.”

	“No, I don’t.”

	“You like talking to me.”

	“Debatable. And what’s the downside? The downside is that I have to cook for two people, clean up after two people, pay for two people to go to the movies, worry about two sets of problems, and seven years later, he’s going to finally work up the courage to end things, and he’ll take all my mother’s jewelry and run off with the pool boy.”

	“That took a turn, but not as bad as I expected.”

	“If he doesn’t kill me and Scipio in our sleep and bury us in the desert.”

	“There it is. Maybe you should see a shrink.”

	“What about you?” Tean asked. “Let’s talk about you. Are you ok? You left pretty fast after the funeral.”

	Tean hadn’t blamed her; the funeral had been bleak and poorly attended. Much of it had been conducted in Korean, but the service itself had been Mormon—at least, the parts Tean had understood. Sook’s parents had been quiet and reserved, and although they had seemed grateful that Tean and other co-workers had come to pay their respects, they had been grieving their daughter, with no energy or attention to spare for people they didn’t know. Worse, a pair of plainclothes detectives had sat at the back of the service, obviously hoping Sook’s killer would make a dramatic gesture or announcement.

	“I just keep thinking I don’t know why someone would have done that,” Hannah said, her voice thin, her eyes wet. “Sook was kind to everyone.”

	“She was in a bad part of town,” Tean said. “She got out of her car.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“It doesn’t mean anything.”

	“You can’t blame the victim.”

	“I’m not blaming her,” Tean said. “I’m just saying it’s not exactly impossible if you think about where she was in the middle of the night.”

	“It doesn’t make any sense,” Hannah said, and then she did start to cry.

	“Let me get you a cup of water,” Tean said.

	Nodding, Hannah said, “And we’re changing you off lemon and quince. It’s overstimulating you.”

	With a sigh, Tean grabbed a cleanish mug from the desk and headed for the hall.

	“Maybe lavender,” Hannah said.

	“Sure.”

	“Something that won’t rile you up.”

	Tean closed the door and headed for the water fountain. He was halfway there when Benny Guthall came around the corner, and Tean had to struggle to suppress a sigh. Benny was in his usual infiltration gear, which meant the poor kid, who had to weigh over two hundred pounds, was dressed head to toe in black, with black engineer boots and a pseudo-military black rucksack with a pup tent lashed to the top. His long, stringy blond hair was held back by a black-and-white bandana—Tean had seen the bandana plenty of times before, and he knew it was printed with skulls. In spite of his appearance, though, Benny was a solid outdoorsman. The kid had hiked back to some pretty remote places. Tean knew; he’d had to hear all about it.

	Trying to hold back a sigh, Tean waved.

	“Mr. Leon,” Benny said, stomping toward him. “I’m not leaving until I get justice. Your stormtroopers will have to drag me out of here. Or you can just have them execute me on the spot, if that’s what you want. But that’s the only way you can get rid of me unless you’re willing to stand up, be a man, and do what’s right.”

	“Hi, Benny,” Tean said. “How’d you get past Antonia?”

	“Your fascist guards can’t stop the course of righteousness, Mr. Leon—”

	“Dr. Leon.”

	“Your fascist guards can’t stop the course of righteousness, Dr. Leon—”

	“Benny, hell’s bells, what are you doing back here?” Antonia was the closest thing the DWR had to a stormtrooper: she was fifty-two, black, and had her hand on her radio as she came galloping around the corner. “Come on, get back to the lobby.”

	“Get your stormtrooper off me,” Benny screamed when she touched his arm.

	“Ok,” Tean said. “It’s ok, Antonia. I’ll talk to him and walk him out.”

	“I’m sorry, Dr. Leon. Dr. Redfoot needed me to hold the door for her, and Benny snuck off while I was distracted.”

	“It’s ok,” Tean said again.

	Behind him, the door opened, and Hannah stuck her head out into the hall. “Hey, what happened—oh, hi, Benny.”

	“Come on, Benny,” Tean said. “I’ve got five minutes.”

	“You’ll have to have your goons put a bullet—”

	“Clock’s ticking,” Tean said, as he passed Hannah the water.

	“Somebody’s murdering all the birds at the Great Salt Lake,” Benny said. He dragged a ream of papers out of his ruck, struggling for a moment when they got caught on something inside, and then shoved them at Tean. “That’s the main problem. But I’ve also compiled a list of everyone who is guilty of any sort of environmental damage this week.”

	Paging through the stack of handwritten papers, Tean said, “This is very thorough, Benny.”

	“That’s just this week?” Hannah asked.

	“Those people must be held accountable for their actions. I will be conducting a water strike beginning immediately.” Benny snapped one end of a pair of handcuffs around his wrist; he closed the other around the handle of the closest door. “You have three days before I die of dehydration to arrest and prosecute—”

	Tean bumped the cuff, and it slid free from the open end of the handle. Then, taking Benny’s arm, he steered the kid back toward the lobby.

	“—and appropriately punish those people for, hey, wait—”

	“Benny, you know I appreciate how much you care about the environment.”

	“Mr. Leon, hold on, hey!”

	“What kind of birds did you see dead at the lake?”

	“California gulls,” Benny said, “northern shovelers, ruddy ducks, eared grebes, and ring-billed gulls.”

	“Ok,” Tean said. “You didn’t touch any, did you?”

	“I had my hazmat suit on.”

	“Benny, we talked about this: no touching dead animals. You could get sick.”

	“I’ll be fine. I’m a warrior for justice. I’m a berserker for Mother Nature. You’re just a shill for the corporate puppeteers; you wouldn’t understand.”

	“Well, please remember that you need to make an appointment if you want to talk to me. Or you can ask Antonia to see if I’m busy.”

	“You’re always busy.”

	“Well, I do have a job.”

	“And I can’t make an appointment.” As they stepped into the lobby, Benny twisted free, facing Tean as he backed toward the door. “I can’t leave a paper trail. I can’t leave a record of any kind. Otherwise, they’ll know.”

	“Nobody’s going to stop you from coming to see me,” Tean said.

	“Yes, they will. They’ll know, and they’ll have to step up their plans to eliminate me.”

	Shaking his head, Tean said, “Nobody’s trying to hurt you, Benny. We’re all happy to see you when you come.”

	“Not you. Them. They’re going to have to kill me. It’s the only way they can stop me.” Benny was breathing faster, his cheeks purple as he hyperventilated. “But I’m not going to let them.”

	“Benny, hold on. You’re upset. Sit down. Let me call someone—”

	Benny stumbled toward the door, shaking his head. He shot out into the parking lot. Tean watched him go.

	“I’m sorry, Dr. Leon,” Antonia said again.

	“No, it’s fine. Nobody’s ever been able to stop him; he’s been sneaking in to see me since my first week.”

	“But I’ve got my eye on him now.”

	“It’s really ok, Antonia.”

	“What was that all about?” Hannah asked from the hall, still sipping water from Tean’s mug.

	“Birds?” Tean said, offering the sheaf of pages for inspection. “And a million other things, apparently. Who knows?”

	“Huh. Well, now that I’ve got your attention,” Hannah said, “I do actually want to talk to you about moving another conservation officer to native aquatics.”
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	City Creek Mall was a beautiful, open-air commercial center in the heart of Salt Lake City. True to its name, a creek ran through the center of the mall: a miracle of water in the high desert. Sunlight played on the water, reflected light dancing on the pale granite and glass. The stores were all the kind that Jem had shoplifted from but where he had never been able to afford a legitimate purchase. The mall had been built in 2012, literally across the street from the Salt Lake City Temple, the Mormon equivalent of Mecca. It had required tearing down blocks of old buildings. The Mormon Church had invested close to a billion dollars to create a shrine to capitalism, mostly in hopes of slowing urban decay and keeping the wrong types of people from clogging the streets on their way to worship. Jem was fairly sure irony didn’t rank high on the list of Mormon tenets, but maybe they could at least taste the hypocrisy.

	He sat on a bench in City Creek; the water babbled a complement to the piped-in top-twenty pop songs, and behind him, the shop that sold fifty-dollar candles made the air smell like campfire, cinnamon, and anise. The day was warm enough that Jem wasn’t quite comfortable under his windbreaker, but he didn’t take it off. He liked the 90s geometry of turquoise and pink on the polyester. And it helped him keep a few tricks up his sleeve.

	Two benches down, on the other side of the creek, a Tongan girl who might have passed for twelve was playing with a badly scorched Barbie. Jem was careful not to look at her.

	Huffing breaths and shuffling steps announced Myers Bruce. The man hadn’t given Jem his name, but Jem had found it out after their first interaction, which had been a conversation in a sex-toy shop just outside the city limits. Bruce had paid with a credit card; he probably hadn’t expected Jem to shell out twenty dollars to the clerk just to get his name off the transaction receipt. Jem had asked a friend to run the name, just to make sure this wasn’t a sting, and after that, it had been smooth sailing.

	Bruce dropped onto the other end of the bench. He wasn’t wearing a trench coat and a fedora, but he still managed to make himself look like a guy in a bad spy movie: huge sunglasses, a khaki jacket with the collar turned up, a newspaper tucked under his arm. The only thing left was for Bruce to whisper a coded message into his watch or something like that. Sheep like Bruce made Jem exhausted.

	A pair of women emerged from the candle shop behind them, one of them gushing about the clearance sale on watermelon-scented products, and Bruce tensed like he had a knife to his throat. As the women’s conversation faded, Bruce sagged, wiped sweat from his forehead, and then slid a page of loose-leaf out of the newspaper. He slid it over to Jem. Jem glanced at the scribbles, crumpled the paper, and shoved it into a pocket.

	Bruce expelled a sharp breath.

	“I told you we do all this quiet and casual and talking,” Jem said. “Nothing dumb that’s going to draw attention.”

	“You didn’t answer my texts.”

	“I told you the rules. Phone calls only, nothing in writing, no dumb shit that’s going to draw attention. I think we’re done here,” Jem said, standing. “I don’t have time for amateur hour.”

	“No, no, please. Please!” The words emerged in a fierce whisper.

	Jem hesitated.

	“An extra ten bucks,” Bruce said.

	“An extra fifty because you’re pissing me off and because you were late.”

	Indecision scrawled its way across Bruce’s features. Then he nodded.

	As Jem sat again, he worked the first manila envelope free and passed it over, saying, “Here’s your selection. Two hundred per kid. Stills only.”

	“You said you had video!”

	“Sure,” Jem said. “I do. We do this, and I know you’re not a cop, and then next time, we talk about videos.”

	Bruce licked his lips. He had his hair buzzed short, and he was young, probably early thirties. Something about him screamed mom’s basement at Jem. “In the pictures, they’re—well, you know. You can see?”

	“Everything,” Jem said. “Stuff you’ve never even thought of. We’re not talking one or two still shots, buddy. Fifty pictures per kid.”

	Bruce licked his lips again. He worked open the clasp on the envelope, drawing out the pictures one by one. They were stock photos that Jem had gotten online and printed. In one of the pictures, a boy with tousled hair was driving a go-kart. In another, a blond girl was fishing. They were bullshit—anybody looking at them could tell they were staged and photoshopped. But by the time a guy like Bruce got to this part of the deal, he was at the point where desire overrode all the red flags. That was how just about every con worked: desire bulldozing common sense. It didn’t matter what the person desired, but Jem liked to stick to the holy trinity: sex, drugs, and money.

	“Her,” Bruce said, picking out a black girl doing math on a slate. Honestly, Jem wondered how the guy rationalized the bizarreness of the picture. “And…her.” The blond girl who was fishing.

	“Read me the description on the bottom,” Jem said, pretending to dig through his backpack. “So I know which ones you want.”

	“Out loud?”

	“Quietly, if that’s not too fucking hard, but yes, out loud. I’m not a fucking mind reader.”

	“Blond girl,” Bruce whispered, “six years old, includes physical violence.”

	“Ok.” Jem twisted at the waist, trying to get the pocket of his windbreaker closer to Bruce.

	“Black girl, seven years old, cutting.”

	“Four hundred dollars,” Jem said. “Plus fifty for acting like a fucking rookie.”

	While Bruce counted out the cash, Jem shoved the selection photos back into the envelope, slid it back inside his jacket, and took out a stack of identical envelopes that he had differentiated with a six-digit, bullshit code on the top right corner. Each one was full of clippings from Mother Earth News and Green Living. He picked two at random, pretended to inspect the codes, and then nodded and put everything else back into his backpack. Benny had told Jem, while he was cutting up the magazines, that one of the articles was about elm seed bug infestations. Jem wondered if Bruce liked reading about pests.

	Jem made Bruce count out the cash again, watching this time, looking for the tricks that he would have tried himself if he were on the other side of the table. When Jem was sure the count was good, he slid the envelopes across the bench, took the cash, and stuffed it into a pocket.

	Bruce reached for the clasp on the first envelope, and Jem grabbed his wrist and hissed.

	“Are you fucking kidding me?” Jem said. “Are you out of your goddamn mind?”

	“I wanted to—”

	“I know what you wanted to do. You want to take those out right here and get both our asses in jail? Jesus Christ, you stupid asshole. So fucking desperate to go rub one out. Get a fucking clue.”

	Pink-faced, Bruce shoved the envelopes under his arm without examining their contents. “I hope this doesn’t mean—I mean, I’ll still be interested in those videos—”

	“Get the fuck out of here,” Jem said. “I’ll call you when I’m not so fucking pissed at you.”

	Bruce took a huge breath and tottered away. As soon as his back was to Jem, Jem grabbed his phone. He ended the audio recording, opened the camera app, and snapped pictures of Bruce walking away. He was snapping pictures as the Tongan girl clutched her Barbie to her chest. He was snapping pictures as Bruce and the Tongan girl collided, and for a moment, his hand was on the back of her head and her body was pressed against his leg. The girl, Sammi, was a pro, and that last picture was just about perfect, so he shoved the phone back in his pocket and enjoyed the sunny day.

	When Bruce had vanished from sight, Sammi came up behind Jem and punched him in the shoulder. She and her family lived in the same building as Jem, although they actually paid rent and had light and heat. Her long dark hair was pulled across one shoulder now, and she had her hands planted on her hips.

	“Ouch,” Jem said.

	“He smelled like mothballs and butterscotch candy.”

	Jem made a face.

	“Yeah, it was gross. That’s an extra ten.”

	“Not part of the deal, sister.”

	“And you didn’t say he was going to touch my hair. That’s an extra twenty.”

	“Not a chance.”

	“And he had a boner. That’s an extra twenty.”

	“Sammi, your mom will wash your mouth if she hears you saying boner.”

	“I’m sixteen,” she said, twisting the head of the Barbie savagely. “I’m not even a virgin anymore.”

	“Because that’s the sign of adulthood.”

	“You’re so old it’s gross sometimes.”

	“Thank you. I’ll spot you an extra thirty.”

	Her dark eyes flashed, but she nodded. “Cheapskate motherfucker.”

	“Sammi! Watch your language!”

	She grinned.

	He counted out eighty dollars and handed them over. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”

	“And miss out on easy money?”

	“No more sloughing school.”

	She made a face that only teenage girls are capable of making.

	“Do you want to end up like me?” Jem said.

	“You’re smart. You’ve always got money. You wear nice clothes except when you have gross old stuff like that jacket. And you do what you want.” She shrugged. “Seems like you’re doing pretty well to me.”

	“Yeah, well, I have a very glamorous life that involves begging your parents to plug in an extension cord for me every morning. No more sloughing.”

	She made that face again.

	“I’ll tell your mom.”

	“God, shut up, fine.”

	“Now be a good little girl and go play with your dolls.”

	She gave him a three-minute-long suggestion about the various ways he should violently finger himself and then jogged off, the scorched Barbie cradled in the crook of her arm.
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	Tean still prayed in the mornings. He didn’t touch his scriptures anymore—they were in a shoebox, along with a rubber banded stack of forty-seven Magic: The Gathering cards, third edition, including the Shivan Dragon he had won from Rafa, Esme’s brother, in sixth grade. He didn’t kneel or bow his head or fold his arms. Much of the year, he sat for a few minutes on the small balcony outside his second-story apartment and watched the mountains. They were a presence in his mind, and his thoughts stretched out to them, to whatever might be immanent in them. They hid the dawn. If something in the bones of the world heard him, it gave back only shadow and silence.
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