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PROLOGUE

FLANNEL SHIRTS AND NECK TATTOOS.

To Clark Rickert, sometimes it felt as though his entire career had just been a bloody, churning cauldron of flannel shirts and neck tattoos.

Throughout the seventeen years he’d held this job, Clark had encountered many other things far more frequently: guns, violence, screaming packs of hounds, bears, bone saws, gut piles, steep mountain passes, the frosted predawn darkness. Even so, there was something about these two specific things—when adorned by the same person in the specific places Clark worked—that dilated his pupils, quickened his heart rate, and set his teeth to grinding.

Clark owned flannel shirts himself. He’d known people with neck tattoos over the years who were pleasant enough, and assumed that they, likewise, owned a flannel shirt or two. He felt absolutely nothing when he saw someone with a neck tattoo in a flannel at a fly shop or a bar. But whenever he was in the kinds of places his job sent him, and he encountered someone with both these characteristics, he knew it meant things were probably about to go to shit, and fast.

Clark knew this was unfair profiling. He knew this was a flagrant social or implicit bias. He had no doubt about it. All the implicit bias, cultural competency, and scenario-based DEI trainings he’d completed over the years confirmed as much. He just didn’t care. It was his only organic, unflinching prejudice, and he’d keep space for it with no shame. It set off a red, blinking warning light in the control HUD of whatever part of the brain prepares one for violence.

Clark slowly turned the focus wheel on his Leupold range-finding binoculars. The image clarity of the man across the mountain valley became sharp and distinct, and that warning light began to blink.

Booking photos and social media had confirmed the man Clark hunted had a large neck tattoo, but it was Clark’s gut that knew he’d be wearing an old flannel when this day finally came. Yet again, his gut had been right. It felt good seeing this man wear that shirt, the full uniform and livery of his lifelong adversary and foe, here in this wild country where Clark worked. It meant he was officially one of them.

Checking the last box in a confirmation bias checklist is undeniably pleasing. This guy’s decision to throw on a flannel shirt that morning, before coming to this place, justified everything for Clark. All the time and effort he’d put into making this moment happen, all the disgust and disdain for him he’d let fester and grow unchecked. What he saw was also a vow that a confrontation was forthcoming, one that would balance upon a razor’s edge of savagery. This bias was one that had been born of blood and screams.

Six different people who fit this profile had tried to kill Clark over the years. One, in ’06, broke Clark’s nose with a headbutt then slammed a cheap gas station pocketknife into his scapula. In ’09, one put a .380 bullet into his other shoulder. In 2012, one killed his friend Roy Payton, a fellow game warden.

Roy bled to death in sandy, frozen dirt on a sage-covered hillside under the prettiest sunset Clark had ever seen. A frigid, screaming wind blew so hard that evening Clark couldn’t hear what Roy whispered as he died. The wind did not obscure Roy’s pleading, desperate eyes. Eyes that told Clark the words being whispered, the last words no one would ever hear, were of profound importance to the dying man.

A bark of static hummed through Clark’s earpiece before the words came.

“Command for TF Alpha, what’s your status? Over.”

Clark pressed down on the Push-To-Talk button clipped onto the shoulder strap of his sweat-stained olive-drab plate carrier.

“TF for Command, still at overwatch. Gonna start our creep into staging positions in five. Will report when staged and set to execute the warrant. Out.”

He ignored the response as he brought the binoculars back to his eyes. He watched his target take a ravenous drag from his third consecutive cigarette.

He felt all the tension start to ramp up, as it always did. He watched the man flick a cigarette butt onto the steep, rocky two-track he and the other two men stood on. Clark assumed the other two were just a couple of their leader’s junkie, booger-eating yes-men.

Elijah Austin Miles was their leader’s name. Elijah. Clark repressed a scoff as the name echoed in his mind. As a veteran game warden, Clark had busted countless mountain bumpkin tweaker dickheads. However, the criminal act of poaching big game animals was really the only similarity between all those men, and this one.

This guy only kept a single canine tooth from each animal he killed, and he’d cobbled together quite the collection over the last few years. He fell far more comfortably into the psych profile of a serial killer than that of any poacher throughout the Rocky Mountain West. This man was thrill-killing. Collecting souls.

Clark had spent so many hours burning every word of Elijah’s criminal file into his mind he had permanent familiarity with it, like initials carved into an old desk. Over the last few months, Clark had actually started dreaming about this guy, seeing him scream commands at his pack of abused, mangy hounds from an old forest road. A road just like those Elijah had cut his pack of hounds loose from so many times before—a road just like the one he stood on now. He’d never seen this man in person until now, let alone looked him in the eye, but he harbored a boiling hatred for him nonetheless, sight unseen.

Clark had been after Elijah since he’d gotten out of the state penitentiary two years earlier, where he’d done a stint for kidnapping his ex-girlfriend and beating her younger brother half to death. Clark had found fourteen bears, twelve wolves, and six mountain lions he knew this man had illegally killed in that time. Each missing a single canine tooth. Until now, he’d been one step behind Elijah, never catching him in the act, hounds uncaged and gun in hand.

He thought back on the repulsive scene he’d come upon in May, where Elijah had thrown burning Duraflame logs into a wolf den. The desperate, terrified young female wolf and all five of her pups had been riddled with .223 bullets as they scrambled out to escape the flames and noxious chemical smoke. Elijah hung all six dead wolves from a ponderosa near their den with nooses made of 550 paracord. A piece of folded card stock had been stuffed into the mother wolf’s mouth, upon which too late again, Warden was written with a Sharpie. One canine tooth from each wolf had been sloppily torn from their gums with pliers.

The bays, barks, and howls of Elijah’s pack of bear dogs punched out across the valley from the timbered slope that rose above the road where Elijah stood, chain-smoking Pall Mall cigarettes next to his 1997 Toyota T100. He’d kitted the truck out with a three-inch lift, a roof-mounted light bar, and a big dog kennel in the bed. Painfully cliché poacher rig.

“Flannel and fuckin’ neck tats.”

Clark made the comment to himself, only slightly more than a wheeze.

“What’s that, Cap?”

The men standing behind him began to think Clark had not heard the question when he finally responded, not turning to look at them as he did.

“Nothin’.”

After another long moment, Clark pulled the binoculars from his eyes, turned, and came down the small rock outcropping to face the five men crouching behind him. One, like Clark, was another game warden for the Law Enforcement Division of the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks. The others were two Teton County sheriff’s deputies, a trooper from the Montana Highway Patrol, and a special agent with the United States Forest Service. Yet another ragtag task force, staring at him and awaiting orders. Clark let out a long exhale through his nose, then spoke.

“It all comes down to staging positions now, fellas. We can’t afford any fuckups. This is a high-risk warrant service in a high-risk environment. We can shuck and jive with whatever happens after we make the callout, but only if we nail staging and timing. Screwed-up staging positions means screwed-up containment, and screwed-up containment blows this arrest. Containment is everything in country like this. We blow that, and I promise one or all these dickheads’ll get away. We’re steppin’ off now, fellas. No such thing as a dumb question at this point, so ask ’em if you got ’em. I need to know you’re all crystal fuckin’ clear on where your staging position is, and how to get there from here.”

All five other men just nodded as Clark looked each of them in the eye.

“Victor, you’re with me. JD and Theo, you’re staged to move on the back a’ the truck while Mark and Lance, playin’ blocker, will be set another fifty meters downslope from the county boys. If these guys try to split, they’ll either head straight down the road into you guys, or they’ll boogie around the truck and up into the timber, toward their dogs. I want a comms check when staged. We good?”

All nodded, tightening grips on rifles or shotguns each held across the olive-green or black plate carriers of their respective agencies. He scanned their features for signs that fear or anxiety had reached the level that gets people killed in situations like this. He was pleased to only find what he considered to be a normal, healthy amount of both.

Anyone who’d worked with Clark, and even those who simply knew his history and reputation, was entitled to such nervousness. Clark had never witnessed it himself, but on dozens of occasions over the last seventeen years, a county, state, or federal law enforcement office had buzzed into a state of excitement whenever they received his request for assistance on a high-risk arrest warrant or raid. They all knew him for the ruthless hunter of men that he was, and how often his operations ended in violence or gunfights. They all knew he only ever asked for assistance to form a task force when he was going after a real monster, and they all knew he only ever made a play when these monsters were at their most dangerous; they, themselves, were also hunting.

The USFS special agent in the group, Lance, whom Clark had worked with quite a bit over the years, chuckled as he asked the question the other four men had been wondering since they’d first gotten eyes on their target a half hour earlier.

“How in the shit did you know this bastard would be parked right there, at this exact moment, ten days ago?”

Clark looked back at Lance with no discernible emotion in his features, the expression of someone watching a dull movie in a dark theater. He glanced at the others briefly with his gray-green eyes, one by one, then spoke.

“Let’s move.”

He took the short-barreled carbine into his hands from where it hung on its sling across his chest, and started moving through the forest toward the echoing, hollow cadence of Elijah’s baying hounds.

Clark knew just from the dogs’ hunting song that they had not yet actually gotten eyes on or treed a bear or mountain lion, but were still just working a scent. The sounds made by a pack of bear and lion hounds were very different once they actually had one cornered. It was febrile, frantic wailing for their houndsman to come and collect their quarry, to shoot it from the tree and give them the satisfaction of sinking teeth into it.

It took fifteen minutes for the team to creep down the steep, forested slope to the bottom of the valley, cross the trickling creek at the bottom, then stalk up into their staging positions on the slope below the road. Double-clicks in his radio’s earpiece told Clark everyone was in position and ready. He was close enough to hear Elijah and his goons laughing. He looked to his fellow game warden, Victor, who stared back at him with wide eyes, rifle shouldered at the low-ready.

Clark nodded at the younger man, and when the gesture was returned, he pressed his radio’s PTT button. He hissed the command with his sharp, gravelly voice, sending the message to the other five men on the mountain with him, as well as the command and standby element of Forest Service Rangers and state troopers staged a few miles away.

“Making arrest.”

Clark weaved through the last few trees then stepped onto the road about twenty meters uphill from where the three men loitered around Elijah’s truck. They stood in a row, staring down the road to their left, away from Clark, toward the area where the two sheriff’s deputies were crashing noisily through the rocks and trees toward them. Right as he saw the three men’s muscles start to react—fists clenching, hips and shoulders beginning to turn—he barked out his words in a sharp volume, just below a scream.

“Montana FWP enforcement, hands in the air. Put your hands in the fucking air.”

All three flinched and whipped their heads in his direction. He moved toward the driver’s-side headlight of the truck at jogging speed. Clark’s eye never left his rifle’s holographic sight as he moved, keeping its illuminated circle-dot reticle steady and centered on Elijah’s chest. Muscle memory took over now.

Hips and hands, Clark knew, they always give themselves away with their hips and their goddamned hands.

They remained in a line along the driver’s side of the truck, stunned as they watched Clark move toward them like a storm. Elijah’s 30-30 lever-action rifle was on the hood of his truck, a few feet from his right elbow. The next in line, the guy in the middle, had a .44 Magnum revolver holstered on his belt next to a ridiculously large bowie knife. The third man, the farthest from Clark, stood next to the bed of the truck, holding an old bolt-action rifle in one loose hand. They flinched again and looked toward the sheriff’s deputies as they came into view and began moving toward the back corner of the truck bed.

The deputies were now screaming their own commands, demanding weapons be dropped and hands be raised. USFS Ranger Lance and the state trooper Mark were now charging up the middle of the steep road to the deputies’ right with weapons raised. Containment achieved, Clark noted with relief.

It was a supremely rare thing for someone to try escaping a surprise arrest by sprinting into a formation of armed, screaming cops. With his team in position, the only real option of escape remaining was scrambling over the truck, then up the steep, craggy mountainside that rose on the other side of the road. Lance’s and Mark’s loud voices, and then Victor’s off Clark’s right shoulder, joined those of the two sheriff’s deputies to echo around the valley.

The frantic chorus of law enforcement demands began to compete with the sounds coming down the mountainside where Elijah’s bay hounds frothed, yowled, and raged along the scent trail of some bear or cougar.

The man farthest from Clark tossed the rifle forward as though it had grown red-hot and shot his hands into the air. His gaunt, needle-scarred arms shook like river willows. He started crying immediately, shouting at the other two to surrender. The guy in the middle also shook like a twig, but he was locked in place, knees quivering as he stared feverishly at Elijah like one of his half-starved hunting dogs.

Elijah ripped his belligerent gaze between the state trooper and USFS agent coming up the road behind the truck, the sheriff’s deputies in front of him to his left, and the two game wardens at his three o’clock. He began bouncing on the balls of his feet, lips pulling back into a snarl to expose a slipshod array of yellow, rotten teeth.

He was working himself up, Clark could see, so he seized the man’s complete attention in a way that always seemed to work. He snarled his full name.

“Elijah Austin Miles, you are under arrest for the unlawful killing of big game. Put your hands in the fucking air.”

All six officers had formed a wide crescent around the trio of men, taking care to close all options of escape and to stay outside one another’s shooting lanes. The man who’d tossed away the rifle was on his knees now, pleading for the one with the revolver to do the same. That man remained locked in place, trembling, staring at Elijah with a pure, pants-shitting terror in his eyes. The other five officers were looking between Clark and the three poachers, awaiting his order or move.

The screaming of the five officers and the poacher on his knees blended into a frenzied roar that Clark turned down, intentionally washing the noise away with an exhale.

Clark and Elijah both knew their own, personal business was all that remained relevant here. They both knew this was a proper standoff now, eyes locked like their pupils were connected by a steel fishing line. Neither paid any attention to the tempest of screams, howls, or weeping from the men and dogs raging in the valley around them. Clark’s eyes were dark slits under the brim of his old black Stetson hat. Elijah’s eyes were widening. Bright red vessels latticed his jaundiced eyeballs like parasitic worms snaking from his brain to feed on his pupils.

The shaking throughout Elijah’s body was showcased by the glistening strand of saliva that jittered as it ran from his meth-wrecked teeth, over his chapped bottom lip, to a darkened slick on the T-shirt under his flannel. The large vein beneath the faded mess of a tattoo on his neck pulsed visibly.

A reflection quickly passed through Elijah’s mind that he was just like one of the dozens of bears or mountain lions he’d killed: stuck up a tree with starving, furious dogs seething around its trunk.

That thought slipped away as he realized he recognized this game warden. The calm one who’d just shouted his name.

He’d never been able to actually see the face of the dark man from the dreams that had been plaguing him these last months, but this felt like him. All the dreams were a bit different, but in all of them he was paralyzed, unable to move, talk, beg, or scream while he knew this dark man was coming. In some of these dreams he’d been stuck in his childhood bedroom, looking out the dirty window to see the dark man pass between trees. In others he’d been frozen in his bunk in his old cell at the Montana state penitentiary in Deer Lodge, the echo of this man’s boots growing as he strolled down the row toward him, always whistling that same tune Elijah recognized but could not place.

This was him.

Elijah had never been more certain of anything. The urge to rip out one of this man’s canine teeth coursed through his body with more urgency than any craving for opiates or meth he’d ever felt. It was the only thing in the world that mattered anymore. It was the only thing that had ever mattered. A grotesque smile spread across his face as he let his white-knuckled fists open slowly.

No muscles in Clark’s body or face moved. This was yet another moment in Clark’s life where it seemed as though everything and every person in the world around him had been bogged down into slow motion by some invisible force.

Everything, and every person, except for him.

He knew exactly what Elijah was about to do with his head, hands, shoulders, and hips as he turned to reach for the rifle on the hood of his truck. He’d known for some time now.

Flannel and fuckin’ neck tats.

Clark also knew he had to let Elijah get far enough into the effort so the other officers, in their keyed-up states of adrenaline, would also be able to clearly perceive what Elijah was attempting to do. He’d learned long ago that all the after-action investigation and fuss was considerably easier if he waited just long enough for a few other witnesses to see, in real time, that which he somehow managed to see ahead of time.

So Clark waited, very patiently, for that precise moment.

And when Elijah made the long-anticipated move for his gun—just as his hips rotated and his hands extended upward, away from his body and toward the rifle—Clark shot him in the face.

The 62-grain 5.56 hollow-point bullet struck Elijah Miles in the tear duct.

The bullet blossomed like a rose as it passed through Elijah’s brain—a considerable portion of which followed it through the baseball-sized hole it punched out the back of his skull—then cracked into the windshield of that man’s beloved truck, splintering the glass into a white spiderweb.

The crack of the rifle shot stunned everyone else into silence as it echoed in a static roar across the mountain valley.

Elijah’s body toppled over, lifeless as though all his tendons had just ceased to be. His face slammed into the hood of his truck above the wheel well. It connected with enough force to splash a pint of blood onto the hood and redirect the course of his fall, which crumpled back-first onto the rocky road and kicked up a halo of dust around his body.

Clark had busted hundreds of poachers and other violent criminals throughout his career. He’d killed three other men before today, and maimed or hurt many times that number. None of those men, or his efforts to stop them, had mattered at all. They were all nameless now. Meaningless. Because he’d never felt this. He’d never felt as fulfilled as he did the moment that bullet tore through the brain of Elijah Austin Miles.

The sensation became physical as a heavy weight lifted from Clark’s hips and shoulders. A pulsing ring of furious dark red around his vision and a piercing tinnitus screaming in his ears all vanished in an instant. He hadn’t even noticed any of it until the moment it washed away. He’d never felt anything like it before. Nothing even close. But he did not reflect on its uniqueness, or his having just experienced a psychosomatic shock wave caused by another’s death. He just shivered, blinked hard, and chalked it up to adrenaline.

Before anyone had taken their eyes from Elijah’s body—before it had even come fully to rest—Clark’s rifle was aimed at the man who remained standing with the holstered pistol, shaking and stunned as he stared down at his dead friend. Eyes like a loyal dog’s that whined and paced around the old man who’d just collapsed on their morning walk, anxious for him to stir and rise while knowing he never would, capable of feeling death, yet unable to grasp its permanence.

Again, Clark saw clearly how this guy was about to draw down on him. He saw how his shoulders would tense and hips would turn as he dropped his trembling hand to his revolver. He saw how his eyes would narrow in agitation as he yanked on the pistol’s battered grip, then open wide in dread as he realized the gun was still button-strapped into the holster on his belt. He saw how that dread would curdle into a tragic humiliation that can only be found in the face of a man—one who’s spent a lifetime idolizing fabled cowboys of the old West—realizing his final act in life was giving himself a wedgie instead of drawing his gun.

Clark’s gift of violence-induced foresight was not necessary now, however. Plain old experience rendered everything about a guy and situation like this down into a cashable certainty. The outcome was already set.

This was a twitchy, pinned-out Narcan mascot who’d just been caught dead to rights in the commission of a felony now refusing to move his hand away from his gun: a situational recipe justifying lethal use of force in virtually any jurisdiction in America. On top of that, Clark sensed the other five officers’ adrenaline was about to start blistering their skin. He knew this dude was a sudden fart away from getting himself a toe tag and a body bag.

Clark also knew, however, that this guy wasn’t an inherently evil man. He hadn’t forfeited his right to life long before today—as the dead monster at his feet most certainly fucking had. This was the walking, talking sociological afterbirth of bad luck, worse decisions, and not enough hugs. The type who’d gone all in on every busted flush he’d ever seen, yet still blamed every slight in life on the dealer for a bad hand. The type whose judgment calculus defaulted toward throwing most things into the old fuck-it bucket. This was a stupid man who’d only ever had stupid, shitty friends.

And Clark Rickert had a soft spot for such men. These were his people. Those of his tribe.

So when the dumbass finally went for his gun, Clark didn’t shoot him. Instead, he flipped the safety on his weapon and exploded forward in such a sudden eruption of speed it made his deputy flinch.

By the time the terrified simpleton even registered the shadowy mass blitzing toward him, it was too late. Clark had already closed the distance and speared the heavy, steel flash hider on the muzzle of his rifle into the man’s chest.

The strike connected like a snakebite with brutal, rough-hewn precision, fracturing the man’s sternum. Both local deputies and the younger game warden winced as a sickening, wet crack punched into the still mountain air.

The man’s body bent around the rifle as air and spit blasted from his mouth. Before his lungs had emptied, Clark had already dropped his rifle to hang on its sling, clamped one viselike grip onto the guy’s shoulder, and another onto the wrist of his gun hand. As he collapsed forward, Clark spun around him like a wraith. In what looked like a single, fluid movement, Clark arrested the guy’s collapse, set him down almost gently, then pinned him with a knee to his upper arm and an oaken forearm to the back of his head.

The others cast quick glances at one another, then moved toward the last poacher. He was still on his knees, but silent now, all his screeching panic replaced by a look of dumb wonder. He didn’t resist the officers as they cuffed him. He barely registered it. He just stared at the man who’d just hit his buddy like a truck. The man who then rolled his buddy onto his side and began patting his back as his friend gagged and hacked bile into the dirt. The man he’d just seen move faster than he thought men could.

Two and a half hours later, the assistant chief of Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks Law Enforcement Division, Leonard Price, arrived at the scene.

Elijah’s body and the two living poachers had been taken to the little town of Choteau an hour earlier, once the state and county detectives finished their primary investigation. Those detectives plus around twenty other personnel from USFS, Montana State Police, Teton County Sheriff’s Office, and FWP were still at the scene wrapping up their respective after-action duties.

Price looked around until he spotted Clark, alone, leaning on the hood of one of the trucks now choking the steep forest road. The county and state detectives approached him, both mentioning their confidence in the lawfulness of his warden’s use of lethal force, as well as how downright impressed they were by it. Price shook hands and thanked both, then made his way up to Clark. Neither man spoke as Price leaned his elbows on the hood next to Clark’s and took in the same view of the ridge across the valley.

Not much needed to be said.

They’d worked together at FWP since Clark graduated from the police academy seventeen years earlier and started his career as a game warden. While twelve years Clark’s senior, Price had treated him as an equal since the start. Today, each man privately figured he was the other’s best friend. Of the 108 commissioned FWP law enforcement officers throughout the state of Montana, there were only two who had been on the job longer than Clark: the division chief, behind a desk in Helena, and Leonard Price himself, the chief’s second in command. After a full minute of silence, Price shifted his weight onto one elbow to face Clark.

“Gettin’ soft, eh?”

Clark didn’t look his old friend in the eye, but turned his head a few degrees toward Price and lifted his eyebrows. Price spoke through a grin.

“The county and statie detectives said that after you smoked the ringleader, another one a’ them sons a’ bitches made a move for his gun. But, instead a’ just shootin’ him, too, they said you went ’n beat the brakes off that poor little tweaker so bad he’ll wake up on Christmas achin’ from it.”

Clark couldn’t help but snort in amusement at Price’s prose. Both men spoke in the old Western Montana patois.

It wasn’t a distinct accent like those found in the South, Midwest, or Northeast. It was just Western, still heard throughout rural stretches of Montana, Wyoming, and the Dakotas, a laconic rhythm with flat, clipped vowels, hard Rs, and an occasional, almost bashful twang. It’s a deliberate parlance, one annealed in terse exchanges about hunting, ranching, weather, and Indians. It’s a speech pattern that was left rough and unfinished by a need for it to be easily shouted outdoors in country where wasting time can be deadly. Extra consonants or words easily replaced by a single letter were discarded. Words like or and than were replaced by slapping an R or N onto the front of any word requiring the services of a conjunction. Gs were amputated from the -ing at the end of a word, leaving an unsanded N for a stump.

Clark took off his Stetson hat, ran his arm across his eyes and forehead, then put the hat back on. He glanced at Price with an unamused, bored expression, then back at the ridgeline across the valley. It was illuminated in the deep yellow light of an afternoon starting to turn toward evening.

“Been here all goddamn day, Price. You better be tellin’ me we’re rigged to flip and that you’re my ride. Finished all my AAR stuff two hours ago. So, can we jet?”

Price nodded.

“Yeah… yeah, I ’spose we’re all squared away here. Same as before, though, gonna have to put you on administrative leave for a bit, shootin’ protocol ’n all. C’mon, I’ll bring you back to your rig.”

Clark put on his pack, slipped his rifle sling over his shoulder, and the two men walked down the forest road through the mess of trucks.

Clark whistled the tune softly as they went, the only one he ever whistled. The only one he knew how to whistle, Price suspected, if such a thing were possible. It was the sad, lonely theme song to his favorite Western, High Plains Drifter. Over the years, Price had challenged Clark on many occasions to whistle something else, literally any other song, just to prove he possessed the ability. Clark had responded to each with a mumbled suggestion that Price kiss his ass or some other such thing, but never had.

Elijah’s pack of hounds had been rounded up throughout the day and put into a kennel in the back of an FWP truck. They’d been barking and yowling nonstop, increasing in anger and volume whenever one of the officials on the scene got within a few meters of the truck bed. Clark walked by the kennel, close enough to touch the dogs’ noses, and glanced into the eyes of the closest one.

All six dogs’ tails dropped as their ears went back. They backpedaled—a few letting out quick whines as unkempt toenails clicked on the bed of the truck—until they were huddled together along the far side of the kennel, shivering visibly in their lean, muscular shoulders.

For the first time that day, all six dogs went completely silent.







CHAPTER 1


DEPRESSION.

It’s the fourth stage of grief, at least according to the 1969 Kübler-Ross model. The stage of lonely, hopeless, sad, and despairing reflection as an individual comes to realize the magnitude of their loss.

It was visible in the eyes and posture of almost everyone in the room, and audible from the few who’d begun to softly cry or mutter prayers. They weren’t dealing with the death of a loved one, but they’d all just witnessed the death of something equally precious: their grasp on the natural order of the world.

Their conceptions of what fell within the realm of reality, and what was supposed to be relegated to the leagues of fiction, fable, and fantastical impossibility. This understanding had been there for them all since they were children, hearts pounding in their little ears as they fought the dread of what might dwell under their beds, or charge from a dark basement as soon as they turned their backs on it. These were inveterate, foundational notions of understanding everyone developed, honed, and relied upon throughout an entire lifetime. The nameless program within everyone’s mind that ran the profoundly important yet simple calculation: what’s real, what’s not, what’s possible, what’s impossible.

This conception, understanding, program, whatever it was, was something almost everyone filling the Situation Room in the West Wing of the White House had taken for granted, and now they knew it. None of them had realized how important and precious it was until they’d just watched it die.

They’d watched it murdered, kicking and writhing as its face was held into the mud. And they grieved its death like they’d grieve an older sibling.

They’d torn through the first three stages of grief pretty quickly.

Denial, the first stage, really only lasted a minute or so. The distant, confirming expressions on the faces of several in the room—the president, the secretary of defense, the director of national intelligence, the director and deputy director for operations of the CIA, and officers from the CIA’s Special Activities Center—told them all that denial was futile.

Anger came next, demands to know why the hell they hadn’t been briefed on this situation until now, or how the hell those few who’d known didn’t understand it better.

Then came the negotiation phase. This is when things started getting a bit hysterical. The president’s advisers, members of his cabinet, Joint Chiefs of Staff, a few senior legislators, they all began shouting over one another. Suggestions flew with unfounded confidence, growing in both volume and absurdity.

We need the British Royal Household, the Israelis, and the Vatican on the phone immediately. We should nuke the threat. No, we should reason with it, cut a deal. No, let’s find it and sink it to the bottom of the ocean in a titanium cage or send it into space.

Malcolm Thorn, the man who’d just shattered all these people’s minds, stared at the president sitting at the far end of the massive mahogany table. Thorn had spent the last twenty-one years playing this moment over in his mind: who’d be here, what they’d say, and how they’d react when it all really began.

Between the retirement of the man who’d been on duty during the last event in 1909 and Thorn’s first day on the job ninety-four years later, six other men had held Thorn’s title and position. Five of those had gone through their entire careers fully aware of how unlikely it would be for them to be activated to carry out the duties of their position, almost certain they’d never be in this situation. They’d each held their post with faithful dedication all the same, marshaling information and resources to improve the effectiveness of their successor, and all who’d follow. The sixth of those men, however, Thorn’s predecessor, thought he might be on the clock when it all went down. Toward the end of his career, however, Thorn’s predecessor had confidence that his successor would certainly be on station when it happened. As such, he’d recruited, trained, and advised his replacement with that in mind, and had done well.

Standing here, now, staring at the president, Thorn thought about those men. He wondered how they’d critique his execution of the job thus far. He barely heard one of the president’s senior advisers shouting about the Navy’s direct energy weapons and surface warfare lasers, or the vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs’ insistence that martial law be declared and the DHS and FCC shut down the internet immediately. Thorn tuned it all out and just watched the president. He saw the large man’s jaw and fists clench and assumed, correctly, this meant that his deep well of patience and control had finally run dry.

The president launched up from his chair and slammed a heavy briefing binder onto the table. A shock wave of pens, papers, tablets, mugs, glasses, coffee, and water jumped, clattered, and spilled away from the binder’s impact. He paid zero attention to the yelps and gasps as everyone flinched away from the crash. He just slowly planted his massive fists into the mess he’d made, leaned forward, and cast his gaze down the long table. He did not look at the CIA director, but locked eyes with the head of the CIA’s Directorate of Operations, DDO David Benson. He asked his question in the salty, calm, and threatening timbre he was so famous for.

“Benson, ETA on standing up a task force and workup for your direct-action operation?”

Benson responded immediately.

“Five days.”

The president flicked his eyes onto the man sitting next to Benson, chief of the Special Operations Group, Harry Jacobson. The SOG element of the CIA’s Special Activities Center was the most terrifyingly effective direct-action paramilitary force within the Directorate of Operations, or, arguably, within all of humanity’s history. Jacobson had started running the SOG three presidents earlier.

“Your assets ready for that kind of turnaround, Harry? You good with this?”

Jacobson held the president’s gaze as he took a deep, long breath. He knew well that the president, his old friend, was asking him for far more than a simple yes or no in this moment.

“Yes. Most of my Ground Branch operators, aviation personnel, and tech and surveillance teams are stateside. All REDCON-1 and combat ready. When it comes to workup, we don’t have much time, or much need. We’ve only got one target location flagged with any confidence. All we know about enemy force profile is that it’s increasing by the second, so no matter what, we’re going into this with an incomplete target package, and with speed of action as our top priority. Assignment of additional JSOC elements to the task force will only take a day, and with how patchy and thin our intel is, unless we stumble upon a gold mine of information, I can’t see how targeting and mission prep could take more than five days.”

Jacobson leaned forward, glancing at his deputy chief, Charlotte Bishop, as he rested his elbows on the table. Each saw the thoughts of the other in that glance. Charlotte had been his deputy at the SAC for over six years. They’d both grown fluent in the kind of silent, professional, shorthand language only born from long hours, profound stress, and extreme consequences. Harry looked back up at the president with narrow eyes as he answered the silent question he knew had actually been asked.

“This isn’t going to be like anything we’ve ever done, for more than the obvious reasons. There’s no playbook here, and no time. We know little about this enemy, but enough to clarify a few mission parameters I need to make clear, right now. The first has to do with risk tolerance. To do our job—to interrupt and get inside this particular enemy’s decision loop—we’ll need to move, pivot, act, and react faster than we’ve ever had to. Targeting, op planning, intel collection, we have to do it all ad hoc, make calls on a dime and on the fly, while already engaged. As such, straight out the gate we need to accept a baseline of elevated risk of fuckups that we have never considered acceptable. The second parameter has to do with loss tolerance. The monumental severity of this threat, by itself, imposes a new rule of gameplay. A new minimum standard of uncompromising dedication to mission success, one that will frighten us all. A condition that we accept certain… utilitarian tenets. I’m not talking about running probability models or acknowledging potential for collateral damage, incidental loss, or spilling American blood in American streets. I’m talking about making a commitment, right now, that no matter what kind of bump we feel under the tires, we cannot, we must not, hit the brakes and look in the rearview mirror until this is done.”

The president held his old friend’s gaze. He saw the warning it carried. A few, those who grasped what Jacobson had just said, stared blankly at the table. All the others looked between the president and Jacobson, fear and concern growing in their eyes. After several long moments, the president looked across the table to Vice Admiral Francis Rourke, commander of Joint Special Operations Command.

“Admiral?”

The head of JSOC nodded at the president then gestured toward Jacobson.

“I’ve already re-tasked elements from CAG, DEVGRU, 24th STS, the 160th, and army ISI to high-ready standby for assignment, and set all special operations assets in JSOC’s stable to critical readiness posture. So far as I’m concerned, until this operation’s over, the entirety of JSOC will effectively serve as their QRF, or on standby for direct action, as needed. Day or night, Benson and Jacobson get whoever and whatever they need.”

The president looked back at DDO Benson.

“What’s cover and concealment strategy, Dave? What’s OpSec look like for this?”

Benson, again, responded immediately.

“Special Activities Center’s in full swing. Political Action Group’s propo, media, and covert influence teams will have a full report for operational security, cover and concealment plans, and contingencies done by this evening. I’ll sit down with AG Cooper here when we’re done to make sure we’ve got full cover at the DOJ. Also, as usual, the PAG and the SAC at large are ready to activate the full suite of joint-op capabilities with our counterparts at the NSA, DHS, FCC, and the rest. I also have a list of names of those at the state and private level who I’d suggest we read into this operation, as well as a list of our own officers and assets embedded in those and other private institutions. Obviously, keeping this operation under wraps from the public and media will depend on flash and volume of kinetic engagements: what happens, where, and who’s around when it does. As Harry said, we’ll be doing it all live. From what little we know, the target seems keen on staying isolated in rural places, which should make things easy once we brief the governor, but only so long as it stays rural. If we end up going loud and banging it out in downtown Bozeman, we’ll have to adapt.”

Benson moved forward in his chair and linked his fingers on top of the table.

“To be frank, Mr. President, the spectrum of consequences of this operation becoming public grow quite insignificant when compared to the… cataclysmic nature of the threat we’re facing. OpSec and containment will certainly remain a critical priority, but we’re going to be on the ground, rather noisily turning over stones. Harry’s spot-on in this being something completely new on the ground side, so we’re going to have to move and shoot with respect to OpSec, as well. The nature of this operation necessitates OpSec and concealment taking a second chair, given how little time we’ll have to be preemptive with such efforts. As Harry said, we simply don’t have the luxury of hesitation or taking our eyes off the road on this one, so I just want to be clear that we’ll be sweeping our tracks as we go here. All that being said, for now, every OpSec duck I’ve got is already in a row on this.”

The president nodded, then looked down the row of Joint Chiefs on the right side of the table.

“I want all assets in the western eleven states, the Dakotas, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas standing at FPCON Delta within the hour. I want Alaska, Hawaii, and all other CONUS assets, personnel, and facilities in critical readiness posture. This will obviously leak, so, Benson, get the PAG on it. Blame it on a terrorist threat, whatever you think’s best. Get with Hammond and get him set up to hold a presser on whatever story you cook up.”

Benson, FBI Director Chris Hammond, and all the Joint Chiefs nodded gravely in response, the weight and historic significance of what had just been ordered clear on their faces.

After a long moment the president hung his large, shaved head and stared down at his fists, planted into the tabletop, knuckles still sporting scars from boxing at the Naval Academy, and other much nastier fights that had followed. Of those few sitting close enough to actually hear some of what the president whispered to himself, only one had sufficient acuity and familiarity with the Bible to place it somewhere toward the top of Chapter 3, Second Thessalonians.

This is right around when the depression stage of most of their grief kicked in.

The attorney general had swiveled his chair away from the table to stare blankly at the ground, elbows on his knees. The director of national intelligence pointed at some spot above the table with a pen in his hand, lips pursed, eyes narrowed as though preparing to speak, but he hadn’t moved in two minutes.

The secretary of state cupped a palm over her mouth and wept softly. Several others did the same. No one would hold it against them. Not now.

Many would never reach the fifth and final stage. Acceptance.

For most in the room, acceptance—coming to terms with the loss of what was now their dead, bloated, and rotting conception of what was real and what was fantasy—would never be achieved. At least not in a way that involved moving past the fourth stage. Under these circumstances, the best most of those present in this infamous, hallowed room could hope for was a state of depressing, hopeless acceptance.

Some of those present, however—those who’d never put much faith in what the world told them was real or impossible, or those who just didn’t really give a shit—would move on, accepting these new conditions in stride. The president had a bit of both these qualities, as well as an immovable resolve that intimidated allies and adversaries alike across the world. He looked up at Thorn and found the short, pudgy older man staring back at him with no discernible emotion.

He’d only met this strange little man once before. In this very room, in fact, a few days after his inauguration. About a year and a half earlier in a prescheduled briefing only including himself, the secretary of defense, the director of national intelligence, his national security adviser, and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. Thorn had introduced himself, told them his classified title and position within the government, and then briefed them on this situation and what it was he did.

They’d all thought it was a joke. Thorn had anticipated this.

He’d pointed to a remote on the table and then toward the array of large digital monitors on the wall behind him. Looking at Thorn now, the president recalled the apologetic, almost parental sympathy in his face as he’d done so. He’d told the president that there were several people standing by on a secure video connection to corroborate the validity of what he’d just told them. The president turned on the monitors, and to all their surprise—and bone-chilling dread—those people were two former American presidents, the prime minister of Israel, the president of France, the king of England, and the pope. He’d also given the president an envelope for his eyes only, which described a secret location within the White House where he later found several letters from former presidents, addressed to their successors, on this particular issue. He’d read them all several times, but had read those from Jefferson, Lincoln, and Teddy Roosevelt dozens of times over the last eighteen months in his rare moments of privacy.

He’d come close to calling Thorn on several occasions to order him to return and provide more information, but never had. It had been a profoundly busy time, one that’d flown by, so he’d just prayed to never look into Thorn’s calm, calculating eyes ever again.

The president, and those four other men who’d been at the initial briefing, were also the only people who’d been read in on the details of Thorn’s other duty, the duty that came after confirming the event was beginning, informing them immediately, and briefing them on what it all meant. Thorn had just met with those same five men in the Oval Office an hour before this briefing began, and assured them he was well underway in carrying out this other duty, even going so far as to claim that he was very close to completing it.

The president, to his own surprise and without any real basis, felt confidence and faith that Thorn would succeed.

Perhaps it wasn’t confidence, but just hope. The president, unlike most other living humans, actually knew how important it was for Thorn to succeed in this other duty, and how desperately all those others depended on it now.






CHAPTER 2


“EXCUSE ME, CAPTAIN Rickert…”

Clark looked up from his computer to find his administrative assistant and secretary, Lucy Westerna, in the doorway to his office, rapping her knuckles lightly on his doorframe. Clark raised his eyebrows and nodded at her, putting on his best version of a smile. He could always tell she was a bit nervous around him, even now. While it certainly did not seem to work with everyone, his forced smile was the only way he knew how to try to palliate the anxiety he so often perceived in those who had no choice but to interact with him.

“Assistant Chief Price is here. I know you were expecting him. He’s still on the phone in the lobby; I just wanted to give you a heads-up.”

Clark nodded.

“Thank you, Miss Lucy. Send him on back when he’s ready.”

Lucy turned from the office doorway and walked back toward her desk. Clark saved a draft of the email he’d been working on and leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes, giving himself a moment to relish the day’s first respite from the torture of drafting reports and lengthy emails. In a moment of slight panic, he leaned back down and saved the email again, twice in a row.

A year back, the whole division got brand-new computers and for some sadistic reason was forced to embrace a new email system. Lucy had shown him how Outlook autosaves drafts of emails every few seconds, but Clark did not trust the feature. Not one damn bit. Computers were one of the very few things in this world capable of cracking his composure and sending him into a public display of anger. It was an unreasonable hatred, bordering on something pathological.

Software programs and operating systems were screeds of chaos to Clark, always one click or swipe away from mutiny and sabotage. Something in his brain prevented him from developing any kind of working fluency with them. He felt they were expressions of complexity for complexity’s sake, fun house mirror rooms, double-dealing boxes of shit and treachery.

God preserve Miss Lucy, Clark often thought. If it weren’t for her amused patience and hand-holding, he might’ve walked off the job a few times due to his computer-related rage. On several occasions, infuriated by his own technological illiteracy, he’d begun indulging rage-baked fantasies about driving to Helena and smashing the computer onto the floor of the governor’s office. Fuck the twenty-year pension, he’d snarl as he spiked his badge onto the floor. One more minute is unbearable, let alone another year.

The fast-approaching twenty-year pension had been building itself up into a separate source of anxiety and frustration for Clark, one that had been spitefully amplified by the dizzying complexity of new software programs he’d been forced to use. In reality, Clark’s rage at new technology was almost entirely a manifestation of his anxiety associated with retirement.

The twenty-year pension.

A sociocultural Americana tradition of one’s solemn, graceful drift from a life of government service into a life of reading, fly-fishing, and training a hunting dog. As a physically and mentally youthful forty-three-year-old, it felt downright punitive to Clark. He loved reading, fly-fishing, and bird hunting. On a Saturday, maybe, to clear the mind before another week of hard work. Not on some goddamned Tuesday. The prospect of retirement had felt less optional the closer it crept, shedding all the luster of a reward. At this point, it felt like something externally imposed, an expectation that he move out of the damn way and out to pasture.

The Montana state legislature hadn’t been helping, either, with their initiation of an audit on the entire Law Enforcement Division of FWP several months earlier. As game warden captain of Region 4—an area spanning twenty million acres across twelve counties, with only thirteen wardens under him—he’d felt abused by the tedium of the audit, emailing random stats and figures, answering questionnaires, and other bullshit that kept him indoors instead of outdoors.

He’d always been treated with complete deference and respect by his current and former bosses, and all the chiefs of the state Law Enforcement Division he’d worked under. The current governor, like the three before him, loved Clark, albeit in the way a Saudi prince or Russian oligarch loves a pet tiger. Even so, the timing of the audit felt like punishment. Clark sensed that when one finally hit the twenty-year pension mark, no matter who they were or how relatively young they may be, something deep within the steam, boilers, and cogs of state government just wanted them gone.

This office, which he hated so deeply, was something of a tabernacle for Clark. Something about it pushed his emotional baggage to the surface. Perhaps it was just what he considered the stunningly depressing aesthetic of all government offices, or his general disdain for being indoors at all.

A sinister energy roiled around this room, one he felt staring back at him every time he looked up from his computer. Like the ambient static hum that dances menacingly around an alpine ridge above the tree line just before a summer lightning storm. Clark suffered here in this room. But he felt there was a contemplative purpose to that suffering, a meaning that underlay the room’s tyrannical effect on his emotions, so much so that he’d actually added things that increased his discomfort.

He opened his eyes to stare up at the wall across from his desk, where two things, both deeply sacred to him in their own way, were hung, one above the other. Clark did not have artwork or anything decorative in his home. He did not have cherished photo albums, keepsakes, or any real treasures beyond the collection of arrowheads and spear points he’d found over the years that sat on the windowsill in his bathroom. The only things he owned that could reasonably be described as art—important belongings one felt compelled to display in positions of visual prominence—were those two things on the wall of this office, this room he put such strenuous effort into avoiding at all costs.

The first of these items was the skull of a mule deer buck, mounted on a walnut plaque he’d cut, sanded, and stained himself. He’d killed that deer in 2004, just a few months before starting this job. He’d tracked and stalked it for three days before shooting it. Legally, of course. This buck netted a Boone & Crockett score of just over 198 points, landing the animal and his own name in the Montana record book as one of the largest mule deer ever harvested in state history. However, it symbolized something far more sanctified and profound than a state hunting record. He’d never tried putting it into words, but it served as a totem for new beginnings, of starting again, a reminder of the new quarry he now hunted.

Poachers.

Between 1998 and 2004, a restless and eventually rather famous poacher operated throughout Montana. He’d shot two mule deer bucks even larger than the one on Clark’s wall, three of equal size, and had illegally guided clients who’d killed quite a few that came close. Those deer, however, were not in the state record books. And this poacher had taken great care to ensure they never would be, as he’d done with the trophy elk, bighorn sheep, mountain goats, moose, and grizzlies he’d killed, which would’ve also netted top-ten spots within state and even world record books.

Many of these trophies were found throughout what turned into a national investigation and effort to identify and arrest the poacher, and the poacher’s string of hunting records had been begrudgingly confirmed by hunting associations. Pictures of several of these trophies were still easily found online. Shoulder mounts of colossal deer, elk, moose, and bighorn sheep held aloft by grinning state and federal law enforcement officers outside mansions in Florida, Texas, and Michigan; mansions owned by those the poacher sold them to for outrageous sums. These photos had been attached to articles about the Ghost Hunter of the Bitterroots, as the Idaho Statesman had described him, or Montana’s Phantom King Slayer, a name given to him by the Houston Chronicle.

Like every Montana game warden who’d been on the job between 1998 and 2004—and many others from a score of other law enforcement agencies who’d pursued him—Clark still thought about that poacher. Unlike those people, however, Clark had missed the poacher’s shadowy reign over the mountains, foothills, and prairies of Montana by only a few months. Even so, Clark had immediately dedicated himself to the case. He’d spent countless long nights those first years on the job scouring every investigative record he could find. He spent his own off time at the state archives and county sheriff’s offices around Montana looking for a shred of evidence that could help identify the poacher. And he never found one. Like so many others who’d worn the badge Clark now wore, as well as the badges of the dozens of other state and federal law enforcement agencies who’d joined the hunt, Clark eventually gave up.

Given the abrupt end to his crime streak, some thought the old poacher must’ve died alone somewhere out in the backcountry. Killed slowly by hypothermia or starvation after breaking a leg. Others say he died sobbing, shrieking at the horrid sound of his own bones crunching and skin tearing, pinned to the forest floor while flayed alive by a grizzly. Some figure he just knew illegal trophy hunting was a young man’s game, and that he’d taken it far enough.

The most prolific poacher of trophy game animals in the Rocky Mountain West.

They never learned his name, of course, so that’s how one journalist at the Billings Gazette had described the poacher in November of 2004, an autumn that represented both the crescendo and final act of that poacher’s career.

A Montana game warden by the name of Frank Farrington was the only man who’d ever come close to catching him.

Frank had been a good Baptist, but an even better woodsman, hunter, and detective. His wife and sons, if asked today, would recall the only time they’d ever heard Frank use profanity was during his brief retirement, sitting on his porch staring out into the sage and the hazy mountains beyond, grumbling quietly to himself about that slippery goddamned wraith bastard of a son of a bitch.

Frank Farrington had been considered the best game warden of his time. And he had been outstanding, but those who’d overlapped with both him and Clark knew, within a shockingly short time, that the younger man was simply on a different level, if not the best game warden to ever hold the job. Many had said as much to Clark, while even more had silently concluded it, but this praise did nothing for him. He just wanted to know how he would’ve stacked up against this famous, nameless poacher had they both been at the peaks of their diametrically opposed careers at the same time. Over the nineteen years of Clark’s career, this hypothetical quandary had actually played a big role in how Clark assessed his own vocational aptitude. He felt confident he’d have been able to catch the old rogue, but he’d never know.

What Clark did know was that legendary trophy poacher would’ve certainly deemed the buck on his office wall worthy of pursuit. But Clark had killed it, and legally. While the old phantom was still out there in the last few months of his criminal career, no less. So Clark saw it as a kind of motivating symbol, a totem of remembrance that, while he’d never have a chance to go toe-to-toe with the fabled poacher, in a way, he kind of already had. And he’d won.

These last few years, late at night, Clark would find himself hoping someone as skilled and prolific would start poaching again.

There just weren’t any professionals out there anymore.

It was getting so stale, chasing down impulsive morons. Idiot kids, drunk on Keystone Light and that bloodlust only a group of young men can gin up, blasting away at a herd of elk or pronghorn with an AR-15 from the back of a truck. In addition to the armed, impulsive assholes, there were other kinds of common poacher. Most poachers in America were just folks who lived out in the country who’d shoot an elk or a deer a few times a year to fill their freezer. Very few of these ever even got suspected of the felony, let alone caught. Another common group were those just too lazy or stupid to apply for hunting tags, but with the gumption to hunt anyway.

Then there were the rare ones. Those with actual skill, who’d spent years in the field studying migration patterns and seasonal habitats of trophy animals. A game animal reaches trophy size because of their cunning, and outwitting one requires true skill in the art of locating, tracking, and stalking. These poachers were usually in it for money. Trophy-scoring deer, elk, moose, and bighorn mounts are sold every day right in the open on Facebook, eBay, and Craigslist, with no one ever asking for proof of lawful harvest. Even more can be made through the $20-billion-a-year illegal wildlife market, which is mostly centered on African big game, but hundreds of millions a year are exchanged for North American animal parts. Claws, teeth, gallbladders, hearts, livers, pelts, and pretty much any other thing that can be carved from a dead bear or mountain lion can fetch a high sum on the Chinese or Korean black markets. However, in America at least, these types of professional poachers were going extinct just as fast as the white rhino.

Quietly, deep in Clark’s mind, this depressed him a bit. Of course, his entire career was dedicated to undermining all poachers, whether it was the impulsive dipshits, the rural landowners, the sly trophy hunters, or sadists like Elijah Austin Miles. Even so, he felt he was entitled to privately enshrine a truly gifted poacher. He reckoned doing so was at least less egregious than how fabled gunslingers from the old West are revered today, despite their bloody wakes of murder, rape, and orphans.

He thought, as he did almost every day, about Elijah Austin Miles. It felt like he’d been the pinnacle of Clark’s career, everything he’d been working toward. Nothing he’d done before, or since, had even come close. Thinking back on the moment he’d cornered that twisted shithead, the moment he’d felt him die, it had an almost religious profundity for Clark.

Clark let his eyes fall to the second and final item of meaningful decor in his life, mounted to the wall just below the record buck’s skull.

It was a framed photograph taken in the summer of 2003. He’d had a framing shop in Bozeman put it together. In the photo was a younger Clark and his wife, Mary, each smiling as though caught laughing at a joke no one else alive could possibly understand. Each stood on either side of Clark’s beloved chestnut American quarter horse, Quincey. By a mile, Quincey had been the best friend Clark Rickert ever had. In Quincey’s saddle was Clark and Mary’s only child, a two-year-old boy named Ben with a beaming smile.

A violent cocktail of guilt, shame, grief, and rage boiled into Clark whenever he looked at the photograph. He kept this picture in its prominent place all the same. He’d make himself look at it throughout the day, force himself to hold his gaze on each smiling face, letting the terrorizing emotion course through him until his jaw was clenched and white noise roared in his ears.

That photograph, under that buck’s skull, formed a sort of altar of atonement for Clark, a flesh-biting cilice, a bladed steel instrument of penance he forced upon himself.

Clark had never been a member of any self-flagellating Christian sect, but he’d read about such things, and had quietly reflected upon the similarity between those nutjobs’ use of whips and chains to flay their backs into bloody tatters, and his use of this photograph. The main difference between those crazy assholes and himself, he’d once mused, was that he didn’t think his version of self-abuse provided expiation of sin. It would not put an end to his suffering or give him peace.

Only death could do that. This Clark knew.

Clark saw evil everywhere in the world. He thought of it as some invisible, acrid, roiling electrical storm that was ageless and immortal, all around everyone all the time, filling any empty space it found.

To Clark, evil was like bad weather: an abjectly invincible foe. One can avoid it with some success, going about life trying to stay out of its way. One can keep a brave face while inside the shelters of wood and rock and steel man depends upon to survive bad weather’s passing wrath. But everyone has that moment—glancing at the ceiling or out a window toward blistering hail, screaming wind, and rock-splitting lightning—when the truth becomes crystal clear. Eventually, everyone knows the score. Eventually, everyone knows it’ll win in the end.

The only evil in the world one could truly vanquish in a stand-up fight, Clark believed, was one’s own. That little ball of black, jibbering, shrieking malice he knew was inside him. The evil he kept like a prisoner, chained to a radiator in a soundproofed crawl space deep in his soul. Everyone had one, Clark knew. It didn’t need to be fed, or given light and exercise. It also couldn’t be killed by will, God, blades, or fire. Many try to eradicate their little ball of evil with a bullet in their mouth, but that’s no different from just surrendering to it and setting it free. Suicide might mean fewer people get hurt by one’s evil in the short term, but it still allows it to escape, to writhe and giggle and dance and add its schemes and hate to that invincible mass outside.

It can only perish along with its host, and only so long as it’s still in the dungeon when that day finally comes. Clark knew this. He could feel it.

This photograph, for Clark, was a reminder. An elegy to evil. A sticky note on the fridge, imploring him to never forget what he had chained up in the basement. In Clark’s mind, should a day come when he lacked the strength to stare into this photograph and hold a meaningful gaze upon each smiling face within—when the pain and guilt and rage were just too much—it would all be over. If he lost that strength, it would be the same as dropping a ladder down into the rank, black pit where he’d kept his evil starved and shackled for so long.

Heart pounding in his ears, pressure building in his tear ducts, Clark had reached his limit and looked away from the photograph.

Leonard Price walked into his office seconds later, and Clark did not look at his old friend until several moments after he’d planted himself into one of the chairs facing his desk. Price gave him a tight-lipped smile before speaking.

“Welp… shall we?”

Clark responded with a long exhale through his nose before standing. He adjusted the holstered Glock 20 and the heavy magazines of 10mm rounds on his belt, then held an open hand toward the door with a tight-lipped smile of his own. He told Price he had to check in with Jay Hart, his second-in-command, and peeled away.

Clark was heading into the mountains alone the next morning on horseback to follow up on a few reports of some redneck shooting a moose from his ATV, so he wanted to make sure Jay had gotten his email detailing the plan. Clark, a sound woodsman and mountaineer, strictly adhered to the rule about making sure someone knew where he’d be and when to expect him back whenever heading into the backcountry. It didn’t matter that he always had a radio and satellite messenger—this was a rule one simply did not break. Clark didn’t have family, or any real friends he saw more than once a month, so Jay was who he relayed that information to. Jay was a former Marine infantryman with several tours in Afghanistan under his belt and a subtle but sharp intelligence, and a damn fine warden Clark was grateful to have on his team. He was a passionate Mormon, so Clark found the two often had very little to discuss beyond the job, but he was as reliable as men came. Jay had received the email, recited the key facts from it in ten seconds, told Clark to be careful, then looked back into his monitor as Clark turned back toward the lobby.

He slapped Price on the back as he reached Lucy’s desk. His old friend was leaned over, watching a video on Lucy’s phone of her son’s baseball game. Price smiled at her.

“Gah-lee, Luce, that boy’s growin’ like a weed.”

Clark touched his hat as he passed by Lucy’s desk.

“Headed to Helena, Miss Lucy. I’ll be in the field tomorrow and Friday, so enjoy your weekend.”

Lucy smiled at him as he turned and went out into the glaring summer afternoon. When the doors shut behind the two men, Lucy welcomed the familiar, physical sensation of relief and safety she knew was about to shudder through her. The one she always enjoyed whenever the distance increased between herself and Clark Rickert.






CHAPTER 3


CLARK AND PRICE were greeted by the hot Montana sun and the hum and chug of the great Missouri River across the street from the FWP’s Region 4 headquarters. Both men silently pulled themselves into Leonard Price’s truck, and neither spoke until several minutes into their ninety-minute drive to Helena.

There was a slight strain between the two, one that had never been there. Clark never had a dad or big brother, and Price never had a son or little brother, so they filled each other’s respective vacancies and argued with a venom most colleagues never would use. But Clark’s angst about the state audit and other agency changes had boiled over several times in the last months, enough to kick off some fiery arguments. Clark didn’t want to add to that, though the bizarre secrecy of this meeting had pissed him off. He did not look over at his old friend and boss as he blurted out new iterations of the same questions he’d asked several times over the last two days.

“What the hell is this meeting about? Why the damn secrecy? Is it about the legislature’s audit?”

Price chuckled as he responded.

“Still don’t know anythin’ about it, Rickert. All Chief said is he wants you there this afternoon to go over somethin’.”

Clark’s bad feeling about this meeting had evolved from a rash into boils over the last two days, and they ruptured at Price’s nonchalance. He responded with more consternation in his voice than he’d usually allow when talking to this man.

“For fuck’s sake, don’t pull your gee, gosh bullshit with me, old man. What the hell do you think it’s about, then? Christ almighty, you and division have me at my wits’ fuckin’ end.”

Never one to resist consternation threading into his own words, Price’s voice went up an octave as he responded in kind, flicking his eyes between Clark’s and the road.

“Christ’s golden fuckin’ throne, son. I’ve told you ten cocksuckin’ times I don’t know what it’s about. You think I’m lyin’? You know as good as me it ain’t disciplinary, so cinch your fuckin’ britches before you go blowin’ a gasket ’n shittin’ yourself. Lord above, boy, you’ve had extra mustard in your shit sandwich for months now. The hell’s goin’ on with you?”

Clark rolled his eyes and shook his head, unable to hide a grin at Price’s capacity for colorful, high-speed verbal abuse.

“Never mind. It’s just fuckin’ weird, is all.”

Price let out a quick bark of laughter.

“Yeah, well… weird world fulla weird fuckin’ things, Rickert. You’ve seen enough of it to not go lettin’ yourself get all shook up by a damn meeting. Cool down, slick. Seriously. Elizabeth’ll be there. She’s your guardian angel, but you know damn well if you walk in there wound tighter ’n a steer’s ass in fly season and get all lippy, she’ll rip your tiny little pecker off, so stow your shit. I’m tellin’ ya, son, if this meeting was about some ground-shakin’ stuff, you and I’d both fuckin’ know.”

Clark believed him. He knew he wasn’t getting fired, all too familiar with the painstaking bureaucratic procedures something like that would require, and he had too many acquaintances in the state government who owed him too many favors for something like that to go under his radar. Even so, the vast majority of professional minutiae he’d ever had to deal with in his career could be handled over the phone or via email, so these circumstances were unusual.

He also couldn’t help but laugh at more of Price’s guff. That was another thing about the old Western patois they both spoke with. For being inherently concise, it was often weighted down with expressions, but ones developed honestly by those like Price’s kin, who’d settled in this area before the Civil War. Folks like his fourth great-grandma, who was tougher ’n boiled owl because her kids were hungry and that’s all she had. Folks like his fourth great-granddad who’d learned there ain’t no sense standin’ around jawin’ because he smelled winter on the wind, had other children the last one hadn’t killed, and a lot of things to finish before it got here. Things he’d promised God he’d never let go unfinished before winter again as his tears froze and he hacked that tiny grave into the rocky, frigid prairie only about forty miles from where his fourth great-grandson was driving now.

Ten minutes passed as neither man interrupted the steady croon of the diesel engine, the rubber on the asphalt, and the blasting AC; a curtain of sound occasionally penetrated by a high note from Hank Williams’s voice or steel guitar from his 1952 song “You Win Again” playing quietly on the stereo.

“What’re you thinkin’ about?”

After several seconds, Clark turned to look at Price, adjusting his body in the passenger seat to stare more directly at his friend. Twice as much time passed before he responded.

“Have you ever asked me that before?”

Price raised his large, graying eyebrows and pursed his lips, seriously considering the question.

“Once, yeah. I’ve asked you that once before.”

A hmm was the only noise Clark made as he nodded slowly a few times—the same way he’d respond had Price shared some mundane factoid about one of the mountains in the Lewis Range looming to the west. Several long moments passed before he spoke, never looking away from Price’s face.

“What was my answer?”

Price responded without looking from the highway.

“Said you were thinkin’ about ol’ Frank Farrington and that poacher who kept givin’ him the slip.”

Clark’s only response was a single bark of amused laughter through his nose. Price looked over at him.

“Your old hero and his arch nemesis. ’Member how much you used to ask me about them? How smitten with that case you were your first years on the job?”

Clark shook his head a few times as he adjusted his ass in the seat and looked forward again.

“Frank crossed my mind just this mornin’, as it happens.”

Price glanced at Clark over his big right arm, which reached out to grip the top of the steering wheel.

“You ever meet him, in person? I know you were comin’ in the door pretty much right as he was walkin’ out, but I can’t remember if you ever actually met him, officially.”

Clark stared ahead as he responded.

“Not officially.”

Clark worked under Price when he’d first started, who’d worked under Frank when he’d first started. Price felt obliged to share the magic of Frank’s lore with the young, angry, heartbroken Clark Rickert, who’d been eager to hear it. In the way colleagues and old friends do, they’d discussed everything about the legendary man. Several times over, and with all the same mysticism about the old days and ways, knowing full well a story had already been thoroughly covered, excusing that fact, and rehashing it anyway with the same detail and enthusiasm. In those first few years of Clark’s career, the only questions he’d ever asked Price had been about Frank Farrington or the fabled poacher that Frank, Price, and all the other agency silverbacks had spent the late ’90s and early 2000s trying to catch.

Price told Clark all about how Frank had been the only man who’d come close to catching the sly trophy hunter. Frank stayed on him for years, and Price regaled Clark with all the details of the investigation. Frank never got far enough to identify the poacher, his cancer forcing him into retirement, but he’d been closer than any other.

Frank eventually figured out that the poacher had been paying off managers of the many private ranches around Montana owned by wealthy people who’d only visit twice a year. He was paying for access and discretion so he could take other rich East Coasters into these pristine game sanctuaries to kill trophy deer, elk, antelope, moose, bear, wolves, even a few of the buffalo that would wander from Yellowstone. Frank eventually busted the guy who handled the poacher’s freight, shipping trophies from Montana to clients’ homes. He’d even teamed up with the US Marshals, serving almost a dozen warrants on the poacher’s former clients or those he sold trophies to in Delaware, Florida, Texas, Michigan, California, and Louisiana. None of them had an existing phone number, address, or a name. None could even say specifically where they’d gone hunting. They’d all been driven to the hunting areas in the predawn darkness by that quiet, nondescript young man in his old truck. None of them had pictures that showed the poacher or any identifiable landmarks either. Their “guide” had a strict rule, insisting on carrying any camera they’d brought and taking all photos himself. Frank had seen hundreds of photos the poacher had taken, and not a single one showed any kind of discernible landmark. Every lead Frank followed dried up with some shit-heel local swearing they had no idea who that could be.

The poacher had covered his tracks with masterful precision.

Be that as it may, in a certain sense, one unworthy of too many words, that poacher still ended up changing his ways because of Frank Farrington. Price could never tell Clark about that fact, however. The poacher got away, so there were just certain things about him neither Price nor anyone else in the world knew. Certain things Clark would never find in Price’s history lessons on Frank and the poacher, or in the investigative records he’d pored over for years.

One such fact was that, on four separate occasions, that poacher found himself humbled, staring in awe through binoculars at Farrington from the other side of a valley or across some alpine expanse above tree line, following the poacher’s hours-old trail. This meant that Frank had not only encountered the poacher’s intentionally deceptive fake trails, but that he’d been good enough to see them for the bullshit they were. The poacher found himself elated and reinvigorated in these moments, finally having to change his tactics and up his game. Frank made him smarter. Frank made him better.

“So, what’re you thinkin’ about?”

Clark glanced at Price with almost imperceptible traces of a grin at the corners of his mouth, held his gaze for a moment, then looked forward.

“Nothin’.”

Price chuckled and shook his head at how well Clark’s nonanswer was explained by all the years and experiences the two had shared.

The drive to Helena down I-15 along the meandering Missouri River was one both men had done thousands of times, and went by quickly in the way a familiar drive often does. They pulled into the state headquarters of Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks and silently walked into the lobby. The receptionist, expecting them, stood when they arrived and greeted both by name. She ushered them toward the conference room where Clark could see several people already seated at one end of the large table through the office-facing windows.

One of those was Elizabeth Lobdell, the agency’s chief legal counsel. On several occasions over the eleven years Liz had been in her position, she had described Clark Rickert to a colleague, friend, or her husband as the primary source of her insomnia and graying hair. Even so, they were undeniably dear friends at this point, at least in the way two concise, mostly affectionless people can have a dear friend.

Clark was a magnet for the kind of violence that kicks off a frenzy of media coverage and investigations, more so than anyone else in the agency, or perhaps any law enforcement agency in the state.

Be that as it may, he always played by the book, or was careful to never leave anything in his wake that would suggest otherwise, and Liz greatly appreciated either and both traits. Over the years, at the end of many fourteen-hour days dealing with fallout from Clark’s antics, she’d leaned back in her chair and felt sincerely grateful that she was just dealing with optics, instead of civil rights violations. Liz had come to know what anyone who’d worked with Clark Rickert long enough had: He was a reckless, violent, quietly tortured man, but overall, a good one. She’d lived long and hard enough herself to know Clark’s mixture of churlish honesty and live-edge decency was a rare thing, and she respected him for it.

Another person in the room was chief of law enforcement Marcus Albee, Montana’s head game warden. Albee and Clark had butted heads many times. Clark had vocally opposed Albee’s leadership decisions on several occasions, flat-out ignored ten times as many, but he’d had Albee’s back a few times when it had really, really mattered. So they got along well enough.

Marcus Albee and his two brothers ran their family’s sixth-generation, forty-four-thousand-acre ranch and had a locally royal name that was synonymous with the state of Montana itself. Clark Rickert, on the other hand, had spent his first twelve years in a drug-ridden trailer on the outskirts of Miles City and the next four bouncing between the Watson Children’s Shelter in Missoula and a string of foster homes. Despite this profound difference in pedigree, Albee still felt as though he owed his job to Clark. All four governors to hold office since Clark’s career began had offered him the appointment to chief. He’d sat in the same chair, at the same table, in the same room in the east wing of the state capitol, and rejected them all. At the most recent of these meetings, however, Clark had recommended Albee for the job instead.

Clark did not recognize the third person in the room. He wore a sharp navy suit, leaned back in his chair with a leg over one knee, and looked to be around Clark’s age, early to mid-forties. To Clark, he had the vibe of a lawyer. With a honed experience, he repressed the impulse to dislike the guy right away.

Like many working-class Montanans, Clark harbored some implicit suspicion and contempt for anyone who owned land in Montana, traveled by private jet, and spent most of the year east of the Rockies or west of the Cascades. However, he neither understood nor cared enough about the world outside Montana to develop a real working bias against any one race or creed. Truth be told, those who’d cut Clark deepest in life shared his own mongreled ethnic provenance, that special blend of western and northern European bloodlines that gave the world big, strong white guys prone to ingenuity, discipline, grit, alcoholism, rage, and violence. He’d never known which part of the old country his ancestors had called home. He’d never cared. Such things were nonsense to him. Useless detail. A primal mistrust of claims and assurances made by others had been forced upon Clark early in life, resulting in a social judgment calculus based entirely on another’s deeds, never mere words. As such—except for assholes with neck tattoos in flannels in the backcountry, a bias he’d die with—Clark gave everyone he met a fair shake up front. He’d grown to dislike most of those people, but never because of anything biographical that could help him pick them out of a crowd.

All three stood when the captain of Region 4 and assistant chief of the agency followed the receptionist into the room. Albee’s deep voice welcomed them by name before introducing the unknown man in the suit.

“Gentlemen, this is Special Agent in Charge Colin Larson, runs the Homeland Security Investigations office in Billings.”

Handshakes and brief nods were exchanged before all five sat around the end of the large table. Clark touched the brim of his hat and settled into his chair as he winked at Liz, who responded with a dry, unamused grin. Albee looked between the two newcomers as he spoke, then at the outsider sitting across from Clark.

“Clark, I reckon you’re wondering why I dragged you to the capital for this instead of just sending an email, so I’ll have Mr. Larson here explain why.”

Larson nodded at the chief before looking across the table at Clark.

“Captain Rickert, you’ve been selected as a good fit for a federal law enforcement task force that’s being put together by several three-letter agencies back east.”

Clark blinked slowly then turned a flat gaze toward Albee, who held up his hands, palms facing Clark.

“Don’t look at me, Rickert. I didn’t put your name in any hats. First I heard a’ this was two days ago, in an email sent by Mr. Larson here.”

Larson’s voice pulled Clark’s attention back to him.

“That’s correct, Mr. Rickert, though I don’t know either why your name came out of the hat. All I know is what’s in your file, which is quite illustrious. It says you’ve got one of the highest case resolution rates out of all law enforcement offices in the entire state, even better than most detectives with the state police. It says you’ve carried out a staggering number of high-risk warrant service operations. It also says you’ve been on quite a few federal task forces over the years with the Forest Service, BLM, FWS, Customs and Border Protection, the ATF, US Marshals, and even the FBI. So, could be they just want someone who’s got a record of playing nice with the feds. You’re also known to be something of a gunfighter, familiar with kinetic operations and whatnot, which could be what they’re after, but your guess is as good as mine. You’ll have to find out when you get out there.”

Larson shrugged as he spoke the last words then let the silence stretch on, clearly waiting for Clark to respond. Price smirked a bit as he watched his old friend, knowing he would not. Clark held Larson’s gaze, unblinking, until the man coughed once into a closed fist then continued speaking.

“Unfortunately, that’s all I have for you. The circumstances behind the formation of this task force are classified even above my clearance, which is why even the few details we’re discussing here today had to be shared in person.”

He leaned forward and slid the large manila envelope that had been on the table in front of him toward Clark.

“That’s from the desk of Floyd Jorgenson, the deputy secretary of the Department of Defense. It’s a request for you to be in Virginia on Friday, day after tomorrow, to receive your federal security clearance and then meet the rest of this new task force. In the envelope you’ll find a schedule, tickets from Bozeman tomorrow morning and your return trip, as well as the information regarding your rental car, lodging, and all the necessary site credentials.”

Clark made no effort to reach for the envelope, knowing Liz would want to review everything first. She leaned forward and snatched it as she put her glasses on. Larson shrugged again and leaned back in his chair.

“I apologize for the imprecision here, but that’s honestly everything I know. I’m not a part of this task force; my bosses in DC just wanted me to be the one to brief you on its formation and their selection of you, in person. First time they’ve ever had me do something like this. So, can I tell them you’ll be there on Friday?”

Clark remained silent, so Larson glanced at Albee, who was reading the letter Liz had handed to him. When he finished, he glanced at Liz with surprise in his expression, then looked at Clark.

“Your senior warden, that’s Jay Hart, right? He’s done a good job of covering for you in the past. So, do you have any real, serious reasons not to go, Captain?”

Clark cast a side-eyed glance at his longtime colleague-turned-boss.

FWP law enforcement got considerable funding and material through federal grants, and Albee had always been an enthusiastic participant in any multi-agency law enforcement effort. On top of that, no matter who the chief of the agency had been, whenever such a task force had been brought up, Clark was assigned to it without any say in the matter. Thus, he knew that he’d be going to Virginia, regardless of his preference. Clark had grown bored of the monotony of most federally managed operations, and disliked the deprivation of the professional autonomy he’d worked so hard to create for himself.

Clark acknowledged his lack of any real, serious reasons not to go by shrugging, shaking his head once, and exhaling audibly through his nose.

“Ain’t much worth seein’ east of I-25…”

Albee and Price laughed. Liz smiled and shook her head. The chief tapped on the letter from the DOD with a big finger and looked over at Larson.

“Tell your folks upstairs Captain Rickert will be on that plane tomorrow and at the briefing the next morning, with bells on.”

The regional DHS director left, and the other four remained in the conference room for a few more minutes, speculating as to the purpose of the task force. Everyone concluded, predictably and in short order, that they had absolutely no idea. They discussed the ongoing agency audit for a bit, then Price and Clark showed themselves out.

Back in the truck they began their return journey, both silently ruminating on subjects discussed at this meeting.

Clark had, indeed, served on quite a few federal and multistate law enforcement task forces throughout his career, as the DHS man had mentioned. Most of these related to illegal poaching rings or illegal trafficking of endangered animal parts, a few focused on rural trafficking of drugs, guns, and people across the Montana-Canada border, and even several federal warrant fugitive teams.

However, none of these task forces had involved top secret security clearances. None had involved the Department of Defense.

And certainly, none had ever involved going to the Pentagon.



OEBPS/e9781668024256/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Chapter 41


		Chapter 42


		Chapter 43


		Chapter 44


		Chapter 45


		Chapter 46


		Chapter 47


		Chapter 48


		Chapter 49


		Chapter 50


		Chapter 51


		Chapter 52


		Chapter 53


		Chapter 54


		Chapter 55


		Chapter 56


		Chapter 57


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Authors


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Authors


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		I


		II


		IV








OEBPS/e9781668024256/fonts/CrimsonText-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668024256/fonts/CrimsonText-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668024256/images/9781668024256.jpg
“EERIE, BROODING, AND IMMERSIVE."
—MARCUS KLIEWER,

AUTHOR OF WE USED TO LIVE HERE






OEBPS/e9781668024256/fonts/CrimsonText-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668024256/fonts/Sarpanch-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668024256/images/title.jpg
BLOOD
TRAIL

A NOVEL

MATT QUERY AND
HARRISON QUERY

EMILY BESTLER BOOKS

ATRIA
NEW YORK AMSTERDAM/ANTWERP LONDON
TORONTO SYDNEY/MELBOURNE NEW DELHI





OEBPS/e9781668024256/fonts/CrimsonText-Regular.ttf


