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Praise for Christine Carbo’s The Wild Inside

“Carbo paints a moving picture of complex, flawed people fighting to make their way in a wilderness where little is black or white, except the smoky chiaroscuro of the sweeping Montana sky . . . an evocative debut.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Sharp, introspective Systead is a strong series lead, and Carbo rolls out solid procedural details, pitting him against Department of the Interior bureaucrats. The grittiness of the poverty-wracked area surrounding Glacier plays against the park’s dangerous beauty in this dark foray into the wilderness subgenre. Put this one in the hands of those who enjoy Paul Doiron’s Mike Bowditch novels and Julia Keller’s Bell Elkins series.”

—Booklist

“Stays in your mind long after you’ve put the book down. I’m still thinking about it. Prepare to run the gamut of emotions with this fine treat of a story. Then, in the years ahead, be on the lookout for more from this fresh new voice in the thriller genre.”

—Steve Berry, New York Times bestselling author of the Cotton Malone series

“Fans of Nevada Barr will love this tense, atmospheric thriller with its majestic Glacier National Park setting. The Wild Inside is a stunning debut!”

—Deborah Crombie, New York Times bestselling author of To Dwell in Darkness

“An intense and thoroughly enjoyable thrill ride. Christine Carbo’s literary voice echoes with her love of nature, her knowledge of its brutality, and the wild and beautiful locale of Montana. The Wild Inside is a tour de force of suspense that will leave you breathlessly turning the pages late into the night.”

—Linda Castillo, New York Times bestselling author of The Dead Will Tell

“Grizzly bears, murder, mauling, and mayhem mix in Carbo’s debut novel. Ted Systead’s past and present intersect in an unexpected—and chilling—manner against the incongruously gorgeous backdrop of Glacier National Park.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The brutality and fragility of Glacier National Park’s wilderness provides the perfect backdrop for this well-crafted, absorbing novel about the barbarities and kindnesses of the humans living on its edge. Christine Carbo is a writer to watch.”

—Tawni O’Dell, New York Times bestselling author of One of Us

“If the key to a mystery’s success is keeping the reader guessing, The Wild Inside is a fine example of the genre.”

—The Billings Gazette

“As haunting and vivid as the scenery it depicts, The Wild Inside is a masterful portrait of the savagery of nature—both the great untamed outdoors and the human soul. Highly recommended.”

—Kira Peikoff, author of Die Again Tomorrow
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For my husband, Jamie


I must create a system or be enslaved by another man’s . . .

—WILLIAM BLAKE, JERUSALEM
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Prologue

I SLOWLY SLID ACROSS the torn seat to the open car door where my brother’s friend, Todd, stood braced against the wind. My best friend, Nathan, sat next to me looking equal parts resigned and irritated. The wind nipped my face the second I stepped out. I wrapped my arms around my chest as we walked off the road, into the dried, grassy field toward the tree. We followed my brother, Adam, and Todd, and another friend of theirs, Perry.

All three were in high school. Nathan and I were four years younger—in seventh grade and still gullible at twelve years old. We’d been talked into going with them. Nathan had warned me that it was just another trick played by Adam and his buddies, but this time, I thought it was different. I had begun to believe—or maybe just wanted to believe—Adam was telling me the truth for a change.

Plus it was Halloween night, and I was up for something different, something other than staying home watching Dad drink too many beers while trying to convince my mom that the trick-or-treaters knocking on the door weren’t coming to kill us.

The moon slid out from behind moody clouds, casting a shimmering dust of light. Adam and his friends strode toward the stately tree guarding the old cemetery like a faithful sentry. Confident and sure of themselves, their frames loomed tall in the pale moonlight while their shoes scuffed the tangled grass and weeds. The tombstones squatted to our left, dark bumps scattered haphazardly and surrounded by the overgrown meadow. I tried not to pay attention to them crouched off to the side, tried not to think of them as menacing animals watching us and getting ready to pounce. In fact, I pretended we weren’t in a cemetery at all, when Todd halted about thirty feet before the tree and just stared at it, his head tilted to the side.

“Which branch do you think they hanged her from?” he asked in a loud whisper.

“That one.” Adam pointed to a thick, longer arm that reached out to the side as if to point toward the headstones. Perry had told us that he learned from his history teacher that there had been a woman hanged years ago in the cemetery for being a witch.

“Probably,” Perry said. “Let’s go closer. Check it out. They say you can hear the tree whispering if you stand under the spot it happened, can hear it saying her name: Lucinda, Lucinda, Lucinda.” Perry turned and looked at us, his mouth hanging open, his eyes wide.

“You two, you go first,” Adam said.

“No way,” I protested. “You go.” But before I knew it, Adam had my arm, and Todd and Perry had Nathan’s. “Hey, stop,” I screamed. My brother’s fingers dug into me like steel clamps as he pulled me in front of them toward the tree. With one hard shove, I went plummeting forward, and I saw Nathan tumbling to the ground next to me. Nathan yelled too, but before we could stand, my brother and his crew darted back to the car.

“Hurry,” I yelled to Nathan as we pushed ourselves up. We ran, trying to catch them, but we were too small and they were much faster. I saw them reach the Pontiac and dive in, hooting and yipping like coyotes. The chassis rocked with their shifting weight, the doors slammed, the engine sprang to life, and the headlights fanned out on the gravel road.

Nathan and I stopped and stood gasping for air when we reached the spot the car had just left. The dust from the tires still lingered, and our panting plumed urgently before us. We watched as they sped off, the exhaust streaming behind them.

Something inside me wilted. I looked at Nathan, at the sheer anger in his eyes. After all, he had warned me. I wanted to say I was sorry, but I was breathing too hard to speak, and I wasn’t sure what to say anyway. To this day, I don’t know what I could have said, if anything could have made a difference. But that was the last time I trusted my brother, though a part of me never quit wanting to.

• • •

Memory is a tricky devil. Twenty-two years later, I recall the headlights sweeping across the pale dry grass stooping sideways in the wind, the cluster of birch trees with golden leaves clinging to their branches, the dusty red Pontiac with torn black vinyl seats, the yellowed stuffing pushing out like infected, swollen tissue. I remember the smell of sweat and dirty tennis shoes. I also have an image of steam rising from ripples under pale moonlight. But the condensation isn’t something I’m sure I actually saw. How could I? I wasn’t near water. But I’ve always known that with that night crept something much darker—something more threatening that sneaks through my dreams and slouches just under my awareness, nudging memories forward like a black wave pushing debris ahead of itself. I’ve always promised myself that I would find a way to stay ahead of it, to avoid its pull and not get swept away in the undercurrent.
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I LIKE DETAILS, EVIDENCE, and organized notes. When I possess facts, I can clear the detritus around me, think straight, and proceed cautiously. Some might argue that this response is an overreaction to a complicated upbringing, or an overzealous affection for order; and in fact, that might be true. So when my intuition niggled at me that something wasn’t quite right with this particular accident, I tried to ignore it. The facts are that every summer in Glacier Park, there is at least one if not several hikers or climbers who stumble on unstable rock or lose their balance on wet, slippery boulders, sliding wildly out of control and catapulting to their demise on the jagged terrain below or into a raging stream, whisking them away.

All of us Glacier Park Police officers and rangers know that the most dire situations are frequently born from small, seemingly insignificant errors of judgment where a hiker is impatient, for example, and thinks the shortcut across an early-season snowfield is a stellar idea. So this tragedy was no different other than the fact that the Loop—the hairpin curve on the west side of Going-to-the-Sun Road—was an odd place for a hiker to go down. Although incredibly steep in places close to the pass, it was, after all, near the main road and a small buildup of natural stone formed a roadside barrier at the curving, sheer edge.

I stood with Ken Greeley, another Park Police officer, Charlie Olson, one of our seasoned rangers, and Joe Smith, chief of Park Police, on the short rock divider with Heavens Peak to our left. Nearly nine thousand feet of mass pushed to the sky and dominated the view west from the Going-to-the-Sun Road. Scraps of clouds reached northward from the permanently snow-coated peak like silk pennons.

“Looks like a bad fall.” Ken chewed a piece of gum vigorously as he peered down at the foot and leg twisted at an unnatural angle. “Any chance he hiked in from a different route and is still alive?”

“Unlikely,” Joe said. “He hasn’t moved since Charlie reported it. But I’ve got S&R on standby.”

We had gotten word an hour before from Charlie. A tourist had spotted something white poking out from a dark shadow in the steep ravine, found Charlie talking to some folks near the outdoor bathroom facility, and asked him to take a look. Although difficult to make out details with the tricks shadows like to play on rocks, Charlie did agree—with the help of some binoculars—that it appeared to be a shoe, a light-colored sock, and an ankle illuminated by a bright strip of sunshine piercing the crevasse.

“Think maybe it was a suicide?” Ken asked.

Joe shrugged. He’d been particularly quiet for the past eight months since the well-known case dubbed Bear Bait, in which we’d found a man bound to a tree near McGhee Meadow in Glacier Park. The victim, Victor Lance, was killed and fed on by a grizzly, and one of Joe’s family members had been involved. I’d assisted a lead investigator from the Department of the Interior on the case.

“Possibly,” I offered on Joe’s behalf. “Can’t tell for sure, but from the looks of where he is, I don’t think he actually fell from this roadside after all. There’s some slippery rock.” I pointed my chin to a spring seep that coated part of the slope across from us. The June sun spread across my back like the hot palm of a hand. Summer often arrives late to these parts, the fresh tang of spring sometimes hanging on until past solstice, but today seemed to mark the season’s first solid lunge forward. It was going on eleven a.m., and Glacier Park vibrated with new life and promise. Here today, gone tomorrow, I thought morosely. “He might have gone off trail to take a picture or a piss and misjudged how slippery those rocks are when they’re wet.”

“Maybe,” Joe said, then sighed and looked at me. “Monty”—his voice sounded tired and the brim of his cap shadowed his eyes—“you’ll handle the investigation. And you”—he turned to Ken—“will assist. Once you’re down there, I’ll need you to assess the scene. Like I said, if he’s still alive, we’ve got Rescue ready to go.” Then he turned to Charlie. “You and I will secure the area and begin directing traffic. When the victim’s ready to be removed,” he added, “I’ve got a short-haul team on standby. Looks too steep and rocky to haul him up without the chopper and we’ll need to close the road for a while. Tourists are going to get way backed up today.”

Twenty-five minutes later, Ken and I had our anchors set and we were ready to gingerly rappel over the edge, down two hundred vertical feet into the shadowy ravine. Two other experienced rangers, Karen Fortenson and Michael Bridwell, were brought in to man the anchors and assist with the ropes from above so that the weight was transferred appropriately through the pulley system. Each full-time park ranger and all Park Police officers are trained in basic emergency medical service, including Search and Rescue and rope rescue, but some have more experience than others. I was glad to be with Ken who I knew had been on a fair share of rope rescues in the past few years.

In addition to some on-the-job training, I had been scaling mountains since high school. I joined a local hiking and rock-climbing group in Columbia Falls, my small hometown located at the mouth of the canyon leading to Glacier Park. I had seen a flyer for the group on a bulletin board at a grocery store and called because I wasn’t the type to mope around at home after completing my schoolwork. Since it was just getting started and had only a few members—a few mellow twentysomethings—they welcomed me, even though I was only a teen.

I spent many weekends roaming the surrounding mountains of the Flathead Valley with the guys in the group, who asked me very few questions and basically treated me with respect, something I wasn’t used to from my own father or brother. They taught me what they knew about backcountry hiking, camping, rock climbing, and rappelling. I loved the notion that I could challenge myself by moving through untamed places that forced me to handle myself and my emotions on a grander scale. And, Jesus, to simply escape! To leave the house for hours to cleanse the mind under an endless sky, to be away from where the air always seemed thick and the ceiling heavy.

With a hard hat on and the sit harness around my legs and waist, I walked backwards out and away from the cliff where Ken and others stood. I controlled the brake with my right hand and descended slowly, keeping my feet close to the cliff until I made it down into the ravine.

I removed the carabiners from my harness and watched Ken make his descent. He was a large, muscular guy with almost no neck, a shaved, shiny head, and shoulders perpetually raised toward his ears with the bulk of his muscles. I was the opposite: lean and just shy of five foot nine, thick hair with graying sideburns that contradicted that I was only thirty-four, and dark, determined eyes that looked like I trusted everyone, but rarely took no for an answer. When Ken reached the ground, we hiked over cool, shadowed rocks and through brush.

A few yards from the victim, I stopped, took off my glasses and rubbed my eyes. I could feel my own heart thumping in my chest. The surprise and shock I felt from seeing the damage inflicted upon bone and flesh from smashing into rocks, the violation of our everyday perception of the human body, was something I never could get used to. I held out my hand for Ken to halt as well, then I let out a low, soft whistle.

I put my glasses back on and took in the scene. It felt suddenly quiet and intimate, as if the breeze had quit rattling the leaves, the hawks had gone silent, and McDonald Creek below us had ceased to roar from its full flow of spring runoff. But I knew none of this had happened; it was just an effect of my shocked senses in spite of how many times I’d seen it before: five to be exact. Three climbing incidents on the popular climbing peaks at the top of the pass, one fall into McDonald Creek, and one hiking accident in which the man had slid down a snowfield and off an abrupt ledge.

Before us, blood had stained the rocks around the back of the victim’s head. His skull was flattened, broken open like an egg with cerebrospinal fluid, gray brain matter, and blood drained out onto the rocky ground. His face was crushed, torn, swollen, and unrecognizable, but I could see what looked like facial hair streaked with blood and dirt. Every single limb lay twisted in awkward and unnatural angles, badly gashed and coated with dried blood. He had hit rock probably several times on the way down, using his hands instinctively to try to break the first slam. His hands and wrists were shattered up to his elbows, one thumb completely ripped off. The other arm lay hidden and abnormally cocked under his back with his shoulder joint dislocated. He looked like a badly broken Ken doll.

There was something familiar about the illogically crooked, disfigured body and at the same time, nothing at all recognizable. The man had long, dirty-blond and curly locks, also marbled with dirt and caked blood that had turned the color of rust. He had on army-green shorts and a tattered T-shirt that looked like it might have been white or yellow, but it was torn, covered in grime and body fluids and was hard to tell. One foot missed its hiking shoe, which had probably popped off on impact and been cast into some bushes even farther below.

I could hear tiny insects buzzing and zigzagging. Small blowflies had already swarmed into the mucus in his eye sockets, his mouth, and other wounds. My mouth went dry, then began to water. He smelled of death, a copper odor mixed with beef gone bad. I ignored the queasy sensation in my gut and pulled some nitrile and vinyl gloves out of my pocket, put them on, and walked to him. The instinct is to offer comforting words as if the person was still alive, to say, Are you okay? Help is on the way, but I shook the urge away and knelt beside him. Still grasping for the ordinary, I began to reach out with my two fingers toward his neck to check his vitals, then stopped. Checking for a pulse was as futile as trying to console him. It was obvious his neck was broken, his skull lacerated, and the life gone out of his one partially open eye, already gone opaque. The other was swollen shut. I withdrew my hand and shook my head to Ken.

Ken didn’t say anything. I could hear him breathing—strong exhales through his nostrils and he had ceased smacking his gum. He was usually hard to keep quiet and was not acting like his chatty and eager self. I chalked it up to the task at hand.

I grabbed my radio and pressed Talk. “Chief, you read?”

“Yep, please report.”

“Deceased. Judging by the color of the blood and his eyes, looks like he’s been here at least since yesterday. Rigor mortis has set in as well and it doesn’t appear to have begun to wear off. Doesn’t appear to be chewed on though, so no animals have been around yet.”

“Bonus,” Joe said, and I could hear him sigh like he didn’t want to be doing this so early into tourist season, which really fires up around the Fourth of July.

“We’ll look around, take notes and photos,” I said. “I’ll let you know when we’re getting closer to being done down here.”

We signed off, and l looked up at the clear cloudless sky. “Since he’s not alive,” I said to Ken, “and no rain in the forecast, there’s no major rush in getting him up. Let’s study the area as carefully as we can.”

Ken took out a tissue from his pocket and plucked his gum out with his thumb and forefinger. He briefly looked at it with disgust, then wrapped it in the tissue and placed it back in his pocket. I didn’t bother to tell him he’d be better off continuing to chew it or to grab a new piece because it helped minimize the full onslaught of death’s odor. I wasn’t much older than Ken, but I had gone through some recent forensics schooling while he’d had very little, just the initial training program—stuff like criminal investigations, park and recreation law, criminal procedure, and penal law. I was certain Ken had only been on one or two death scenes before, and only as a bystander, although he’d been on plenty of Search and Rescue missions. Fortunately, I had recently spent hours in Georgia going over forensic analysis with a cadaver before me.

After my time with Department of Interior agent Ted Systead on Bear Bait, I’d decided I wanted to enhance my knowledge of investigative services. I’d always been a fully-trained, permanent full-time law enforcement officer since I’d been employed by the park, but since I’m a good organizer and notetaker, I’d been pulled into administrative duties with the super. And before becoming a Park Police officer, I was a game warden in eastern Montana close to the Divide.

But I hadn’t been on a crime case in a long time until the Bear Bait case popped up. After it, my hunger to be involved in investigative services deepened, and I’m sure it was no coincidence that my desire to plunge into something wholly absorbing coincided with being separated from my wife, Lara. I admit I have a propensity for a bit of tunnel vision, for working feverishly on things that catch my interest. Lara would tell you that it was a problem at times—how I could tune out our lives and escape into the pull of a new task. I’ve been this way for as long as I can remember.

So once I caught the investigative bug, I no longer wanted any part of the administrative duties I’d been mixed up in for the past few years. I asked Joe, and he agreed to send me to a refresher course in Brunswick, Georgia, on Crime Scene Investigative Procedures, Evidence Collection and Analysis, and another on Modern Forensics.

I removed my pack and pulled out another pair of gloves for Ken, some evidence markers, and my notepad while he grabbed the camera.

“Here we go,” I said, ready to put my recent training to work. “We’ll see if I can do this without taking forever.” I kneeled down again by the body and pressed my forefinger into the blotched and bluish-purple skin of his arm. The skin was cold, still in the shadows and, of course, the algor mortis—the death chill—well underway. The flesh stayed purple. I noted that and said to Ken, “Looks like hypostasis has spread evenly and isn’t responding to pressure.”

“Huh?” Ken mumbled.

“The discoloring of the skin—you know, the livor mortis.”

“Yeah, right,” Ken said. He looked away, to the cliffs above us. A hawk sailed by.

“Probably means he’s been out here for more than ten to twelve hours,” I offered. “After five or six, the lividity blotches start to merge, but the skin still goes white when pressed. After ten, give or take depending on temperature, it stays this bluish-purple color. And,” I noted, “rigor mortis hasn’t yet begun to wear off as it does about thirty-six hours after death. Although with the cold last night,” I reconsidered, “what was it? Maybe forty-five, forty-eight degrees?”

“ ’Bout that,” Ken agreed.

“Might’ve slowed both processes down quite a bit. The coroner or pathologist should be able to tell us more, depending on how far this goes.” Often with accidents like these, an autopsy is done regardless—just to be thorough because with a fall, it’s always harder to know if foul play occurred. Of course, the family’s wishes would be respected, but we’d request an autopsy, get the ducks in a row. Better safe than sorry.

Ken, now a little green around his mouth and white in the face, scrunched up his nose and stared at me with a slightly dazed expression. “You want me to take photos of the body now or after you inspect it and take your notes?”

“Now would be good.” I backed away and motioned with my gloved palm to signal all yours, and he snapped away. Flashes disrupted the shadows in the ravine until Ken stopped, moved the camera away from his face, swallowed hard, and wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his uniform shirt. I could still hear his breathing, heavier now. “You okay?” I said.

“Yeah, I’m good.”

“You sure? Here.” I held out my hand. “Why don’t I take the rest of the pictures and you can scoot over there and check out that disturbed rock up there. I think he probably hit that ledge.” I pointed about thirty yards above us. Glacier is known for its sedimentary rock, which is crumbly and unstable. “See it?”

Ken looked up, squinting into the sun now moving slightly farther to the west, shining directly on where I was kneeling and exposing the victim from the waist up. “Yeah, I see that. Right.” He handed me the camera. “Probably a good idea.”

“Check for blood, disturbed dirt, you know, scrape marks from sliding, clothing, that sort of thing, but don’t touch anything. And, Ken,” I said, “might want to grab another piece of gum.”

He looked at me confused, and I waved him on. I didn’t want to deal with him getting sick on me. Then I turned back to the victim, brought the camera to my eye, and focused on his hair and face again. I found myself tilting my head to slightly alter my perspective. Slowly, I lowered the camera from my eyes. “Ken,” I said. “Mind coming back over?”

He shuffled back. “Yeah?”

“Past the swelling, past the distortion. . . . Doesn’t this guy, I mean, call me nuts, but doesn’t he look familiar to you?”

Ken took a step back, also tilted his head to the side and squinted, his thick, sunburned neck bunching on one side.

“The hair especially,” I said. “I swear I know this man.”

Ken brought his head back to straight, his beefy shoulders tensing and pulled in his chin like a turtle. “Yeah, you’re right. Shit. You’re right. I think, oh God, I think it’s Wolfie.”

“Wolfie,” I repeated, under my breath. “Yes,” I nodded. “Damn, that’s it.” I grabbed my radio to call Joe and recalled the last time I saw the man. I was with Lara, my now-estranged wife, and he was with his wife and kids—all bright smiles while eating dinner at the Pizza Hut in Whitefish. “I guess we can’t be sure, but, holy shit, yeah, I think it’s him.”
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THE ROAR FROM the helicopter filled my ears and rattled my bones. Small green leaves, dust, and white feathery filament from the cottonwood trees flurried madly as the chopper hovered above like a parent waiting impatiently for Ken and me to complete the long-line retrieval. Bright orange ropes with carabiners and a litter—a metal basket used to place the body in—dangled above us.

We’d already wrapped the corpse in fabric and placed it in a maroon body bag. I was still in shock after realizing it was Wolfie. If it hadn’t have been for his large frame and his distinct blond, wavy locks that looked like they belonged on an adolescent and not a grown man, I wouldn’t have had any recognition.

Paul “Wolfie” Sedgewick was a biologist and one of the lead researchers of the Wolverine Research Team. He had been nicknamed Wolvie early on, but over the years, the v had drifted to an f. It was easier to say Wolfie than Wolvie.

Ken and I had been on the scene for over three hours, photographing the victim from all angles, inspecting rock crumbled away by the velocity of the body crashing against it and skid marks from the sliding. I’d taken notes and we’d tweezed samples from his clothes torn off by some of the more jagged rocks above, at least the ones we could climb to. We couldn’t get to some of the higher points above that he’d potentially hit on the way down, presuming we had judged the launch point accurately.

Joe had radioed down to us that they found a car in the Loop Trail parking area with a license registered to Paul Sedgewick. His ID was also in the glove box.

Ken and I looked for evidence of suicide or foul play, but saw none. No note on him, no suspicious injuries that might have been from something other than the fall, like a ligature mark or a gunshot wound, but the coroner or pathologist would be able to look more closely.

I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea that a man with so much experience in the back country could fall this close to the Loop, so near the main and only pass through the park. His team of wolverine researchers had skied all over Glacier Park in the dead of winter, in subzero temperatures and biting wind chill, to set the mini log-cabin traps used for baiting them. Wolverines were the least-known and most elusive animals in the Northwest and cunning and tenacious enough to run off a grizzly bear over a dead carcass with its long claws, sharp teeth, and badass attitude. Wolfie’s team had trekked across large massifs, scaled monumental crags, rambled up high summits, and skied across iced-over lakes tracking the creatures and looking for their dens, hoping to find clues about their behavior and how strong their population is after decades of being trapped in the Northwest.

Ken and I divided the ravine into grids and searched for signs of the animal just in case Wolfie had tried to foolishly climb down to track one. We looked for the telltale triangular-shaped print made from the animal’s five toes, which would splay out when its paws compressed into the dirt or mud, its sharp-pointed claws leading the way. We checked for scat—cylindrical pellets with fur, bones, and feathers from its scavenging. We found nothing along those lines other than Wolfie’s other hiking boot nestled in some bushes lower down.

Had this burly, blond man been so consumed in his research that he’d gotten careless and simply fallen to his death? Or had he been suicidal, drinking, or on drugs? I pictured Wolfie—his long, loose locks blowing in the mountain breeze, his wide grin, and his healthy, weathered, and ruddy skin. I couldn’t conceive of any of those scenarios, but it was too soon to make assumptions.

When the large metal hook from the helicopter finally reached ground, Ken and I moved Wolfie carefully onto the metal litter, hooked up the four lines to the center catch, and signaled for the chopper to lower a bit more. When the hook came into reaching distance, I grabbed it and snapped the catch from the litter onto it and signaled for the pilot to rise. I watched the basket, hanging underneath the chopper like a fly in a spider’s filament, swing away. Slowly, they’d take the body to a gravel pit near McDonald Creek, an opening used for construction vehicles where the coroner waited.

I glanced up to Heavens Peak again, then up Logan Pass to the panorama surrounding it. The Crown of the Continent stood massive and indifferent, beautiful and rugged. A place where time loses its significance and history shoots up out of the ground, its presence overwhelming and demanding, making you feel useless and small. The biologist—trying to understand the near-mythical creature known for its toughness and resilience but threatened by the loss of the glacial snowfields necessary for its winter dens—was now officially done with his research. Officially done with his life, his family. The finality of it was every bit as humbling as the peaks towering above us. I thought of Lara—how our once rock-solid bond had slowly but surely crumbled—and felt a weight fall upon me like a heavy cloak.

I undid the strap under my chin and removed my hard hat to get some air. My scalp was sweaty, the tips of my close-cropped hair gathered into wet points and clinging to the back of my neck and around my ears. For some reason, I suppose in homage, I held the helmet over my chest as if I were honoring the flag. I watched the chopper fly down the line of McDonald Creek, its dark strip of water flickering in sunlight and carving through the countryside at the base of Heavens Peak. I watched it all the way until it grew very small and its roar softened to a faint growl as it went around the bend toward the gravel pit three or four miles down the road.

I put the hard hat back on and let out a groan in the silent contrast. “It’s not going to be easy telling Wolfie’s wife and kids.”

“No,” Ken agreed. “It’s not.”

• • •

Joe was waiting for Ken and me when we came up from the ravine. After we removed our gear, Joe gave Ken instructions to help Karen and Michael lift the anchors and put the rest of the climbing equipment away.

“I’ve already gone over what we think the launch point is,” Joe said after waving me over. I followed him toward the Loop Trail. “But it’s hard to say for sure. I want you to look at it since you had perspective from down below.”

We started toward the trail that sits above the ravine where we found the body. The Loop Trail to Granite Park Chalet, one of two stone chalets in Glacier’s high country, sits above a nearly four-mile steep hike through the remains of a spruce and fir forest burned by the 2003 Trapper Fire. This time of the year, it’s a hot and sweaty hike until you reach higher elevation above the fire zone and reenter the forest, which eventually takes you to a wind-swept subalpine fir and spruce area where the chalet sits and the Highline Trail cuts along the Continental Divide. The Highline Trail sits under a steep rocky rim known as the Garden Wall and takes you about seven miles to the top of Logan Pass. At nine thousand feet, the top of the Garden Wall, built from primordial ocean bottom, forms the top of the rim.

There is also another eleven-mile trail to Many Glacier Campground on the east side of the Divide and a 2.2-mile trail to Swiftcurrent Lookout, a popular place to spot grizzlies or wolverines playing on snowfields in the early summer. I wondered if Wolfie was heading that way.

“We’re not thinking this is the spot,” Joe said when we approached the slick rocks I’d mentioned earlier while standing above the ravine with Joe, Ken, and Charlie. “No slip marks around and the trajectory isn’t right.”

“Yeah, definitely not right.” I looked down the ravine and could easily see it wasn’t the right line for the body to have launched from. The area was marked with tape, though, I presumed, to preserve the mud already covered with print marks from the soles of many tourists’ boots. Since Logan Pass’s higher elevations had only recently been cleared of its snowpack several weeks before, but had been plowed up to the Loop since late April, many people rode their bikes or drove to the Loop during the spring and hiked the Granite Park Chalet trail as far as they could before hitting snow. “You get some castings from some of these?” I asked anyway.

“Yes. There’s quite a few so it will be hard to distinguish one clean one out of the bunch, and we have no evidence that this was foul play. Since it’s Wolfie though, and very odd that a man of his experience would fall here, I did have one of Walsh’s guys from the county bring the plaster kit and grab as many partials as he could.”

We continued over a bridge with an early-summer crashing stream that would peter out by mid-August. I felt the cool air created by the stream wash over my face and forced down a full breath of it. A little farther up the trail, Joe stopped at a shallow outcropping of rocks where the trail bends right.

The late-afternoon sky held a new cluster of wispy clouds gathered and fraying over Heavens Peak. Something scurried in the brush beside the trail, probably a striped chipmunk. I felt myself flinch slightly and shook it off. I was beginning to feel jittery and tired at the same time from being down in the ravine for hours without food. I’d unintentionally skipped breakfast because of a phone argument with Lara.

Now standing up at the higher elevation and peering down to the area where Wolfie’s body had been made me feel light-headed, like I’d just been in a car or a plane for too long with too much caffeine.

“We think this is it.” Joe pointed. The area had been marked off with yellow tape, and I made sure not to step into the small outcropping.

“Find any evidence?”

“Not much of anything. Those broken shrubs there.” He pointed to the side of the ridge.

“Any blood or fibers from clothes?”

“No, but we’ve got part of a boot print in the dirt on that edge of the rock leading onto the outcropping. It’s pretty faint, but we’ve got a plaster. Could be any of hundreds of tourists walking by this area. We’re basing it primarily on the trajectory of where the body was.”

I peered down to the ledge Ken and I had climbed up to document. “Yeah, I agree. This looks like the spot.” I searched the ground, noticing the large flat rocks forming a narrow upward scalloping of rock to the lip of the ridge. “It’s almost concave here. He’d have to have been up on the very edge. Maybe scanning for wolverines and somehow just lost his footing, but I don’t see any signs of slippage?”

“No, me neither. You find any binoculars?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t pop off his neck or fly out of his hands and land in some bushes. I can go down again tomorrow and look some more.”

Joe shrugged. “We’ll see what the pathologist finds.”

“Has the family been notified yet?”

Joe sighed heavily. “Not yet. Nobody knows who he is yet except you, Ken, and myself and I’ve given strict orders to Ken to not open his mouth except to chew that damn gum of his. You up for talking to the family?”

“Yes, sir, if I need to be.”

“Just thought you might want to lead this—being recently out of your refresher courses and all. Give you a chance to ask the right questions. See how they feel about an autopsy.”

I wasn’t looking forward to the job at all. I’d only done it once before and my partner had taken care of the hard part while I simply stood by and listened. “I’ll do it as soon as I get back.”

Joe gave me a solemn nod, placed his hand on my shoulder and gave it a pat. Joe usually took that god-awful task and had informed more families than I can imagine of the accidental deaths of loved ones in Glacier. I knew part of his enthusiasm to send me to DC for the classes was fueled by his desire to have someone relieve him of that burden. Something left unspoken inserted itself between us—a surrendering—that what had transpired with the Bear Bait case had taken too much of a toll and he no longer had the resilience to tell anyone of any loss ever again if he could avoid it.

I walked over to the other side of the tape, knelt down, and inspected the edge of the ridge. “Doesn’t really look like much foliage has been disturbed here other than a few broken shrubs. If he’d lost footing and slipped, wouldn’t he have taken more of these plants with him?”

“Maybe, maybe not. These plants are green with new life, they’re moist and resilient this time of the year and would spring back to their upright position in no time at all.”

“A big guy like Wolfie, though? He’d at least have tried to grab onto some. Ripped them clean out. Not just broken them.”

Joe shrugged and I could see he wasn’t interested in being pressed at the moment. “If he didn’t get a good grip, then that wouldn’t have happened.”

“Perhaps,” I agreed. “I’m not seeing much in the way of scuffle marks, but it’s always harder to tell on rock bases. You find any?”

“I didn’t,” Joe said.

“Yeah, well, okay, what next?”

“You visit the family and we wait for the coroner’s exam results. Otherwise, at this juncture, there’s no reason to call this anything but an accident.”

“But you want me to look into it?” I knew any unattended death of an otherwise healthy individual needed to be investigated—that all unobserved deaths were treated as suspicious until shown they weren’t, but I asked anyway just to confirm that he wanted it to be me doing the checking.

He nodded. “Find the last person who saw him, who spoke to him. Check credit card spending, possible extramarital affairs, unpaid bills, debt, that sort of thing. You know the drill.” Joe looked me in the eye and it felt strange, as if I hadn’t seen his in a long time. They looked pale and distant, slightly rimmed in raw pink. “If he committed suicide,” Joe said, “something will show. If it was truly an accident, everything will be pretty much status quo.”
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KEN AND I turned off Whitefish Stage Road onto the long gravel driveway between the towns of Kalispell and Whitefish. To the side of the drive, a vibrant yellow field of blooming canola spread picture-perfect until it hit a border of deep-green trees near the Stillwater River. The Columbia Range under a sky so blue it looked artificial stood in the background and completed the country picture, making it perfectly serene.

My stomach tightened and I felt short of breath at the thought of fracturing such a scene—of looking Cathy Sedgewick in the eye and telling her that she would not be seeing her husband, and her children would not be seeing their father ever again. But I had no choice; this was my task.

“Ranch Lane should be right up here,” Ken said, studying the map on his cell-phone GPS app.

I made a right where a small farmhouse with green shutters nestled among tall cottonwoods with deeply furrowed bark. A small porch sat in front with flower boxes below the large windows. Above the slanted porch roof, two windows looked out across the field from the small A-line second story.

A barking golden retriever ran toward the car. I rechecked the house number on the mailbox as I passed to make sure I had the right place and parked the Explorer in front of the garage. I sat for a moment and looked at the dog, its tail wagging eagerly.

I let out a breath as if releasing steam from a pressure cooker. It didn’t feel real; the evening was too perfect for this. I glanced at Ken and he looked at me questioningly. “Ready?” I asked. Ken nodded and I forced myself to get out. “Hey, buddy,” I said to the dog solemnly and gave him a pat on the head. We walked toward the front porch and a warm breeze tickled my face. I could smell steaks from a grill from their backyard.

The front door swung open and Cathy stepped out and started walking toward us calling the dog—Max—to her. I knew it was Cathy because I recalled her from the time at Pizza Hut, and I’d seen her with Wolfie a time or two at other local restaurants when I’d been out with Lara.

She smiled and waved, then pushed a strand of dark curly hair behind her ear. She wore shorts, a faded purple T-shirt, and flip-flops. The sun, still intense but lowering in the western sky, painted her skin tawny. “Monty?” she squinted at me through a questioning smile.

“Yes, hi, Cathy, good memory.” I tried to smile, but I couldn’t. I noticed her eyes drift to my badge, to Ken, then flicker to the NPS vehicle. I was only a distant acquaintance and would never have a reason to stop by under normal circumstances. Her smile faded, and she narrowed her gaze as if sensing something wasn’t right.

“Yes, of course I remember you. What brings you out to visit us?” she asked. “Paul isn’t here right now.”

“Cathy, this is Officer Ken Greeley. I’m not sure if you’ve met, but he’s also with Park Police. May I ask if the kids are home?”

Cathy nodded, her eyes growing large and scared. “Jeff’s out back with a friend playing badminton and Abbey’s upstairs.” She pointed up. “Is everything okay? Have you seen Paul?”

I motioned to the porch and started that way slowly. I didn’t want to tell her out in the driveway. Ken walked with me, and she followed. I felt bad delaying it, making her trail us like a puppy, but I wanted her by something substantial she could at least lean or sit on. Ken and I walked up the steps, but she stopped at the bottom. “What’s this about?”

“Cathy.” I stepped back down. “I’m afraid I have very bad news. There’s been an accident.”

She put her hand to her mouth and a terrible worry sprang to her eyes.

“We found a man this morning in a steep ravine below a drop-off near the Loop. He”—I shook my head—“he didn’t make it.”

“Wha—” Cathy looked confused. She dropped her hand to her chest, her mouth forming an O shape with the half-spoken word. She was trying to process what I’d just said. “He’s hurt?” She peered down the drive as if someone would be coming up with her injured husband so she could nurse him back to health. “Where is he? I need to see him.”

“No, he’s not hurt. He didn’t make it. He was already gone when we found him.”

Confusion swiftly changed to something wild flashing across her face. “No, that’s not possible. What do you mean, the Loop? What in the hell do you mean?” Her hands were on her hips now, defiant, and she glanced at the peaks of the park. They shone white with spring’s remaining snow, bright and beautiful in the late afternoon sun casting across their tips. A pair of large, sleek ravens launched from a tall pine and flew overhead. Max started barking wildly, rearing off his stiff front legs as if the black birds were the problem here, as if he needed to protect his family from them. But there was no protecting them from what we were bringing.

“Cathy, please. Look at me.” I waited until her eyes focused on mine and Max had stopped barking. Her eyes were wide with fear and the colors looked amplified—light brown with cinnamon flecks. “Paul has passed away,” I said. “He fell a long distance off a steep ridge and the fall took the life from him.”

“But, but, that can’t be true. Why, why on earth would he fall—that’s not even possible.” She looked from me to Ken like we had just made a big blunder. “Someone’s made a mistake here.”

“No, no mistake. We both went down into the ravine. We both recognized him. And his car was in the Loop parking area with his registration.”

She put her hand to her mouth again, her confusion slowly turning to comprehension and her eyes turning wet with tears. “No.” She whispered a sound that was partly a moan. “Oh God, no. It can’t be.”

I dropped my gaze to the sunlight hitting the wooden porch, trying not to think about the repercussions of this—how the waves of pain were going to keep pushing outward to her children, to Paul’s parents, to his siblings if he had any. How we were shattering their entire world. I could feel a sheen of sweat gathering across my forehead and between my shoulder blades. “Is there someone—a friend or family member of yours I can call to be here with you, to help you tell the children?”

Cathy wrapped her arms around her waist. “Oh God, oh God, the kids.” Her breath sounded suddenly frantic and her knees began to shake. I reached for her arm and helped her down to sit on the porch step while she continued to repeat, “Oh God, oh God, the kids.” Max tried to lick her face, but she pushed him away.

“There’s a chaplain,” I said. “He’s available to help for situations like this if—”

She held up her hand for me to stop.

“Cathy,” I said. “I know this is so hard, but I need to ask you some questions.”

Tears continued to flood her eyes. “How did he . . . ?”

“We’re not entirely sure, but we think he just”—I shrugged—“lost his footing. But I need to ask you, when was the last time you saw him?”

Before she answered, I heard the creak of the front porch door and all three of us turned.

“Mom?” a boy with thick and wavy blond hair like Wolfie’s peeked out. “The steaks are burning.”

Cathy nodded, tried to say something, but it came out as a choked sob.

“Mom, what’s wrong?” He stepped out, tentatively walking over to us.

I went onto the porch. “I’m Monty Harris and this is Ken Greeley. We work for the National Park Service. Do you mind giving us just one more second and I promise she’ll be right in. Maybe turn off the grill. You know how to do that? Officer Greeley”—I tipped my head to Ken—“he can help you.”

He was tall and lanky and resembled Paul with full, round cheeks. A healthy line of sweat gathered at his hairline and his cheeks were flushed, probably from playing badminton. I figured he was around twelve or thirteen—in middle school. He looked at me funny, then nodded and backed into the house. Ken glanced at me and I nodded for him go around back and make sure all was okay with the grill. The last thing we needed was a fire.

After Ken left, I turned back to her. “I’m very sorry.”

“How, how in the world could this have happened?” There was an anger mixed with impotence in her voice, and I felt the same mix of emotions reverberate through me. I wanted to answer her question, but I couldn’t.

“We don’t know yet. But I promise we’re doing all we can to figure it out.” Max now sat in front of Cathy and let out a whine.

“Where is he?”

“He’s with Dr. Pettiman in Kalispell. The doctor is waiting for you if you want to speak to him, and like I said, a chaplain.”

Cathy stared up at me, searching my face, as if waiting for me to come clean about the horrifying and cruel joke I was playing. She started to get up, but I put my hand out. “No, just stay.” I sat down near her on the lower step, and I caught a faint whiff of coconut, perhaps her soap or lotion. The smell triggered more summer—things happy and fun. The contrast to the current reality hit me with a poignant and bitter sting.

“Cathy, when was the last time you saw him?”

“I, I saw him yesterday. In the evening. He was heading to Glacier as always to do more research. To, to pick up some wildlife footage. Said the wolverine transmitters were picking up signals near Granite Park Chalet, the Highline, and the Loop.”

“Footage?”

“Yeah, I guess one of the motion cameras is posted near the Loop and he wanted to check it. Said he was going to pick the memory card up, then head over the pass and camp near Many Glacier and hike into Lake Josephine to pick up the card from one of the other cameras there too. He’s staying a few nights. He’s coming home on Sunday.” She looked at me with hope, as if saying the words that he’s coming home would make it all go away.

“Was he with someone?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Not that I know of. But, but we could call the rest of the team. Kurtis Bowman or Sam would know. They both work closely with Paul.”

“Sam Ward?”

“Yes, or even Pritchard. Tom Pritchard.”

“The vet?” I asked. Not only did I know Pritchard from the Bear Bait Case, but I knew he sometimes helped the biologists by trekking into the backcountry and implanting the transmitters with steady veterinary hands accustomed to operating on animals.

I pulled out my pad from my pocket. “What time did Paul leave yesterday?”

“Around six or so, after working in his office all day.” She motioned to the house. He wanted to wait until the pass got less busy and with the late sun, he’d have plenty of time to stop at the Loop, head over, and still have enough light to pitch his tent on the east side.”

“Do you mind if I take a look at his office?”

Cathy looked at me strangely, her eyes distant. Ken came back around the house with another boy, shorter than Jeff, with darker hair. “The kids,” he announced, and I understood that we couldn’t keep them waiting any longer. I stood up. “Abbey came down from upstairs,” he said. “I’ve asked both to wait out back. Figured we could give Parker here a ride home.”

Jeff’s buddy, Parker, looked completely confused and a little freaked out with a wide-eyed stare. Cathy stood abruptly and faced me. “I can’t tell them. I don’t even know if this is true. How do we know there hasn’t been a mistake?”

Before I could answer, Abbey burst through the front door, older and more commanding than Jeff. Her hair wet and combed sleekly behind her ears as if she’d just taken a shower. “Mom, Mom, what’s going on? Is this about Dad?”

Cathy stared at her daughter, holding the post by the steps. “Oh baby,” she whimpered.

I identified myself to her. “Abbey, maybe you could go get your brother?”

“No,” she said defiantly. “What’s going on?”

“Your father,” Cathy cried, “I’m sorry baby, but he’s, he’s had an accident.”

“What?” she ran to her mom and Cathy caught her in her arms. “Where is he?”

“He’s, I don’t know. They say he’s gone, sweetie, and he’s not coming home anymore.”

Pain registered on Abbey’s face, like a child falling in a playground, and she began to wail. With her sobbing, Jeff came barging through the porch door, a sad and hopeless look in his eyes that said he’d already figured it out—that there was nothing but crushing news coming his way.
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ONE OF THE things I loved most about working in the Park was how happy everyone always looked, content and smiling. Glacier Park could be as wild and brutal as it comes, but on many summer days, it is pure peace and bucolic bliss replete with fresh air, dancing butterflies, cold mountain streams, valleys filled with a mosaic of vibrant wild flowers, and the high peaks of the Divide kissing cobalt skies. If you catch it on these perfect days, your blood pressure goes down and it buoys your soul, lifts you to the sky—makes you forget that there might be things hidden inside us all, things able to erupt if not diligently kept in check.

But today not even nature’s glory could keep the darkness from entering our gates. Wolfie would not be going home from a perfect early summer day in the Park with a sunburn and more data on the wolverine. He would not be going for another exploratory hike, another camping trip, another barbecue with his family this day or any day again. The reality of it was as sharp and final as a slap across the face.

I had quickly looked around Wolfie’s office while Cathy huddled with the kids on the deck and Ken and Parker waited in the car. After I found nothing remiss, we drove Parker home, then went to Park Headquarters. We parked outside the 1960s-looking Arizona brick structure, like some utilitarian building out of the old Eastern Bloc. A rectangular patch of lush green grass carpeted the area between the parking lot and the building. Off to the side of the lot, the Rocky Mountain Maples, more like large bushes than their large illustrious eastern cousins, provided foliage for several mule deer sporting their scruffy, shedding coats. The prettier imported eastern maples on the west side stood in full bloom with green leaves lazily resting on one side of the roof.

Ken looked completely spent and I could see this might have been one of the hardest things he’d done on the job yet.

“You good?” I asked, trying to be sensitive to the fact that it was his first investigation of this type.

“Yeah, just tired. That really sucked.”

“Go home to your family. Get something to eat and I’ll see you in the morning.” I knew Ken had only been married a little over a year, but had one young boy about two years old. “We’ll head up early to look for that wildlife camera.”

“Sounds good.” He sighed and headed to his car.

I saw an office light in Joe’s window even though there was still plenty of light in the sky. The sun was low on the western horizon. It was going on eight and most employees had left, but in late June, it doesn’t go fully dark until after eleven, making the days feel endless and bursting with promise. I grabbed my briefcase from the passenger seat of my Ford SUV, which I used only in the park for the most part, hit the auto locks, and went inside.

I stopped by Joe’s office first. It has two old, worn leather chairs for guests, and Joe waved for me to sit. The air felt stuffy and Joe must have noticed when my hand went to part my collar because he stood, leaned over, and cranked open his window. “How’d it go?” he asked, sitting back down, his narrow readers low on his nose.

“As best it could. They weren’t expecting him until Sunday.” I opened my case and took out my notepad. I explained how he left on Wednesday to supposedly pick up some footage near the Loop, then drive over Logan Pass to Many Glacier to camp for the night, hike into Josephine Lake, and pick up footage there as well, do a little research, camp another three nights, then drive home on Sunday.

“Does she”—he checked a report in front of him, lifting his chin to look down through his glasses—“Cathleen, Cathleen Sedgewick want to see him?”

“Goes by Cathy. Yes, but I told her she couldn’t.”

“Good. I’d hate to have her go through that since he’s been disfigured. But we still need an official ID. If we brought her in, there’d be a very small possibility of misidentification, right?”

“Yeah, she could be so freaked out by the face, she could definitely mis-ID him, out of strong denial. She already thinks there’s been a mistake. Thinks he’ll still come through the door on Sunday. But ID’ing him could theoretically be best for her in terms of eventually moving through the grieving process.” I knew I sounded a little like a procedural manual on dealing with family members of victims, but I couldn’t help it. I liked to deal with life’s messy curveballs exactly by the book because, let’s face it—this kind of stuff wasn’t easy and help, however we can get it, is well appreciated.

“And I suppose Ken and I could be mistaken, but the car and his ID?”

“It’s a good verification, but of course, cars can be driven by someone else.”

I chewed the side of my lip. “I just can’t see putting her through it,” an image of the smashed face and shattered skull popped into my mind. “I’m thinking odontology and DNA.” I produced a plastic baggie with Wolfie’s toothbrush. “I grabbed this just in case, but hopefully dental records will do the trick instead. I’ll get this to Gretchen though and see if we can’t get a rush to match the DNA. Save Cathy the trauma. I’ll also find out who they use for a dentist. Plus I’ll find out if the west entrance routine surveillance tapes were running. It’d be good to see if he drove in alone and if it matches the time Cathy says he left the house.”

Joe agreed, placed his knuckles under his chin, and stared at the toothbrush I had placed on his desk. “Odontology should do the trick, but if not, we should be able to get a rush on this. I’ll make some calls. But you know, if she insists on seeing him, we have no choice. Either way, I’d like him officially ID’d as soon as possible because I’ll have to release a name to the press. The accident will already be coming out in the paper in the morning.”

“I think that’s doable.” I reconsidered the effect it might have on Cathy Sedgewick. Even though it was already Thursday evening, Wilson should have the body by the next day, and hopefully the postmortem soon to follow.

Joe leaned back into his black ergonomic chair with a high back and removed his readers. He looked frail, and I resisted the urge to ask him how he was faring, how he and Elena, his wife, were doing and if he was getting enough sleep and food these days. I knew the Lance trial had originally been set for March, but had been delayed and was set to start in two weeks. Showing for work each day was the only thing keeping him sane. “Anything out of the ordinary?”

“Not a thing, sir.” I leaned forward and placed my elbows on my knees and looked at my notepad again. “Very normal reactions. Stunned, disbelieving, appropriately shocked. Nothing to suggest suicide or foul play. But the wildlife footage interests me.” I looked up and tapped my pad with my pen. “I’ve called Bowman to ask about the cameras. I lose track of where they place those and I wasn’t aware they had one set up in the Loop area, were you?”

Joe shook his head. “No, I wasn’t. The biologists are always moving them around—bears, wolverines, fishers, pine martins, now they’re into ducks too.” He shrugged. “Ever since the wolverine guys found harlequin duckling feathers in the wolverine’s dens, they had always assumed the ducks don’t breed in the park since they’re mainly a coastal bird. Now they’re studying migration patterns, trying to understand why they come inland to McDonald Creek to breed. But Kurt, yeah, he’d know where the camera is at the Loop if there is one, and maybe it’s got some footage of someone in the area that day and evening.”

“That would be a gift. Let’s hope it does.”

“You didn’t find any film on the victim?”

“I didn’t. Shorts were ripped on one side with the entire pocket flap torn open. The other pocket was intact and I checked, but there was nothing in it. I’d like to take a peek at Wolfie’s vehicle, search it as well. There were no keys on the body either.”

“Yeah, I found them in the car. Didn’t bother to lock it, so it makes sense he was just going to grab the film and take off again. After finding the ID, his cell phone and his camping gear in the backseat, I didn’t search a whole lot more than that.” He picked up a plastic bag with the ID and phone inside and handed it to me. “While we had the road blocked, we had it transported to our side lot here. You can look at in the morning or even right now if you’d like.”

“I’ll do that.” I stood up and thanked Joe.

“No,” Joe said. “Thank you. Tough duty telling the family like that.” He closed his eyes for a moment and when he opened them, said, “Been through that too many times.”

“Yes, sir, I know you have. Happy to help there.” I snapped open my briefcase and placed my notepad and the plastic bag inside. And when I clicked the case shut, I felt a sudden blast of purpose. In spite of feeling completely played out from telling the victim’s family, I had a job to do and it involved organization, details, research, calculations, and wit.

You’d be surprised. Families had questions; they often wanted more details than you could ever imagine. What we found—how far their loved one had slid, what hit first, did they die instantly, were they able to call out, how cold it was . . . Once the initial shock subsided, the Sedgewicks would want more. And, of course, if there was ever a reason to go to court, the facts needed to be meticulously recorded and relayed. I may not be able to fully comfort Wolfie’s family, but I could get the details down right for their sake, for his sake.

When I shut my briefcase, the realization clicked in my brain that this was my purpose, this was my calling and I, Monty Harris, was the right guy for the job. I knew well enough there were things in life—emotional things—that no one could take charge of, but shepherding an investigation of a bad fall—this I could do.
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I THANKED THE LATE sun smoldering on the peaks as I walked to Wolfie’s old Subaru wagon parked in the lot by headquarters. A vehicle’s interior was usually a good indicator of its driver’s habits. I pulled my gloves on and opened the front door, stuck my head in and took a big whiff. This wagon was clean and did not smell of fast food, alcohol, food gone bad, cigarette smoke. . . . Not that I necessarily expected that from Wolfie. Nor was it littered with odds and ends, which I did halfway expect—maybe a bottle of sunscreen or a water bottle on the floor, but it was clean and tidy.

A polyethylene file box sat on the floor of the passenger side and a fat blue binder lay right in the middle of the passenger seat. Papers stuck out unevenly. I flipped open the title page and read: “Wolverines: A Circumpolar Species and Indicator of Global Warming.” There were a few plastic dividers, one of them labeled “Wolverine Pop Assessments/GNP,” another “RM Research Stn Progress,” another “Clim Chg Effects.” And the last, “Trap/Monitor Sites.” The box contained numerous research files with tabs holding many more documents. Wolfie’s small office contained even more files and books on all kinds of northwestern animals, habitats, and research.

I went to browse through the other files when I heard a car pull into the lot. I looked up to see Eugene Ford, the park’s super whom I used to work closely with until the Bear Bait Case. He parked, got out of his car, and strode up, his straight-backed, tall stance not betraying his age in the least. Ford was in his mid-to-late sixties, and ran the park with an eye to the best public relations possible. I couldn’t blame him. His duties as a superintendent called for vigilance about all aspects of park management. He set local park policy based on Department of the Interior, National Park Service, and regional guidance, and interpreted enough regional and national policy to make your head spin. But he loved the place, and he could be like a cranky dog clenching a bone when it came to his desire for the park to run smoothly and efficiently—zero snags. He was a stickler for clean restrooms, efficient entrance-station operations, and friendly staff. He expected his rangers to personally greet visitors. Plus he hated anything sensational or dramatic that might scare tourists because Ford liked numbers, and each year he became obsessed with achieving a higher visitation record then the previous.

“Smith filled me in,” he said as he emerged from his Tahoe, which featured many of the same markings as my field Explorer, including the thick green stripe and dark brown NPS arrowhead emblem. “Said you’d be out here checking the accident victim’s vehicle.”

“Yeah, poor guy,” I said. “Bad deal.”

Ford’s face was stern as usual. He leveled his gaze on me. “You wrapping this up today?”

“Probably need tomorrow too,” I said. “Just to get everything recorded and investigated properly.”

“What do you think happened?” Ford asked. “What’s your impression?”

“Not sure.” I wondered if he was testing me somehow. I knew he’d not been particularly pleased with me the past year since I told him I wanted back into the field. I had been helping him with the park inholdings and mining claims in the controversial Ceded Strip, a large swath of land that makes up the majority of the eastern half of Glacier Park that was originally part of the Blackfeet Reservation that was ceded to the federal government. The Blackfeet tribal leaders claimed they never agreed to sell the lands outright and only leased the strip for a fifty-year mining agreement that expired in 1940. I was in charge of researching and documenting to support the case that Glacier needed to stay 100 percent federally protected ad infinitum.

Ford had also relied on me to get a lot of his other busywork done that the assistant super didn’t have time for because he was busy trying to secure funding for park projects. As I told him then, it was highly unusual for a fully trained law enforcement officer to be acting as his right-hand man anyway. I just got roped into it because I was good at research, and I was meticulous.

When I moved back into the field, he’d made several snide remarks to me before I left for Georgia for my courses: “Headin’ on to bigger stuff, Harris?” “On from Boy to Eagle Scouting?” Since I’m on the clean-cut and fastidious side, it wasn’t the first time I’d been compared to some kind of a scout. Although actually, I’ve never even been in scouts: not Cub, Boy, and certainly not Eagle.

And I guess with being slight, some people like to compare me to an adolescent. Aside from the premature sprinkling of gray around my temples, I have to admit that if I put on an oversized coat, I can look almost boyish. But I’m no weakling. I may be wiry, but my muscles are corded, sinewy, and strong. And I know I’m fast because I time myself frequently. Last I checked—four days before—I ran a mile in five minutes and twenty-eight seconds. I don’t train for anything in particular; I just like to stay fit, especially in my line of work. “Not sure I trust first impressions, sir,” I answered.

“I don’t mean for you to. Just, you know, trying to get my head around it being Paul Sedgewick.” Ford would not be one to use a nickname, even though I knew he was aware of the Wolfie nickname.

“I know. That’s the odd thing considering his experience. Trying to figure it out. Was it really an accidental slip, a suicide, or a push?” I asked rhetorically.

“Push?” Ford jerked his chin in and cringed as if he smelled something foul. “Come on, Harris, just because you took a few courses on this stuff, I wouldn’t get too ahead of yourself.”

“Well, sir, you’re right.” I ignored his condescending tone. “There is no evidence suggesting foul play, but even though the ankles are badly broken, the lacerations seem more prominent in his head as if he hit there first. Now, does that mean he was pushed? Not sure,” I answered my own question. “He could have hit leg first, then tumbled to his head for the second hit after sliding off the first ledge.”

Ford listened intently, his eyes squinting in perpetual criticism. “I would highly doubt this is anything but an accident. I mean, the guy was probably tipsy or high on something and misjudged the ledge. It happens, even to backcountry experts.”

“We’ll know more from the autopsy report,” I said.

He looked at the Subaru beside us. “This it?”

“Yeah, just checking it over.”

“All right, well, listen, let’s get this processed quickly. We need to get the Loop Trail open as soon as possible. I’d like to see it reopened by tomorrow morning.”

“I can’t do that, sir. Maybe by late afternoon.”

Ford looked across the lot in the direction of my Explorer. “Like I said”—he looked back at me—“as quickly as possible. The chalet’s one of the main attractions for hikers in this part of the park. It’s not good business in the heart of tourist season to have such a high-volume place closed to the public. Tomorrow’s Friday, which is bad enough, but I’ll give you that. But I want it open by Saturday. The weekend after solstice is usually a big one.”

“I understand, sir.” I was beginning to feel the pressure that Systead had experienced when dealing with Ford on the Bear Bait case, only he had a personal vendetta against Ford. I got along just fine with the guy even though he had a knack for making the entire area around him hum with a watchful disapproval. Right or wrong, I understood it’s the way he operated, and only the insecure let it get to them. “I’ll do my best,” I offered.

“Good enough.” He tipped his wide-brimmed hat and sauntered off.

I turned back to the Subaru and finished searching it and found nothing of interest. Besides the Subaru manual, the glove box held ChapStick, a tire pressure gauge, a Farmers insurance card, and topographical maps of Glacier, the Bob Marshall Wilderness, Waterton Park, the Whitefish Range, and more. Tucked into the visor was a coffee punch card for a local coffee business with kiosks in all the towns located in the Flathead Valley: Whitefish, Kalispell, Columbia Falls, and Bigfork.

The back of the wagon held a faded beige heavy-duty, but lightweight backcountry pack filled with extra clothes: some polypropylene long johns, a light raincoat, a pair of khaki shorts, and a T-shirt that read: No, I don’t want to read your blog! A faded-green down sleeping bag was attached by straps on the top of the pack and at its base hung a small, two-man tent in a navy bag. The pack’s front pocket held freeze-dried stew, oatmeal energy bars, trail mix, and some apples. A CamelBak designed to be worn on the chest was filled with water and ready to go.

I grabbed the pack and camping gear, the box, and the blue binder and placed them in my car. The vehicle and all its belongings would eventually be going back to Cathy, but for now, I wanted to take a look. I certainly knew I had the time once I returned to my place.

• • •

When I first split with Lara over nine months ago, I temporarily moved into dorm 213 near the Community Building not far from Glacier’s headquarters until she and I could figure out what the hell we were doing. Let’s just say the two of us had gotten to the point where we needed some space. She had been angry with the world. And me? I’ll admit I’d gotten a little stubborn, a little bullheaded.

Lara and I met when I lived in a small town named Choteau that sat close to the eastern front of the Great Divide. I was fresh out of college with a double major in criminology and psychology from Montana State University in Bozeman—the psych part of the equation an attempt to make sense of my upbringing through textbooks. I wanted nothing to do with counseling as a profession, though, and while I found much of the information useful and interesting, I certainly had no intention of wallowing in any of it.

Wardening, on the other hand, seemed like a good fit for a guy with a criminology degree, a love of the outdoors, and a hunger to instill order, so I enrolled with the Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks warden program. I passed all the entrance exams, physicals, and psychological evaluations and promptly attended the twelve-week basic course at the Montana Law Enforcement Academy in Helena. After graduating, I did some on-the-job training in a Fish, Wildlife and Parks regional office in Great Falls and was later assigned to Region Four in Teton County.

I rented a small house in Choteau that had wall-to-wall brown carpeting, pale yellow walls, and smelled like cat piss because it was all I could find available. I furnished it with a lumpy futon on its last leg, a small entertainment center and queen-size bed I brought with me from my apartment in Bozeman to Great Falls and on to Choteau. I then quickly got to work patrolling the districts, looking for poachers, checking hunters’ licenses, and, in general, trying to protect some of the most diverse flora and fauna in Montana.

I first saw Lara one glorious autumn afternoon when I’d been making a routine visit to check the licenses of the out-of-state visitors staying at a pheasant-hunting spread huddled against the dramatic eastern front. It was called the Painted Horse Ranch, and Lara had just graduated with an accounting degree from Carroll College in Helena and had moved to Choteau to do the books for it. When I walked up, she was sitting outside at a picnic table eating a sandwich and reading a magazine. She looked peaceful and radiant at the same time, her auburn locks blowing gently in the breeze. The Rocky Mountain Front towered behind her, the Teton River babbled in the background, and golden aspens glowed, their leaves quivering. When she glanced up at me, she gave me a friendly smile and a small wave and asked me if I wanted her help in finding the owners.

We didn’t actually have all that much in common. She liked the outdoors, but wasn’t crazy about it like me. But we were chemically attracted from the get-go. A numbers person, she was logical and reasonable, but she could be spontaneous and bubbly too. She surprised me on one of our early dates—a picnic by the Teton River—when she stripped off her clothes and went skinny-dipping. And she talked about her large family of eleven with great respect and love. That alone intrigued me—that so many siblings in the same household remained caring and warm in spite of everyone’s individual complexities. We were married two and a half years later. I was twenty-six. She was twenty-five.

When we tied the knot, Lara knew I didn’t want to have children and that was fine for the first seven years until it just wasn’t fine anymore. Call it instinct, call it hormones, or even call it the seven-year itch—either way, she changed her mind. Just like that. I don’t want to sound coldhearted; I agonized over it because I love Lara, and it’s not like I don’t understand the drive to bear children that can grip a woman as her life priorities change. But I have my reasons for not capitulating. When paranoid schizophrenia runs on one side of your family, I figure not having children is the responsible thing to do since it tends to be a genetic problem.

In addition to being somewhat bullheaded, I’m a good risk manager ninety-nine percent of the time. But there’s that one percent when I’m too driven, too intense, to not take a few chances. Apparently even I can’t escape my DNA, which consists of large doses of impulsive behavior, especially on my father’s and brother’s side. So, around nine thirty, when my lonely evening began to linger a little too long, the cabin’s steady hum of solitude began to get a little too persistent, and thoughts of Lara kept pushing their way in, I welcomed the buzz of my phone. The biologist Kurtis Bowman called to tell me where the wildlife camera near the Loop was located. I tried to tell myself it could wait until morning, that I was tired and needed a good night’s sleep, and it certainly didn’t make sense to take the drive up to the Loop at such a late hour.

But dead bodies stay with you, clinging like leeches to all attempts at normalcy, and I kept seeing Wolfie’s mangled features and purple skin. I got up and went over some of my notes from the day, but Ford saying that he wanted the trail reopened quickly made me antsy. Thoroughness requires time and if I left the task until morning, I might not have enough to get everything I needed done.
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