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AUTHOR'S NOTE


Â 

God makes some men poets. Some He makes kings, some beggars. Me He made a hunter. My hand was made for the triggerÂ .Â .Â .

â€”Richard Connell, “The Most Dangerous Game”

No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it is not the same river, and he is not the same man.

â€”Heraclitus, “On Nature”
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PART ONE

THE GRAY GHOSTS

The hands shook as the watcher adjusted the focus ring of the binoculars. In the circular field of view, he saw that the driver of the Pinto wagon looked older than the time he had seen him last, back in spring. Or rather his walk, as he climbed out of the car and moved into the shadow cast by the pylon of the river bridge, appeared hesitant, as if the driver was unsure of the footing. The simian slope of the forehead, the tight gray curls and liquid brown eyes over the broad nose and cleft chin, he could not see clearly from such distance. But the swinging-armed walk, the man bent forward as if his brothers had only recently left the security of the trees, would identify him anywhere.

For several minutes the driver was out of sight under the bridge and one of the hands that shook on the binoculars moved to the dog, the fingers digging under the collar to worry the fur. Maybe he had hidden the envelope too well. But then the man reemerged and it was plain to see that he was holding something. The driver got back into the wagon and from his vantage in the pines the watcher heard the Pinto cough to life.

After the vehicle disappeared, heading south up the river canyon, the watcher set down the binoculars. He felt the fish that had been swimming in his veins slowly subside. It would happen. The man still looked strong enough. The man would be worthy.

He lowered his eyes to the dog. He watched, a bystander to his own body, as his right hand jumped on the dog's neck. It was the same involuntary grasping that came more often now, that reminded him, as if he needed reminding, that the family nightmare had not died with his father's passing, but was beginning again.


Â 

Prologue

K
atie Sparrow didn't think she'd be back tomorrow. Knowing a bit about men and one kind in particular, she didn't think the hiker that search and rescue was looking for was lost, or even that he was on Sphinx Mountain. She'd figured it for a “bastard search” from the get-go, ever since Lothar lost the man's scentâ€”his common-law wife had contributed a well-seasoned Bon Jovi undershirtâ€”back at the trailhead. To Sparrow, this meant that instead of putting one foot in front of the other as he'd promised, Gordon Godfrey had parked his vehicle at the trailhead to erase suspicion, then had climbed into another rig. In this assessment she was in agreement with the wife, who had reported her husband missing. Godfrey, a schoolteacher with a scratch to itch that lay south of his belt buckle and a history of women cutting his face out of photographs, had left a note to the effect that he had backpacked up the Trail Fork of Bear Creek for an overnight fishing trip for cutthroat trout. He'd written that he'd summit the Sphinx if he got a “wild hair” up his ass. That had been three days ago. As he had not discussed the trip with his wife and had previously shown little interest in fishing, or in climbing anything steeper than the stairs to the second floor, she suspected a ruse. She thought he was with “that bitch” and told the deputy who had taken her call that if this proved to be the case, he had her permission to shoot them both and save her the cost of the ammunition, what with 180-grain Federal “Vital Shok” loads in .30-06 going for forty-five dollars a box.

“Now what the hey, LotharÂ .Â .Â .Â ?”

Katie Sparrow cocked her head upon spotting her dog, who had curled his tail and stiffened his back. The shepherd froze for several moments before turning in a half circle and lying down beside a boulder. He looked at Sparrow with his own head cocked, the faces of handler and canine showing similarly quizzical expressions, then he settled his chin onto his outstretched forelegs. The signal or “alert” was one that Katie had taught him, but for a moment she had a hard time comprehending. Godfrey, if in fact he had hiked here, might well be dead. Mountains in Montana could kill a man at any month and in any number of ways. But buried?

Still, there was no second-guessing Lothar. As a search-and-rescue K9, he was a bona fide triple threatâ€”a Class III wilderness air scent dog who also had certification as a tracking/trailing dog and a human-remains detection, or “cadaver,” dog. Back at the trailhead, Katie had worked him in trailing mode with his nose to the ground, but after he lost Godfrey's scent only a few yards from the vehicle, she had taken him off leash and worked him as an air scent dog. That is, she had signaled Lothar to search generally for human odor, not a particular one, which he did with his nose elevated to catch particles of scent, consisting of sloughed-off skin cells eddying in the air. Dropping his head to the ground could mean anythingâ€”to a dog the world was a wonder of distracting odors. But lying flat with his head on his forelegs could not be misinterpreted. There was a human body underneath the earth where Lothar was lying.

Sparrow's VHF radio crackled as she turned up the volume and pressed the transmit button.

“Jase. This is Katie. My dog just gave me an HRD alert.”

In the Incident Command trailer on the skirt of the mountain, some twenty-three hundred feet below and five miles to the west, Jason Kent set his coffee cup on the fold-down tabletop.

“Body, you're saying.”

“That's a ten-four. He's lying on it.”

“Above or below ground?”

“Buried. Earth's torn up in the vicinity, but the disturbance looks old. Like frost heaves, maybe. I suppose a bear could have dug it up a few weeks ago and scattered the remains, but I don't see bones.”

The radio went momentarily silent as Kent digested the news. He ran blunt fingers through his crew cut.

“You there, IC?” Katie looked at Lothar and mouthed the words “Good dog.”

“I'm here. It isn't Godfrey. Walt found him down in West Yellowstone at the Three Bears Motel. Very much alive. A little depleted in the prostate department, if you know what I mean. He was with a woman. Name of Marcy Hardy. We called off the search.”

“I didn't get the relay.”

“This just happened. I was about to notify the wife.”

“That ought to be an interesting call.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“So whatcha want me to do?”

Kent thought a second. “It's too late to get a recovery team there tonight. Mark the waypoint and get off the mountain. FWP says there's a sow grizzly with two cubs reported up the Trail Fork. I want you checked in with me before dark. Call with a progress report every thirty minutes. Are you packing pepper spray?”

“Always.”

“Keep your finger on the trigger.”

“Okay, I'm out.”

She holstered the radio. Carefully picking her steps, she worked around the places where the earth looked scarred and sat down next to Lothar. Katie Sparrow was a sun-streaked blonde with a wrenlike face and eyes as blue as an October sky. She looked quite small on the mountain, sitting beside a German shepherd that was bigger than she was. Crossing her legs in a lotus position, she fingered the brass locket under the neck of her damp T-shirt. For a little while she was on another mountain, far away, then she was back. She pulled a dog biscuit out of her shirt pocket. She broke off half to offer it to Lothar.

“You're such a good dog.” Her voice had become the voice of a young girl. “You're my boyfriend. Yes, you are.”

The shepherd gave her a soulful gaze and laid his head on her lap. Katie reached down and switched off the GPS unit strapped to his collar. She bit a piece off the remaining half of the dog biscuit and chewed it thoughtfully, wondering just whose bones she was sitting on.
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