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Chapter 1

 


Her twenty-year-old body lay twisted in the
center of the Medicine Wheel – a circular alignment of rocks on the
western peak of Medicine Mountain in Northern Wyoming. Her long,
thick, dark hair was matted to her scalp, caked with coagulated
blood and other bodily fluids. It appeared that she had been raped
and tortured for days before being set free from torment. Her lips,
which had once been luscious and full, were grimy and speckled – as
if she’d been forced to drink a cocktail of ground coffee and mud.
Her face and neck were covered in odd-shaped, purple bruises,
giving the impression that her ruptured blood vessels were
desperately trying to escape the horror. Even her skin looked like
it had attempted to detach itself from the bone. Yet, she was still
breathing.

Two rangers from the United States Forest
Service found her ravaged body sprawled on the twenty-eighth stone
spoke of the Medicine Wheel. At first glance, they assumed that she
was dead. As they approached, they noticed her chest cavity
propelling out and heaving in, like a fish suffocating on air. The
rangers felt for a pulse, but her veins collapsed and formed
bruises the moment they applied pressure. They tried to perform CPR
on her, but as they compressed her chest, thick, black mucus spewed
from her mouth. They rushed her down the mountain to the nearest
hospital in Sheridan, and hurled her onto the first gurney they
could find in the emergency room. Nurses and doctors scrambled to
find a vein strong enough to accept an IV, but their attempts were
futile. The victim’s veins wiggled and collapsed like overcooked
spaghetti. Blood was seeping from every orifice of her body.
Without an IV, she would soon die, but no vein would hold steady.
She coughed a few times – a choking, gagging cough like that of an
asthmatic – and when the chunk of a clot oozed its way from her
mouth, she appeared to have a reprieve. But the relief only lasted
a few seconds before the gagging started again.

Her pupils were dilated and her eyes,
although still open, were vacant. She coughed viciously again when
the doctors attempted chest compressions. She felt the rough hands
of the doctor pushing hard on her sternum, but his efforts did not
help her capture any air. Instead, she felt like she was swimming
in a sea of mud and that someone was holding her under. She felt
the cold blade of scissors cutting her clothes away from her body
and heard a woman’s voice.

“We’re losing her, doctor. BP’s down to
sixty.”

“We need to get an IV in this girl,” the
doctor shouted. “Now!”

The girl heard metal clanging on an
instrument tray and felt another cold sting, this time in her
foot.

“The vein held,” a nurse shouted,
triumphantly.

“Start running a –”

“Holy shit!” the nurse yelled. “The vein . .
. disintegrated. She’s losing blood, doctor. BP’s down to fifty.
Forty. Hold on, sweetie. Hold on. We need to . . . ”

The girl could not hear the nurse anymore.
Noises faded out, but a light shown in. The girl felt an
overwhelming sense of warmth and calmness, and felt herself moving
closer to the light. Her legs felt like they’d grown wings –
butterfly wings – a beautiful shade of lapis. The light filled her
up entirely. She did not hear the high-pitched beep.

“We lost her,” the doctor said, deflated.
“She’s gone.” He turned away, his head bowed, and without looking
at her face, tore off his surgical mask. His oldest daughter was
about the same age as this girl, and she also had long, dark hair
and large, green eyes. It was harrowing. He took a deep breath,
trying not to imagine what had happened to this lifeless young
woman. Within fifteen minutes of arrival, she laid dead, parts of
her intestines disgorged on the ground beneath the gurney. Behind a
plastic curtain in the emergency room of a hospital in a small,
quiet, western town, other medical personnel shook their heads and
wiped their eyes, for they didn’t fail many young people. And this
young woman didn’t stand a chance. All the medical training in the
world could not have saved her, yet they all felt like they had
done nothing to help her. They couldn’t. Her body was not capable
of accepting aid.

The attending physician was Dr. Jonathan
Rowe, a thin, forty-seven-year-old man with a deeply receding
hairline and thick, frameless glasses. Dr. Rowe, who looked as
capable of holding your confidence as well as saving a life, called
the sheriff and explained that he had a mysterious death on his
hands. The sheriff responded immediately. Mysterious deaths were
uncommon in his small town. Sheridan, nestled at the base of the
Big Horn Mountains in northeastern Wyoming, is quintessential Old
West with a contemporary veneer and an entire downtown area
declared a National Historic District. Cowboy fights and drunken
brawls were common occurrences on any given Friday night, but the
cause of such skirmishes was usually too much alcohol or a cheating
lover. The sheriff wasn’t accustomed to the term, “mysterious
death.”

The pathologist met Dr. Rowe and the sheriff
in the emergency room. Dr. Rowe suggested awkwardly that the girl
might have been raped, based on the bruising and blood between her
legs. But the pathologist quickly concluded that he would be unable
to determine cause of death without performing an autopsy. It was
agreed that an autopsy would be ordered, but the sheriff wanted to
notify next of kin first. Who was this girl? No one at the
hospital could identify her. Whatever trauma had caused her death
distorted her looks beyond recognition.

As the pathologist made notes, the sheriff, a
medium-sized man in his mid-fifties with a pot belly, handlebar
mustache, and ruddy cheeks, looked over his shoulder anxiously. The
sheriff, who had attended to many car accident victims in his day,
disliked being stared at by the dead. He reached over and lowered
her eyelids.

“Please don’t touch her,” the pathologist
said in a curt tone.

“Sorry. I just hate looking into dead eyes.”
The sheriff rubbed his own tired eyes before noticing that he had
some of the girl’s blood on his hand. He groaned in a low tone and
excused himself to go to the restroom to wash his hands. When he
returned, Dr. Rowe and the pathologist were discussing possible
causes of death in a hushed tone. The sheriff paced the floor,
waiting for the doctors to include him in on the conversation. Dr.
Rowe kept his back turned from the sheriff, hoping that he’d take
the clue and allow them a private conversation.

“Why don’t you go talk to the guys who
brought her in? Maybe they could shed some light on this,” Dr. Rowe
finally suggested. The sheriff nodded imperceptibly, as if he was
already on his way to conduct the interview before the suggestion
was made. The doctor reached into his blood-spattered lab coat and
retrieved a few white tablets. He popped them into his mouth,
thrust his head back, and swallowed without water.

While efforts were being made to identify the
victim and to clean up the bloody mess in the ER, the sheriff
interviewed the two Forest Service Rangers that found her. “What
were you two doin’ up there at Medicine Wheel?” he asked,
suspiciously. The two men, both in their late twenties with stubby
beards and unkempt long hair, stumbled for an explanation. The
elder of the two rangers, a tall Native American with a round face
and broad shoulders named Ronnie One Feather, spoke first,
explaining how there had been reports of vandalism at Medicine
Wheel and they’d gone there to check it out. The sheriff took notes
as the ranger nervously explained how they’d found her body draped
across the twenty-eighth spoke that radiates from the rock pile hub
in the center of the wheel. The sheriff cleared his throat. “Ain’t
never been to Medicine Wheel,” the sheriff said flatly. “Maybe you
should explain what this place looks like.”

Ronnie explained how the wheel is a grouping
of flat white stones, arranged in a circle about seventy-five feet
in diameter, at the top of Medicine Mountain. “There are
twenty-eight spokes that radiate from the rock pile hub in the
center. We Native Americans believe that it was built by our
ancestors thousands of years ago, either as a place of spiritual
worship, or maybe an astronomical calendar, or maybe even a burial
ground. We believe that our people -”

“Let’s focus on the girl. How do you suppose
she got there? See any folks around when you found her? A car?
Footprints?”

Ronnie looked at his ranger buddy, David
Thrift, and shrugged his shoulders. “I didn’t see anyone else
around. Like I said, we went there to investigate a report of a
disturbance. A man called the ranger station and said that someone
had set the worship fence on fire. When we got to Medicine Wheel,
there was no fire that we could see. So we walked around and that’s
when we found her.”

The sheriff watched closely as Ronnie
answered. Ronnie kept looking at David Thrift while answering the
questions, as if he was trying to get his story straight. The
sheriff was pretty sure that they were not telling him the whole
story. After twenty years of serving the community in the sheriff’s
department, he’d learned to read people pretty squarely. He asked
the two young men to stay put for a few minutes while he made some
phone calls. After talking with the county attorney and a local
judge, the sheriff asked that both men volunteer DNA samples. David
Thrift agreed. Ronnie, who was suspicious of the government in
general and believed that Indians were treated unfairly in the
judicial process, declined, explaining that he first wanted to talk
to a lawyer about his rights. This, of course, made the sheriff all
the more suspicious.

 


* * *

 


Perched at her desk in downtown Sheridan at
the law offices of Harrison and MacIntosh, attorney Mary MacIntosh
stared blankly at a foot-high stack of pleadings in front of her.
It was late October, and she was feeling a sense of change. The
fall had been unseasonably warm, and the trees still had plenty of
golden-brown leaves clinging to their branches, which was unusual.
Perhaps a winter storm was on its way. She took a sip of strong,
black coffee and set her mug back down on the coaster at the edge
of her desk, near the phone. Normally, she was a morning person,
but today, she was not quite awake. She had a bad dream in the
middle of the night, and couldn’t get back to sleep. She dreamed
that she was on a trip to the Galapagos Islands and was staying
overnight in Ecuador before boarding the cruise ship. In her dream,
she was visiting a bird and butterfly aviary. Near closing time,
she didn’t hear the announcement that the gates to the aviary were
being locked for the day. She was trapped inside the aviary, and
couldn’t get out. Birds were unsettled by her prolonged presence,
squawking loudly and flapping their wings wildly over her head,
before dive-bombing at her. She tried to fight them off, but there
were too many birds. She awoke from her dream in a panic. Her
pajama top was soaking wet with perspiration. She weaved herself in
a sinuous curve around her sleeping cat and tried to drift back to
sleep, but it was hopeless.

She recounted her dream as she took another
long gulp of coffee, wondering what the dream meant. A few
scenarios came to mind, but she decided that she had too much work
to do and shouldn’t spend her morning nitpicking her psyche. She
drew in a deep breath, ready to tackle her jam-packed day of
meetings and court appearances.

Mac, as her law partner called her, wore a
dark gray suit with a cream blouse, and black heels that at the
moment lay askew under her desk next to her bare feet. She had
long, wavy, auburn hair, and large doe-like brown eyes. She was
tall, with a slender, athletic build, and she idly twirled her hair
as she read, a nervous habit dating back to her teenage years. She
told her secretary, Megan, a perky, young blond, to hold all calls
so that she could finish her dictation before she went to court.
Megan poked her head in Mac’s office and said that a hysterical
client was on the phone, insisting on speaking to Mac immediately.
“She says it’s an emergency,” Megan said unhesitantly. Mac rolled
her eyes and nodded. Of course, Mac thought. It’s always an
emergency, according to the client. She picked up the phone and
punched the third blinking light.

“Ms. MacIntosh, this is Jacqueline Bontierre.
You remember me from the Powder River Basin trial? Something
horrible has happened and I need your help. I am the one –”

“Hello, Jacqueline. Of course I remember.
What can I do for you?” Mac asked. She had represented Jacqueline
Bontierre, along with forty-nine other plaintiffs, in a
class-action lawsuit against methane gas developers in the Powder
River Basin of north-central Wyoming. They won a large verdict
against the developers. Mac remembered Jacqueline as a beautiful
French woman who was strongly opinionated and sure of herself.
Jacqueline and her husband owned a sizable ranch on Spotted Horse
Creek and were cattle ranchers by trade.

The Bontierres were unable to have children
of their own and they found adoption in America to be
problematical. They searched abroad and were happy to find three
beautiful little girls in a Bucharest orphanage. Ana, the eldest of
the three, had been sold into child prostitution at age six. Her
younger adoptive sisters had been spared sexual abuse. The
Bontierres knew of Ana’s experiences and were willing to take her
in and help her learn how to trust and love.

“It’s Ana. She’s missing,” Jacqueline stated.
She spoke so hastily that it was difficult to understand her.

“Ana? Isn’t she living in Colorado?” Mac
asked.

“Ana moved back to Sheridan six weeks ago so
that she could attend community college. Her roommate called
yesterday morning to say that she hadn’t come back to the dormitory
after class. I reported it to the police, but they haven’t done a
damn thing to find her. They say she’s probably run off with a
boyfriend, making snide remarks about her past juvenile record.
Well, I know my daughter and after everything she’s been through
over the past few years, including a six-month rehab program in
Colorado, she would never be so stupid to run off with some
boy. I know that in my heart. Something has happened to her.”

“I’m so sorry, Jacqueline. I can understand
why you are concerned,” Mac said. She wondered why Jacqueline was
calling her, however. She was afraid to ask what Jacqueline wanted
her to do about Ana’s disappearance, but she asked, nevertheless.
“How can I help you?”

“I want you to call the sheriff and tell him
that this is a serious matter and that if he doesn’t take it
seriously and treat Ana like he would any other citizen of this
county that we’re going to sue him for discrimination.”

Mac thought about Jacqueline’s request before
responding. Ana had a troubled past and it wouldn’t be unfair for
the sheriff to give it a day or two to see if she showed up.
“Jacqueline, I understand that you are very upset and you have a
right to be, but making threats to the sheriff probably won’t help
your cause. Why don’t we focus our energy on finding Ana? Have you
contacted the clinic in Colorado where she went through rehab?
Maybe someone from there has heard from her, or perhaps an old
boyfriend –”

“Miss MacIntosh, I thought we had a better
working relationship than this!” Jacqueline said thickly. “I know
my daughter and something has happened to her. I thought you were
different from the other people in this small-minded town, but
you’re not. You’re just like the rest of them – assuming that my
daughter has found her way back into trouble. Well, I guess I know
where I stand with you. You get a nice chunk of change off my
methane gas verdict and now you could care less about me and my
family. Forget that I called.” The line went dead.

Mac set the phone back in its cradle and
tilted back in her chair. Had she been too cavalier? Should she
have offered to call the sheriff and try to convince him to take
the matter more seriously? As her guilt rose up like a sprouting
weed, she quickly grabbed the phone and punched the familiar
number.

“Sheriff’s office, Mandy speaking.” Mac knew
Mandy well from the methane gas trial. She quickly explained the
nature of her call and asked if she could speak to the sheriff.
“The sheriff is at the hospital investigating a mysterious death.
You can leave him a message on voicemail if you like.”

The words “mysterious death” rolled around in
Mac’s head, thinking about Ana’s disappearance, trying not to put
the two together. “What kind of mysterious death?” Mac ventured.
Normally, she wouldn’t pry into police business, but her concern
for Ana was overriding.

“Don’t know yet. Sheriff didn’t have time to
explain much. Said that he’d be out of the office for the rest of
the day probably. Like I said, you can leave a message. He’ll
likely check back later.”

Mac left a brief message mentioning Ana
Bontierre, and asked that the sheriff call back. Mac was unsure of
her opinion of the sheriff. When she first moved to Sheridan from
Jackson Hole a year prior, Mac called on the sheriff to investigate
death threats she’d received as a result of taking on the methane
gas industry in the class action lawsuit. The sheriff was not
overly sympathetic or responsive, initially, and his casual
attitude bothered her. She understood how Jacqueline might feel if
the sheriff was showing her the same lack of concern, but also had
grown to understand that the sheriff had a method to his
investigations. He was calm and fairly methodical, and it seemed
that he usually got to the right answer in his own way, on his own
time. The members of the community held him in high regard. It was
just that certain things bothered the sheriff, and methamphetamines
were one of them. Since Ana had dabbled in meth, a decision that
bought her a trip to rehab, perhaps the sheriff was less inclined
to call out the troops to help find her.

After Mac left the message for the sheriff,
she called Jacqueline Bontierre to apologize and let her know that
she would follow up with the sheriff. Jacqueline’s answering
machine picked up, so Mac left a message in a repentant tone. Mac
had lived in Sheridan for only a few years and was working hard to
build up a healthy client base for her law practice. She did not
want to burn any bridges – especially with former clients who were
well respected in the community.

After leaving the voicemail messages, Mac
gathered some paperwork on her desk and shoved it into an accordion
file. She then went to Sheridan National Bank for a quick meeting
before she had her first court appearance for the day. Mac had
recently landed the bank as a new client, and had agreed to help
the real estate department rid itself of unwanted assets. The bank
was hot to unload one asset in particular, an old farmhouse,
primarily because the property was strapped with a number of
federal and state tax liens. The old farmhouse was located in a
nearby community called Big Horn, at the base of the Big Horn
National Forest. The farmhouse was dilapidated, and the
accompanying barn and stockyard were junk heaps, but the buyer
didn’t seem to mind. In fact, the buyer had agreed to purchase the
place subject to the liens and satisfy the past-due debts to the
government. The vice president of the bank, confused and surprised
by the generous yet imprudent offer, asked Mac to review the terms
of the purchase contract and sit in on the final meeting with the
buyer to make sure that he wasn’t trying to pull a fast one. The
offer seemed too good to be true. The property had been vacant for
years, and many local residents of Big Horn claimed that it had
been used as a methamphetamine lab. Others claimed that it was
haunted. Why would a young guy from South America want to buy the
farm and pay off all the liens to the government? The bank hired
Mac to find out.

After meeting with the bank officers, Mac put
on her black, wool jacket and walked two blocks up Main Street to
the courthouse. The old courthouse building was capped with a
beautiful dome which shone brightly in the morning sun. A new wing
to the old courthouse had been added some years back, and housed
the county recorder’s office and a number of other public services.
Mac pulled open the glass door to the recorder’s office. Standing
at the counter was a handsome man whom Mac estimated to be in his
late thirties or early forties. Mac told the clerk behind the
counter why she was there. The clerk nodded at the gentleman at the
counter, and told Mac that he was the buyer of the farmhouse.

When Mac met Gilbert Bonita for the first
time, she was struck by his physical beauty – and she sensed that
he knew it. He stood six feet four inches tall and sported an
athletic build. He had almost black hair with a radiant sheen and
large, dark eyes. He walked right up to her and introduced himself
with the boldest confidence. “I’m Gilbert Bonita and I’m here to
buy the old Walton place from the bank. And, if you’re lucky, I’ll
take you to dinner once the deal is done.” He was certain of his
terms, both in buying the foreclosed farm and that Mac would agree
to dine with him. He was well-spoken and cultivated, and she
detected an unidentifiable foreign accent in his voice.

After Mac spoke with Gilbert Bonita and
perused the file, she made a recommendation to the vice president
of the bank. The vice president went along with Mac’s
recommendation and accepted Bonita’s offer, relieved to get rid of
the dumpy, decrepit house and the unkempt property. Mac, on the
other hand, wasn’t sure of his offer for a dinner date. He was
devastatingly striking and well-built, but she was still working
through a recent break up with her former boyfriend, Greg. She was
adjusting to the single life again and was starting to make new
friends. She was happily independent and didn’t want to complicate
her life. A dinner date with a bank client sounded awkward.

When escrow closed on the farm that
afternoon, Mac was prepared to decline Gil’s invitation to dinner
that night. However, when Gil told her that he was taking the bank
president to dinner as well, Mac knew that she was stuck. The bank
was her newest and largest client, and declining the celebration
dinner would be in poor taste.

As they dined on a lovely sage chicken that
Gil ordered, Mac admired Gil’s size. His hands were very large and
his shoulders broad. Not only was he large in size, but also in
bravado. He’d traveled the world extensively and knew how to
maneuver in style. His ego seemed insurmountable, yet his charm was
almost boyish. “I grew up a peasant in Peru,” Gilbert said, taking
a sip from his vodka. “My mother was from Romania, and she was sold
to a Peruvian businessman. The businessman discarded her after a
few years and she was back on the streets doing what desperate
women do. She discarded me, as I was a burden to her. I never asked
who my father was, but I believe it to have been the Peruvian
man.”

“How did you survive?” Mac asked, horrified
by this man’s nonchalant description of his childhood. The sorrow
of Gil’s life invaded Mac, like a terrible drug, but he seemed
impervious to his woes. He spoke flatly, as if he was reading from
a script.

“An American family stationed in Peru allowed
me to work on their property in exchange for room, board and
education. They paid for me to attend a private school, for which I
am grateful. I have remained in contact with this American family,
and today they live part of their time in Florida and part of their
time here in Wyoming. That is why I chose to stay here for some
time.” He explained how he’d left Peru as a young man and traveled
the world, vagabond fashion, until he wound up in Moscow. He’d
worked his way up the ladder in a Russian pharmaceutical company,
and was now a part-owner. “We focus most of our research on
antiviral drugs,” Gil told them.

“But enough about business. Let’s talk about
a place I will take you when you accompany me to Eastern Europe.”
Gil talked directly to Mac, as if the bank president were
invisible. “I’ll take you on a cruise from Moscow to St. Petersburg
on the Waterways of the Czars, and show you the Yusupov Palace and
Petrovdorets, Peter the Great’s Grand Palace. We can venture to
Voronet in Romania, or what we call the ‘Sistine Chapel of the
East.’ It is a beautifully painted monastery from the fifteenth
century. Northeastern Romania was under threat of invasion from the
Turks at that time, and the fortified monasteries were covered with
biblical scenes to educate the illiterate Orthodox Christians. Your
eyes will glow when you see the lapis blue dome. I will show you
all the treasures of the land that my ancestors called home.”

Mac heard the hedging of conflicting voices
in her head: one told her to run like hell from this guy – far and
fast and never look back. The other voice told her to give him a
chance. She was not as worldly as Gil, and perhaps foreigners were
more forward than Americans. Maybe he was of a giving nature –
anxious to share his love of the world’s riches. She wanted to be
positive, but he was like a scratchy wool sweater – uncomfortably
handsome. As Mac got to know him over dinner, and learn of his
hardships growing up an orphan in Peru, his struggles to find work
in post Cold-War Russia, and his desires to return to his native
land, her trusting heart vetoed her scrutinizing head. She decided
to give him a chance.

 


* * *

 


As Gil walked Mac to her car after dinner,
she asked if he needed to fix up the farmhouse before he moved in.
“Oh, Bella, you Americans have too many rules, I’m afraid. I’ve
been living there for the past two weeks, preparing it for my
needs. It requires a good deal more cosmetic repair, but I have
accomplished what I must for now.” Mac was shocked by his
presumptuous nature, but careful not admonish him. The deed was
recorded now and her client had its money. Besides, what harm did
the bank suffer from the prospective purchaser squatting on the
property for a few weeks before the deal closed? It was unlawful
and unscrupulous, but she didn’t feel compelled to tattle. Still,
she couldn’t quite rationalize his excuse. Did his orphan nature
make him feel entitled to take what he wanted? Questions snowballed
in her mind, yet she didn’t feel comfortable asking him.

His large, rough hand touched her elbow as he
gently guided her to her car. He smelled of vanilla, she thought,
or was it heather? A sweet scent, for sure. He held her car door
open and allowed her to slip past him into the driver’s seat. He
kissed his first two fingers and placed them on her cheek. “You are
so lovely. Tall. Elegant. Smart. Confident. I will see you again
tomorrow for dinner. What time shall I pick you up?” Mac didn’t
know how to respond, and as she fumbled for words, he spoke. “Six
o’clock. I will pick you up at your office. I know the way.”

With that, he turned and walked away, down
Main Street and around the corner, disappearing from sight. She
felt a cold chill run down her spine – a warning signal? Or is that
what she felt when she first met Greg? She thought back to that
moment on the courthouse steps in Jackson Hole. She remembered that
meeting Greg for the first time caused a flutter in her tummy and a
warm flush across her face. Not a chill down her spine. But, it was
fall here in Sheridan, and the evening air was carrying a coolness
about it – warning the birds that it was about time to migrate
south for the winter.

 


* * *

 


When the telephone rang at eleven thirty at
night, Jacqueline Bontierre was certain that Ana had come to her
senses and was calling home to be bailed out of another bad choice.
She glanced at the digital clock as she quickly grabbed the
receiver, afraid that the phone would wake and anger her husband.
Then she remembered that Mr. Bontierre was out in the barn, tending
to a sheep that had been caught up and nearly strangled in a
barbed-wire fence. The wool around his neck had been ripped to the
jugular, and Mr. Bontierre was not sure whether the ewe would make
it through the night.

“Is this Mrs. Bontierre?”

“Yes. Who’s calling?”

“Mrs. Bontierre, this is the sheriff. You
called me yesterday to –”

“I know who you are. Are you calling to
apologize? It is a little late, don’t you think?” Jacqueline then
realized that he might be calling with word about Ana. She quickly
adjusted her tone of voice. “Have you found her?”

There was a long pause. “I’m not sure. I need
you to come to the hospital.”

“Is she hurt? Oh God! I knew it. Did she
overdose?” Before the sheriff could answer, Jacqueline said, “I’m
on my way.”

 


 



Chapter 2



Jacqueline Bontierre was surprised at how
unnerved she felt. She had received many calls like this before:
Ana was in a car accident. Ana was in jail for drug dealing. Ana
violated probation by crossing the state line. Jacqueline was
accustomed to driving to the police station, rehearsing her speech
along the thirty-minute drive. For some reason, her hands were
shaking this time. She didn’t bother telling her husband that she
was leaving. He would insist on coming, be angrier than a bull when
he saw his drugged-out daughter, and the ewe he was desperately
trying to save would die – which would be Ana’s fault for luring
him away with her outrageous behavior. Jacqueline left him a note
on his nightstand and drove down the driveway with the headlights
off. When she got to the main highway, she flipped on the
headlights and accelerated.

Half-way through the drive, anxiety set in,
and she needed to tell someone that Ana was in trouble. Her husband
would not hear the phone out in the barn, and it was too late to
call her sister who lived on the east coast. She decided to call
Mac, her lawyer.

As Mac pulled away from the curb after her
date with Gil, her cell phone rang. She pulled it out of her purse
and answered. It was Jacqueline Bontierre. At first, Mac could
barely make out what she was saying. Cell service in Wyoming was
notoriously bad, and Jacqueline’s voice kept breaking up. From what
she could decipher, Ana was at the hospital and Jacqueline wanted
Mac to meet her there, in case the sheriff was questioning her
without reading Ana her Miranda rights or following proper police
procedure. Mac normally would say no to any late-night requests,
but something pleading in Jacqueline’s voice made her agree.

Mac arrived at the hospital before
Jacqueline. She sat in the ER waiting room and picked up an old
copy of People magazine, not really paying attention to the
articles, but trying to busy herself and squelch her desire to
search for the sheriff. She’d seen his car in the parking lot and
figured that he was behind one of the ER curtains, questioning Ana.
She bent down, pretending like she was picking something up off the
ground, and looked underneath the curtains that were within view,
but all she could see were feet sheathed in surgical booties and
legs in scrub pants. If the sheriff was around, she couldn’t tell.
She listened to noises, but didn’t hear anything except the groans
of patients and the wheels of gurneys on their way to and from
radiology.

Jacqueline arrived about ten minutes later
wearing a crumpled pajama top, jeans and a ring of mascara under
her eyes. Despite her disheveled appearance, she looked beautifully
French – with her dark yet graying hair pulled tightly back into a
messy chignon and her olive skin clean of make-up. She charged up
to the nurse’s station and demanded to see her daughter.

“Her name?” the station nurse asked.

“Ana Bontierre.”

The nurse looked surprised for a moment, and
then quickly referenced a list on her desk. “Let me find where
they’ve taken her.”

Jacqueline tapped her fingers on the nurse
station desk like a drummer tolling on his drum. The nurse nodded
into the phone and spoke quietly, and when she hung up, she looked
forlornly at Jacqueline. “The sheriff is on his way to take you to
her. You can have a seat over there.”

Jacqueline was not about to have a seat
anywhere. She waited, and tapped, as the station nurse tried not to
be annoyed, until the sheriff turned the corner. Wearing his
standard-issue tan uniform, the sheriff looked pale and distressed.
He greeted Jacqueline cautiously, and then gently led her to a
chair next to Mac. “Please, Mrs. Bontierre,” he said, nervously
caressing his thick mustache. “Have a seat.”

“I am fine standing, thank you. Where is
Ana?”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Bontierre, uh, Jacqueline,”
he began, as the words slowly crept out of his mouth. “I’m sorry,
but I think we have found your daughter.”

Not understanding, Jacqueline said, “Is she
okay? What happened? Is she in trouble?”

The sheriff chewed on his lower lip, fighting
back a tear. “I’m sorry . . .” he said again, shaking his head
despondently. Mac jumped from her seat and tried to steady
Jacqueline.

Jacqueline crumpled into the chair next to
Mac, her legs surrendering like a white flag. “The doctors did
everything they could to save her, but I’m afraid that she didn’t
make it.” The words spilled out of his mouth in one long breath. He
refilled his lungs with a snorting breath, and then he shoved his
hands into his pockets, jangling his keys. He looked at her
disconsolate face and continued. “I’m going to need you to come
downstairs with me to the morgue and identify her.”

Identify her? Words crashed together
in Jacqueline’s mind and she burst into loud sobs. In the past few
years, Jacqueline had prepared herself for this moment, imagining
what it would be like to hear that her daughter would no longer
share their meals or be kissed goodnight or join them at the
breakfast table. She had pictured the casket and the flowers and
the funeral service. But after Ana successfully completed rehab,
she seemed different – convincing in her desire to clean up her
act. Jacqueline had let her guard down, and had begun to picture
flowers for a wedding – not a funeral, and now she was paying a
heavy price for it. Mac grabbed her by the hand, then the elbow,
trying to slowly reel her into an embrace, but Jacqueline
stiffened. “What happened to her?” Jacqueline asked, in a terse
voice.

The sheriff sucked in air, letting out a loud
sigh. “Cause of death is still in question. I’m sorry that I can’t
be more specific. We will have to wait for an autopsy report.”

Jacqueline’s shoulders slumped, allowing Mac
to pull her in for a brief hug. She pulled away abruptly and
narrowed her glare. “Drug overdose?”

“I can’t tell you for sure. I’m sorry.” The
sheriff tugged on the right side of his handlebar mustache, looking
like he wanted to say something more.

“Did someone hurt her?”

The sheriff looked sideways for a split
second before he answered. “It is possible. She appears to have
suffered some trauma.”

“I hope you are going to prosecute with an
even hand, sheriff. I hope –,” she said, and then broke into a
wrenching sob.

 


* * *

 


The basement of Sheridan Memorial Hospital
smelled sterile and was free of the noises and bustle of the ER
directly above. The sheriff motioned Mac and Jacqueline through
steel-framed double doors and beyond into a cold, barren hallway.
The walls were painted an infertile green, and had been left
undecorated. No hospital “Mission Statement” or motivational
scenery was framed to aid the injured or ill. Only painted cement.
The sheriff led them to a room with a sign overhead that read
“Medical Examiner – No Entry Without Permission.”

“We’re supposed to wear these,” the sheriff
said, pointing to masks, caps, gloves, and slippers.

When they entered, the pathologist was busy
at work performing an autopsy on Ana. He looked shocked to see them
approach. He quickly slid the white sheet up over the girl’s body,
only exposing her face. Jacqueline took a step forward, examining
her daughter. She reached out to touch her cheek – to feel the life
of her daughter. The pathologist gasped under his mask, prepared to
admonish her for touching his specimen. Somehow, he caught himself,
and remained silent.

Ana looked like she’d been beaten. Her eyes
were swollen and purple. Her lips were puffy and red, traces of
dried blood pooled at the edges of her mouth. A trail of blood led
from her left tear duct, down her cheek, and around her jaw line,
disappearing, like a river that had run dry.

“May I?” Jacqueline asked, gently lifting the
sheet that covered her daughter’s body.

“No, well, I am in the middle of my . . .
procedure. I don’t think it is a good idea –”

It was too late. Jacqueline had peeled back
the thin slip of cotton that had shielded her from the horror of
Ana’s death. Jacqueline screamed out and then quickly covered Ana’s
body.

Mac saw Ana, purplish and unzipped, like a
discarded ragdoll that had been left to rot in the rain. Mac had
seen autopsy reports and photos before, when her legal secretary
was murdered in Jackson Hole. Yet, in person, it was even more
shocking. The Y-shaped incision over Ana’s chest cavity revealed a
mess of bloody, mushy organs, none of which were identifiable.
Ana’s skin was bluish-purple and bruised in dozens of places.

“Mrs. Bontierre,” the sheriff said, softy,
only out of procedure. “Is this your daughter?” He hated asking.
Salt in the wound.

Without a word, Jacqueline burst into a
screaming-sob, like that of a lamb caught in the snares of a
hunter’s metal trap, and ran out of the pathologist’s lab. Mac
followed after her, finding her halfway down the hall, crumpled
into a lifeless ball, wretching.

Mac threw her arms around Jacqueline and held
her tight. After a few minutes of hysterical crying, Jacqueline
collected herself. The hysteria turned to sorrow – invading her
like a terrible drug. And minutes later – the sorrow turned to
anger. She pulled back from Mac’s embrace and with native contempt
said, “Find out who did this to my daughter, Mac. You do whatever
it takes, spend whatever you need. I don’t give a damn what it
costs. Use all the money from the methane gas if you have to. I
want you to find who did this to my baby and I want this monster to
pay. Do you understand?”

 


 


 



Chapter 3

After Mr. Bontierre drove away from the
hospital with Jacqueline sedated and asleep in the back, Mac drove
to her apartment. She was exhausted and shaken, and felt a
tearfully heavy storm gathering within her. Fully dressed, she
collapsed on her bed and closed her eyes for a moment. Who could
have done this to Ana? Did Ana get herself mixed up with the wrong
kind of people again? What could have been done to help this poor
girl? She wandered the back pathways of her mind, thinking of
how her mother must have felt when Mac’s father was killed. Mac
remembered the uncontrollable sobbing and that her mother’s bedroom
door was closed for days on end. Mac was only four years old, but
she had the anchor of those memories planted firmly in her mind.
She had never spoken to her mother about it, but could only imagine
Jacqueline’s pain to be as deep.

Mac looked out her window at the sliver of a
moon which barely pierced the shelter of the grayish clouds, trying
to rid her mind of the mental image of Ana on the gurney. She
thought of Gilbert Bonita. She compared him to the moon, which was
subtle, yet alluring. Her mind quickly drifted back to the
Bontierres. She fell asleep with her hands folded on her chest –
holding on to her heart to keep the hope from escaping it.

 


* * *

 


Mac awoke to a light flurry of snow – the
first snow of the year. It was late October, and the whirls of wind
were taking the colorful leaves from the trees and tossing them
amongst the snowflakes, making the sky look like a giant blender.
She strapped on her running shoes and hit the trail, picking up
speed as she ran toward the mountains. The sun was just cresting in
the east, shining gorgeous rays westward toward the majestic
mountains, illuminating the newly snow-dusted purple mountains in a
magical, Christmas-like way. The air was cool and sharp, like the
blade of a knife, and Mac had to breathe through her nose so that
she wouldn’t get a sore throat. The searing of her lungs made her
feel alive and worthy. For Mac, running was her refuge – her
antidote to stress and loneliness. She prayed and meditated during
her runs, grateful for the day, contemplative of yesterday and
tomorrow. Today, she prayed for the Bontierre family.

After her run, she headed to the office.
After brewing a fresh pot of coffee, she placed a call to
Jacqueline Bontierre’s cell phone. No answer. She called the ranch,
but again, no answer. She called the sheriff’s office, but Mandy
said that there was no further information that she could report.
“You should starting choking down the Vitamin C though, because
when I was at The Coffee House this morning, everyone was talking
about the flu. So, get your flu shot early this year. That’s my
advice for the day.”

Mac had never had a flu shot before, and she
remembered that Greg had warned her that there were so many strains
to the flu that it was unwise to get a shot for one type because it
could make you susceptible to another, more viral strain. Greg
traveled into the dense jungles of Africa and South America with
his job and was well-read on outbreaks of viruses and diseases.
He’d been immunized for just about everything known to man and was
cautious when it came to the flu. Mac decided to pop an extra
vitamin or two and forego the shot for now.

It was a good decision, as it turns out.

 


* * *

 


The pathologist expedited his report the next
morning, based on Dr. Rowe’s urging. His medical opinion was vague,
claiming that an unknown virus had invaded Ana Bontierre’s body
like a predator – devouring all organs vital to her existence, and
leaving behind useless tissue. Her flesh had liquefied at the same
time that her blood had coagulated, throwing blood clots that
lodged in every organ necessary to sustain life. He could not
confirm rape conclusively, due to the swollen nature of her labia.
He was certain that she’d been physically abused, but he could not
determine, with medical certainty, whether a blunt object had been
used to beat her. He admitted in his report that he had never seen
anything like Ana’s tissue samples, and could not conclusively
determine a cause of death. Further tissue analysis would be
required.

Jacqueline Bontierre was seated in Mary
MacIntosh’s office when the autopsy report churned across her fax
machine. Mac allowed Jacqueline to read it first, in private,
before she viewed the report. Distraught, angry and agitated from
the mood stabilizer she took that morning, Jacqueline insisted on
calling the pathologist at home. She wanted to know whether he
thought Ana had suffered in death. Mac discouraged the phone call,
but as Jacqueline’s agitation grew, Mac decided that it was worth
the effort to place the call.

In a small town such as Sheridan, most
resident’s home numbers were listed in the phone book. Mac dialed
and to his credit, the doctor answered the phone, despite the fact
that he’d just finished working the graveyard shift.

Of course, the pathologist could not tell
Jacqueline, with medical certainty, what Ana had known or felt.
Nevertheless, in his matter-of-fact way, he explained that Ana’s
muscle tissue had died while the blood clots were being displaced,
and that, in all likelihood, the blood clots found lodged in her
brain cut off her central nervous system in a way that kept her
from feeling the sensation of pain or the necessity for breath.
This information, clinical in nature, was meant to soothe
Jacqueline, yet it only made her wince in horror at the thought of
her daughter’s vibrant young body rotting internally. Jacqueline
accused the doctor of having a terrible bedside manner and even
told him, flat out, that she thought that he was covering up
something. In Jacqueline’s mind, Ana had been deliberately
killed.

Mac took the phone away from Jacqueline and
continued the conversation with the pathologist in the conference
room of her office. Mac apologized to the doctor. “She’s in shock.
She doesn’t mean to attack you. She’s angry and devastated and
frustrated.”

The pathologist was empathetic toward
Jacqueline, yet quite unnerved by Ana’s bizarre death. He explained
to Mac how he believed the virus had attacked Ana’s body and how it
had viciously devoured her, like a hungry lion. This was no
ordinary virus and he knew it.

Dr. Rowe was equally distressed by the
autopsy report. There was protocol to abide by, and Dr. Rowe knew
that his job would be on the line if he didn’t follow it. He called
the CDC and spoke with the chief virologist about the case and she
suggested that he send samples of Ana’s tissues to her attention.
So, he asked the pathologist to carefully package samples of every
kind of tissue that he could identify from Ana’s body and ship them
to Atlanta to the attention of the Center for Disease Control and
Prevention. He also asked the pathologist to send samples to the
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. The
remaining samples would be properly stored for analysis by the
other agencies that would become involved if the virus turned out
to be some sort of virulent contaminant.

Dr. Jocelyn Sharp, Chief Virologist of the
Special Pathogens Branch of the Center for Disease Control, told
Dr. Rowe how to handle the samples and where to ship them, and then
instructed him to quarantine the hospital and sterilize it
thoroughly to prevent viral proliferation. All hospital personnel
that aided Ana Bontierre were to volunteer a blood sample for
analysis, and were to be restricted from work for at least five
days to ensure that the virus had not spread. But it was too
late.

 


* * *

 


Ronnie One Feather returned to the emergency
room two days later, complaining of a severe headache, cough and
fever. His symptoms worsened rapidly, and he soon had trouble
breathing. Dr. Rowe recognized him immediately as the ranger who’d
found Ana Bontierre at Medicine Wheel. Trying not to overreact, Dr.
Rowe administered a flood of antibiotics and secured him to a
ventilator. Double gloves and masks were required for all hospital
personnel assisting Ronnie. As his breathing grew raspy, Dr. Rowe
inserted a laryngoscope to clear the passageway, but this only
exacerbated Ronnie’s breathing difficulties. He started coughing up
large blood clots and thick, tar-like mucus. Within a day of being
quarantined in what Dr. Rowe hoped was a sterile medical unit,
Ronnie spewed blood from every orifice and was dead.

Still, Ronnie’s death looked like it might be
a coincidence, so Dr. Rowe decided not to risk creating hysteria
until he received the results back from the CDC regarding Ana’s
death. This seemed rational until Carrie Wynne, a nurse who had
been administering to Ana, was wheeled into the ER with what her
husband believed to be congestive heart failure. Her family had a
history of strokes and heart attacks, and although Carrie was only
in her fifties, it appeared that her heart was giving out. She had
been a smoker for twenty years, after all, and with her family
health history, it would be natural to assume that Carrie was
reaping what she’d sown. She was rushed to the operating room and
opened up, but like Ana, her tissues were detached, as if they had
seceded from her heart in some type of revolution. A bypass or any
other life-saving type of operation was futile. Dr. Rowe cleaned
out as much disconnected tissue as he could and closed her up as
quickly as possible. She was dead within the half hour.

Dr. Rowe had a problem on his hands and it
wasn’t clear to him how to deal with it. He’d read in medical
journals about contagious flesh eating diseases and how such a
disease affected the central nervous system. If he was dealing with
a similar disease, a complex quarantine would be necessary to stop
the spread.

Dr. Rowe informed the CDC of the deaths of
Ronnie One Feather and Carrie Wynne. He agreed with the CDC’s
instruction that anyone who had been exposed to Ana Bontierre after
her body was discovered at Medicine Wheel would be quarantined
until further notice. This meant that all attending medical
personnel, along with the pathologist and the sheriff, would have
to be isolated until the CDC was finished conducting its analysis
of Ana’s tissues. The hospital emergency room would be declared a
“hot zone.”

Unfortunately, in small-towns hysteria
spreads as quickly as a wild fire, and the buzz of the hospital
serving as a “hot zone” had everyone in the gossip chain frantic.
Authorities overlooked the fact that David Thrift, the other ranger
on duty with Ronnie One Feather, was wantonly roaming the mountain
region. The Forest Service had been notified of Ronnie’s death, and
had been asked to contact David Thrift and direct him to the
quarantine unit in Sheridan. However, David was a loner, and on his
days off from work, he typically strapped a sixty-pound pack on his
back and wandered into the wilderness. He rarely told anyone where
he was going or when he would return. Despite the fact that his
behavior was in violation of Forest Service protocol, he was a very
self-sufficient naturalist and could survive in nature for long
periods of time. This fact would prove to be fatal in a few days –
for David, and the creatures who dined on his rotting corpse.

 


* * *

 


When Dr. Rowe took the call from CDC
virologist Dr. Jocelyn Sharp, he was not feeling one hundred
percent. He’d been working around the clock in the quarantine unit,
and perhaps was suffering from a lack of sleep. At first, he
thought he was hallucinating when he heard her urgent tone and
strict instructions. “Let me be perfectly clear here, Dr. Rowe. We
are dealing with H5N1, which is commonly known as the avian flu or
bird flu. This particular strain of the flu is referred to as a
Highly Pathogenic Avian Influence, or as we call it, HPAI. The
virus spreads through the bloodstream to infect every tissue and
organ. Death is generally by hemorrhage or suffocation. It is
thought to be spread by migratory birds and we have seen it mostly
in Asia in the poultry population. What we have not seen from this
extremely deadly virus is high human-to-human transfer. However, in
light of the fact that two other people in your community exposed
to the virus have died, we are considering this as a possible
explosive chain of lethal transmission. We are in the preliminary
stages of electron microscopic analysis. Amplification is highly
suspect at this time. Do you understand the gravity and seriousness
of what I’m telling you? We are sending virologists your way as we
speak and they will be setting up a ‘hot suite’ in your
hospital.”
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