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CHAPTER 1

It was a cold, dark day in the Rockies.  The snow crunched under Ryan’s boots.  Ryan could feel the chill through his moss green jacket.  He looked at his watch.  It was 6:30.  He quickened his pace, and hoped he wouldn’t be late for dinner.  

He cut over to Spruce Pass, a trail that would lead him to his house in Silton.  He trudged through a cluster of snow covered blue spruce, and was immediately drenched in the deep shadows of the vast mountains.  

Ryan walked on. His mind wandered to the meal his mother was preparing.  He would be home in about 20 minutes. As Ryan adjusted his jacket, he stopped short.  Ahead of him was a trail of blood parallel to the path he was on. It looked as if a body had been dragged.

Ryan’s eyes were wild with fear. About 15 feet away, a person lay still in the snow, his tattered orange jacket drenched in blood.   Ryan’s heart raced.

He inched closer, cold with fear, until he was standing over the stone dead body. Ryan squinted. Through the blood that covered the man, he could see a few white letters embroidered on the upper left–hand side of the man’s jacket.  Shaking, he bent down to get a closer look:




   JED WILLIAMS

         ROCKY MOUNTAIN GAME WARDEN

                                        CHAPTER 2


Ryan immediately reached for his cell phone, and dialed 911 as fast as he could, praying he would get reception.


“Name, please.”


“R-ryan Wilson.”


“Location.”


“Spruce Path, quarter mile south of Elks Hill.”


“What’s the problem, boy?”


“There’s a dead game warden lying here, “ Ryan stammered.


“Be right there.”


Ryan hung up, hand still trembling.  He put the cell phone back in his pant pocket, hoping the police would hurry.  Ryan started pacing.  The cold nipped at his face.  As the sun began to retreat, he saw a speck of black in the icy snow.

Shivering, he kicked the snow around it, until he could make out the round shape of a bullet.

Fifteen minutes later, Ryan could hear the familiar sound of crunching footsteps drawing nearer.  He could see two policemen carrying a stretcher.  Ryan let out a sigh of relief, and was thankful that he wasn’t alone anymore.


“Son, are you a Ryan Wilson?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Officer Emory,” said the shorter policeman, extending a hand.  “And this is my partner, Officer Lewis,” he said, motioning to his right.


“Can you please tell us what happened?” asked Officer Lewis.

Ryan explained, while Officer Lewis scribbled furiously on his notepad.


“Did you see anything, or find anything?”


Ryan nodded, and pointed to the bullet that lay a few yards away.


Kneeling, Officer Emory gently picked up the bullet, and laid it in his gloved palm.


“It’s a 957 Wolf,” he said, after examining it carefully.


“Think it was one of the poachers?” asked Ryan. “You know, the game warden has been on their tails for quite a while.”


“Possibly,” said Officer Lewis, as the two men lifted the body onto the stretcher.  “We’ll look into it, and’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

With that, the men walked off toward their van, carrying the dead game warden.  Ryan waited until he could hear the distant sound of an engine driving off.

Before long, Ryan started down the path toward Silton, his stomach in knots.  An ear splitting BANG! broke the silence.  A couple of bluejays fluttered out of a nearby spruce.

“Deer hunter, probably,” Ryan surmised, not knowing how wrong he was.

CHAPTER 3


Ryan, shaken, walked through the door of his small, white, shingled house.  He hung his jacket up on the coat rack, and walked into the kitchen. 


“You’re late, Ryan,” his mom said, pointing a spatula at him. “Go and wash your hands.  Your father’s already at the table.”


A moment later, Ryan meandered back into the kitchen, wiping his hands on his jeans. Still upset from the disturbing events, he sat down quietly.


“What’s the matter? You’re awfully quiet,” said his mom.


Ryan paused, and then answered, “I found Jed Williams dead in the forest.”


His parents were dumbstruck.  It was as though someone had silenced the world.


Breaking the silence, Ryan proceeded, uneasily, to tell his parents what had happened.

“He was such a nice man,” his mom said, off-handedly.


“Never went home with a penny in my pocket after a poker game with him,” said his father, picking a piece of chicken from his front two teeth.


“Do they have any idea what killed him?” questioned his mother. 


“It’s too soon to tell,” reckoned Ryan, staring at his chicken, glumly.


Next morning, still feeling unnerved, Ryan walked over to his friend John’s house, glad it was the beginning of Christmas break.  Ryan reached out, and pressed the doorbell.  There was a thundering of footsteps coming down the stairs.  A boy with dark brown hair, and ripped white sneakers opened the door.


“Hey, Ryan.  C’mon in.”


“What’s happening?” asked Ryan, still upset.


“Well, my parents are at the Williams’. Scary, though, no one in Stilton’s ever been murdered.”


“Does you dad have any idea who it might be?  After all, he’s Head Warden now,” proclaimed Ryan, as they walked into the kitchen.


“He thinks it’s the lynx poachers, and I’m with him on that,” answered John. “C’mon, let’s get our minds off this, and play Monopoly.”

About a half hour later, when Ryan had only 35 dollars left, the phone rang.


“Aren’t you going to pick it up?” asked Ryan.

“Naw, if it’s something important, it’s best for the machine to get it,” replied John.

They heard a gruff voice say, “If you don’t get off our trail, there’ll be a second murder in Silton.”


The machine clicked, and saved the message.


CHAPTER 4

An owl hooted into the dark night, lit only by a small campfire close by.  Four men sat around, their silhouettes flickering in the firelight.  Each was roasting a hotdog speared on a stick over the flame. The tallest, and unmistakably the leader, took a swig from a bottle of Budweiser.  He looked around accusingly, and said, “Which one of you shot Jed Williams?”


None of the other three made any gesture of guilt, but all flinched under their leader’s icy stare.


“Which one of you shot Jed Williams?” he repeated, in the same gruff voice Ryan and John had heard on the machine.


Either none of them wanted to admit it – or none of them had shot Jed Williams, thought the leader, as he stared into the fire.

“Well, all the evidence seems to point to the poachers.  It’s not the first time anyone has shot at a game warden,” said Chief Browning.  “The coroner’s report hasn’t come in yet, but it’s a logical theory.  I’m 99 percent sure the poachers shot him.”

                                                       *   *   *   *


After the Monopoly game, Ryan and John decided to get some fresh air, so they headed up Baxter Hill, which was west of Silton.


“Boy, that message really scared me!” said John, as he pushed aside some barberry.


“I know.  I’m willing to bet anything that voice belonged to one of the poachers,” added Ryan.

As they walked deeper into Cedar Wood, the trees became denser, and then Ryan stopped short. It suddenly became apparent to John what was wrong.


In front of them, where the two trails met, there were footprints that bore the shape of about size 12 boots.


“Should we follow them, or keep walking?” John asked with a quiver in his voice.

Before Ryan had a chance to make up his mind, he saw, through a gap in the trees, a man with a rifle slung across his back, skinning a lynx.


Ryan made a quick gesture to John, and they ran, as if a bear were chasing them, back to Silton, into John’s father’s office.  John’s father, Cody Johnson, had just been promoted to Head Game Warden, at the death of Jed Williams.


The boys burst into the office, panting for breath.  John’s father looked up from the papers he was reading.


“What’s the matter, boys?  It looks like you just finished a marathon, “ said John’s father.


“Dad…” John took a sharp intake of breath.  “We’ve just seen a poacher.  He had a rifle slung across his back, and was skinning a lynx. We gotta go after him.  He could’ve been the one who killed Jed Williams.”


“I’ll bet that skin was worth at least 5 thousand dollars,” interjected Ryan.

“Well, I’m not surprised, with the price of lynx furs these days,” added John’s father.  “If we don’t do something about the poachers, there won’t be a lynx left in the forest.

Just then, they were interrupted by the phone. John’s father picked it up.

“Game Warden’s office, Cody Johnson speaking...WHAT?! Are you sure? ....I can’t believe it!....What about the bullet?....Don’t worry, I’ll look into it, and’ll get back to you tomorrow.  I’ll make sure to inform the sheriff.”

“Who was that?” asked John, curiously.

“Coroner’s office.”

“Sounds like you got some news.”

“You’re not going to believe this, boys, but it wasn’t the lynx poachers at all.”

“WHAT?!” exclaimed the boys.

“This is really going to shock you.  Jed Williams was killed by a coyote!”

John and Ryan sat gazing, open-mouthed, stunned by the startling news!

“But how do they know it was a coyote?”

“They found teeth and claw marks all over Jed’s body,” the warden sighed.

“But what about the bullet, and the threatening message?” asked Ryan.

“We’re looking into it.”

A day later, John and Ryan tramped into the head warden’s office again. Cody was just getting off the phone.

‘Hi, boys!  It looks like I finally cracked the case.” 

John and Ryan sad down.  “So what about the bullet?”

“It turns out that the bullet was shot by Cody Nager, a long time suspect of lynx poaching, while out hunting.”


“But how do you know it was Mr. Nager’s bullet? It could be anybody’s.”


“I asked Thomas Kranz, the owner of that gun shop down in Bedford, next town down the line.  It’s the only gun shop in these parts, and Mr. Nager is the only one who buys 957 Wolfs… And,remember that phone message you mentioned yesterday? ...We identified Nager’s voice. When we confronted him, he confessed to seeing a coyote attack Jed Williams while he was aiming at a lynx.  The shot missed, and he was so terrified by what he saw, that he forgot to pick up the bullet. We’ve made arrangements with the courthouse. His trial’s next Tuesday.”
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