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Praise for Craig Johnson and the Longmire series
  



‘It’s the scenery – and the big guy standing in front of the scenery – that keeps us coming back to Craig Johnson’s lean and leathery mysteries’ New York Times Book Review




‘[Walt Longmire] remains tough, smart, honest, and capable of entertaining fans with another difficult, dangerous case’ Kirkus Reviews


 

‘Johnson’s hero only gets better – both at solving cases and at hooking readers – with age’ Publishers Weekly




‘Sometimes funny, sometimes touching, and always entertaining . . . a complete delight’ ShelfAwareness


 

‘Like the greatest crime novelists, Johnson is a student of human nature. Walt Longmire is strong but fallible, a man whose devil-may-care stoicism masks a heightened sensitivity to the horrors he’s witnessed’ Los Angeles Times




‘Johnson’s trademarks [are] great characters, witty banter, serious sleuthing, and a love of Wyoming bigger than a stack of derelict cars’ Boston Globe


 

‘Johnson’s pacing is tight and his dialogue snaps’ Entertainment Weekly


 

‘Stepping into Walt’s world is like slipping on a favorite pair of slippers, and it’s where those slippers lead that provides a thrill. Johnson pens a series that should become a ‘must’ read, so curl up, get comfortable, and enjoy the ride’ Denver Post














  For Glenn Johnson, who always made sure we straightened up and flew right




  







  Spirit of Steamboat




  Craig Johnson
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  You don’t concentrate on risks. You concentrate on results. No risk is too great to prevent the necessary job from getting done




  Chuck Yeager




  Never wait for trouble




  Chuck Yeager
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  Chapter One




  It was Tuesday, the day before Christmas, and I wasn’t expecting visitors. I stared at my archnemesis, the little red light on my phone that connected me via the intercom

  to my dispatcher, Ruby, in the other room. If I raised my voice through the open door—even over the drone of the lite-jazz Christmas carols playing in the background—the reception would

  be better, but Ruby is a stickler for procedure, so I push the button except for emergencies.




  I stared out the window at the fat, heavy flakes falling like in a snow globe; it had been windy in the morning, but there hadn’t been too many accidents on the county’s snow-covered

  roadways, and with the updated weather reports, it was looking more and more like it was going to be a peaceful and quiet Christmas—something I rarely got in my business. I had no

  plans—my undersheriff, Victoria Moretti, and her mother, Lena, had decided to go to Belize for Christmas, and my daughter, Cady, was expecting my first grandchild in January and was too

  pregnant to travel. I was looking forward to the postholidays when Henry and I would fly to Philadelphia to meet the baby, whose name was to be Lola. I had thought her name was to be Martha after

  my late wife, but Cady had decided on Lola and that was, as they say, that.




  I placed my book flat on my desk, words up, the weight of the sentiment holding it open. Taking a sip from my chipped Denver Broncos coffee mug, I punched the button. “Do I know

  her?”




  There was a pause, and then Ruby came back on. “She says probably not.” I waited, and I guess she felt prompted to add, “The young woman is carrying something.”




  “Smaller than a bread box but bigger than a subpoena?”




  “Walter.”




  I glanced up at the old Seth Thomas on the wall and figured I had another twenty minutes of daylight on the taxpayer’s dollar. “I’m doing my annual holiday reading; where is

  Saizarbitoria?”




  “Checking on a drive-off at the Kum & Go.” Or, as Vic liked to call it, the Ejaculate & Evacuate. “I’ve also got Lucian on line two; he wants to know if you are

  still playing chess tonight.”




  I thought about the old Doolittle Raider as I reached down and petted Dog, who was sleeping, lying low in hopes of avoiding the reindeer antlers Ruby sometimes attached to his head. “Why,

  has he succumbed to his usual blue Christmas?”




  “Possibly.”




  I thought about how chess night had evolved from Lucian’s poker games of yore, how the old Raider’s companions had died off one by one, and how he’d been left with only two

  regular visitors and Dog and I didn’t play poker. “Isn’t that what old widowers do? Sure, tell him I’ll be there.”




  It wasn’t what I really wanted to do with my Christmas Eve, but with both Cady and Vic away, I was without female companionship for the holidays. Normally I would’ve headed out to

  the Red Pony Bar & Grill to spend the evening with my good friend Henry Standing Bear, but he’d been spending time up on the Rocky Boy Reservation with a young divorcée these past

  couple of weeks—the dog who wouldn’t stay on the porch.




  The season was taking a toll on all of us as it usually did, but I told Ruby to send the woman in. I glanced down at my book and read the line “. . . no space of regret can make amends for

  one life’s opportunity misused. . . .” I patted my ancient copy of A Christmas Carol and stood to accept the visitor.




  A dark-haired woman dressed in jeans and a long, elegant black wool coat stood in the doorway—she was clutching a garment bag and smiling a nervous smile, and was small and delicately

  boned with pale skin and what looked like a hairline crack in the porcelain of her forehead, almost as if she’d been made of china and at one point dropped.




  “Please, come in.” She nodded, stepping through the doorway, and studied Dog, who rose, stretched, and yawned. “Won’t you have a seat?” Her hand rested on

  Dog’s head as he sniffed her. I didn’t have a lot of time and figured that since it was Christmas Eve, she didn’t either. “How can I help you?”




  “Are you the sheriff of Absaroka County?”




  “I am.” I spun my hat, which, when not on my head, was in its usual spot on the edge of my desk. “And you are?”




  She glanced around my office, her eyes lighting on the Dickens. “You haven’t finished that book yet?”




  An odd question, but evidently she didn’t want to give out with her name. I glanced down at the small, hand-bound copy with the gilt lettering, a Christmas gift from my father to me when I

  was fifteen and he thought I needed to understand the goodness of charity and humility. “Holiday reading; a tradition of mine.”




  “I know.” I thought I could discern a slight whistling noise within her voice as she spoke.




  I stepped around my desk and extended a hand. “I’m sorry, but have we met?”




  The smile returned, but her hands still clutched the garment bag’s black vinyl like talons on a branch; I noticed it had the name of a San Francisco dry cleaning service with an address at

  Taylor and Clay printed on the front. “You don’t remember me.”




  The whistling was there again, as if some wind from another time and place punctuated her speech. Studying her face, I could see something familiar there, something from a while back maybe, but

  nothing I could really identify. “I’m sorry, but not really.”




  She looked at her feet, a small puddle of melted slush from her shoes surrounding them, and then back to me. “How long have you been the sheriff?”




  It was an odd question from someone who purported to know me. “Almost a quarter century—”




  “Who was the sheriff before you?”




  Still feeling as if I should recognize her, I answered, “A man by the name of Lucian Connally.” I watched her face, but there was no recognition there. “Do you mind telling me

  what this is all about, ma’am?”




  “Is he around?”




  I smiled. “Um, no.”




  “Do you have a photograph of him that I could see, please?”




  I stood there, looking down at her, and stuffed my hands in the pockets of my jeans. There weren’t any warning bells going off in my head, but the fact that she hadn’t given me her

  name or a specific reason why she was here was keeping me off balance. I didn’t move at first but then stepped past her toward the doorway; Dog padded after me, his claws making clacking

  sounds on the wide-wood-planked floor of the old Carnegie library that served as our office. I motioned for her to accompany us.




  Ruby watched as we walked past the painting of Andrew Carnegie himself to the marble landing. I took three steps down and turned so that I could look straight at the young woman, who had

  maintained a two-foot distance behind me, gesturing toward the wall where the 8×10s of all the sheriffs of the county since its inception in 1894 hung diagonally in a rogue’s

  gallery.




  Mine was last, with a chocolate-brown hat and the ridiculous mustache and sideburns I’d had in the eighties when I’d first been elected. The photo was a color monstrosity that looked

  garish and déclassé next to Lucian’s classic black and white.




  His had been taken in the late forties a few years after the war—the good one, if there was such a thing. It was right before he lost his leg to Basque bootleggers, and he wore his

  traditional light-colored Open Road Stetson, a dark tie, and an old Eisenhower jacket, star attached. He was looking straight at the camera with an elbow resting on a raised knee, the other hand

  drawing the wool back to reveal the .38 service revolver he’d carried all those years, the one with the lanyard loop on the butt.




  He wore a slight smirk with an eyebrow cocked like a Winchester, which gave the impression that, if unsatisfied with the resulting photograph, he was fully prepared to shoot the

  photographer.




  I gestured toward the portrait in the cheap filigree discount-store frame. “My predecessor, the High Sheriff, Lucian A. Connally.”




  “High Sheriff?”




  I glanced up at Ruby, who was watching us intently. “An old term they used to use.”




  One of the woman’s hands disengaged from the garment bag and rose to the glass surface to rest a few fingertips there. Her head dropped a bit, but her eyes stayed on the image of the old

  warhorse.




  I felt something pull at me again as I studied her profile, sure that I had seen her before. Drawing on my experience in Vietnam to help me discern Asian features, I could tell she was not

  Vietnamese or Chinese—Japanese maybe. “Miss?”




  She shuddered for an instant, as if I’d shocked her by reminding her of my presence, and then turned with tears in her dark eyes. “He’s dead?”




  I laughed. “Oh God, no . . .” I glanced up at Ruby, who continued to study the woman with more than some interest. “Even though there are times we wish he were.” She

  didn’t seem to know how to take that remark, so I added, “He can be kind of a pain in the butt sometimes.”




  She swept a finger across the eyelid that was nearest me and looked back at the photograph as Dog, concerned with the tone of her voice, nudged her with his broad muzzle. “I seem to

  remember that.”




  “You know Lucian?”




  She petted Dog in reassurance. “Does he live here, in town?”




  I waited a moment before responding, just to be clear that she knew I knew she was not answering my questions. “He does.”




  “I need to see him.”




  Not I want to see him, or I’d like to see him, but I need to see him. Checking in with my ethical barometer, I glanced at Ruby—she looked puzzled but not

  worried, so I took a step up, leaned a shoulder against the corner of the wall, and stuffed my hands back in my jeans. “As I’ve said, perhaps if you tell me what this is

  about?”




  She took a deep breath and hugged the garment bag closer to her chest, and there was that moment of silence when all the air goes out of the room. Her voice whistled with her breath again as she

  spoke. “I have something . . .” She looked down. “Something that I need to return to him.”




  







  Chapter Two




  The gentle snow was still falling as we drove the short distance to the Durant Home for Assisted Living—flurries really, adding a fresh thin layer of white onto the tired

  gray furrows that had been plowed to the sides of the road. The Currier & Ives scene had a Dickensian feel, with the cottonwoods frosted in white like the hard sauce on top of a plum pudding

  and the dirt on the side of the road reminding me that in Dickens’s time, Londoners had only a gallon of clean water a week on average—drink or bathe, your choice.




  As we’d come out of the office, I’d noticed the Honda with out-of-state plates parked in the guest spot. “You’re from California?”




  “Not originally.” Her face was turned toward the passenger-side window of my unit, her words fogging the glass in bursts. “I live in San Francisco now, but I was born in

  Wyoming, in Powell, near Heart Mountain.”




  I immediately thought about the World War II internment camp that had been there and connected the slight epicanthic folds at the corners of her eyes to her heritage. “You’re of

  Japanese ancestry?”




  “A quarter. My grandmother was Japanese, and my grandfather was a rancher in Park County.” She turned and looked at me. “Not too many stayed in the area after the war, but my

  grandfather was a guard there, and they fell in love; he used to sneak her art supplies . . .”




  “Your grandmother was a painter?”




  She laughed softly. “Not really.”




  I smiled back, turning the corner and pulling into the parking lot of the facility. “Is that how you know Lucian, through your grandfather?”




  “No, I met him when I passed through here one time.” She unbuckled her safety belt and clutched the bag a little closer as I put the Bullet in park. “It’s also when I met

  you.”




  Before I could ask, she’d slipped from the seat and closed the door behind her. I watched as she crossed to the shoveled sidewalk, turned toward the building, and stood there with her head

  lowered, still with the vinyl sack hanging over her arms. The bottom of the thing turned gently in the slight breeze like an unfurled flag; whatever was in there was bulky but not long.




  I piled out and opened the door for Dog, who, with the experience of countless Tuesday night chess matches, led the way, his tail raised like a question mark.




  “Jingle Bells” was playing through the speaker system, a Count Basie version I remembered having heard down at the Elk Mountain Hotel when Martha and I had spent New Year’s

  there about twenty-five years ago, before her illness. As we walked toward the front desk, I could see that Mary Jo Johnson, a member of the staff, was engaged in a heated conversation with a

  client about the use of one of the communal rooms, informing him that the nightly Bingo was being preempted by a local middle school holiday concert. As a matter of courtesy, I waited until the

  conversation was over and then signed the guestbook.




  Mary Jo watched me sign my name. “The natives are restless.”




  I stopped in mid-dotting. “Great—what set them off?”




  She sighed. “Mrs. Hayden probably isn’t going to make it through the night; Doc Bloomfield is staying with her.” She nodded her head toward the other wing of the building.

  “It’s hard during the holidays, with so many of them passing.”




  “I’ll go over later and visit with Isaac and her—I think my mother was one of Mrs. Hayden’s baking buddies from church.”




  “Thank you, Walter.” Her face stiffened. “There is one more thing.” She glanced around, as if trying to keep a secret. “Lucian shot the television in the

  lounge.”




  I raised my eyes and, suddenly tired, looked at her. “Again?”




  “Again.”




  I glanced at the young woman at my side, who was politely ignoring the conversation.




  “Fox News; that’s the second one in a year and now there’s no holiday entertainment for the masses.”




  I thought about it. “Well, at least you’ve got the middle school musical show.”




  Not saying a word, she stared at me.




  “I’ll speak with him.” I nodded, making sure she knew I was aware of the severity of the situation. “And I’ll get Bert from Mossholders to get another one sent over

  from Sheridan.”




  Mary Jo studied me. “Flat screen, please.”




  I rested the chain-connected pen back in the holder and started down the hallway. “Merry Christmas.”




  She called after the three of us, “No smaller than forty-two inches.”




  At the far end of the hall, I raised a fist and knocked on the door. The old sheriff’s hearing, having always been keen, had declined a little lately, so, after getting

  no response, I banged on the door again. “Lucian?”




  Inside, I could hear a voice, accompanied by a thumping noise that could only be my predecessor hopping toward the door; he had most likely forgotten his prosthetic leg, so I grabbed Dog’s

  collar—he had bowled my former boss over in his enthusiasm to get to the man’s sofa on our last visit. “Is this my ribey-ass, horseshit chess partner who usually doesn’t

  show up until the middle of the damned night?”




  It was five-thirty.




  The door swung open viciously, and we were treated to the sight of an old, one-legged man in boxer shorts and a wife-beater T-shirt with more than a little twenty-three-year-old Pappy Van

  Winkle’s Family Reserve on his breath. He stared at me, then at the young woman, and then back to me, before shutting the hollow-core door in our faces.




  His voice, not having lost any of its crotchetiness, carried through it. “Jesus H. Christ, you could’ve told me I had company.”




  I turned and smiled down at the woman as he continued to crash and bang around inside. “He doesn’t get too many visitors.”




  After a few minutes, he thumped closer, and the door flung open to reveal the same man now standing there with a four-prong cane and resplendent in a vintage Pendleton wool shirt, jeans, and one

  polished Paul Bond boot, his bristle-brush crew-cut hair combed and pomaded.




  “Where’s your leg?”




  He glanced around as if it might’ve snuck up on him at an ass-kicking contest. “Well, if I knew that I’d have the damn thing on, now wouldn’t I?” He turned to look

  at the young woman and extended his hand, the knuckles scarred but the fingernails clean and blunt cut. “How do you do, miss.”




  Bashfully, she shook the proffered appendage and studied him.




  They were about the same height. Lucian, unsure of the situation but with women always gracious to a fault, hopped back and invited us in, Dog of course leading the way.




  His keepers, as he liked to refer to the people who helped him, had made their annual gesture toward holiday festooning by stringing blinking, multicolored lights outside his sliding

  glass doors, but there was little else to recommend the season other than a pine-scented candle that partially masked the vague but ever-present odor of pipe tobacco and Ben-Gay.




  The chessboard was sitting on the side table between the two large, overstuffed leather chairs that he had brought with him from the ancestral Connally family ranch house, along with the

  aforementioned bourbon and a telltale glass of half-melted ice.




  He gathered a Durant Courant and his holstered sidearm from one of the massive chairs and handed both to me, thereby discovering his prosthetic leg lying beneath. “Well, hell . .

  .”




  Dog took up his position on the sofa, and I gestured for the woman to take a seat in the chair that had been cleaned of Lucian’s paraphernalia as I assisted him in sitting in the other. He

  rolled up his pant leg and began strapping the prosthetic on, pointy-toed cowboy boot and all.




  Slipping the newspaper under my arm and hanging the worn leather gun belt from my shoulder, I pulled out the revolver and could, indeed, smell the quartzite and gunpowder residue from when it

  had been fired. “Lucian, you need to stop shooting the TVs.”




  He licked some spittle onto his thumb and rubbed away a spot on his boot but said nothing.




  “It’s getting to be an expensive habit.” I clicked the cylinder open on the revolver and dumped the remaining rounds into the pocket of my sheepskin coat; it was an exercise in

  futility until I discovered where he stashed his ammo, but it made me feel better.




  He finally glanced up. “Well, are you just gonna stand there like the high cock o’laural between here and saltwater, or are you gonna offer the lady a drink?”




  I sighed and turned to the young woman, who was preoccupied with staring at the wartime leaflet framed on the wall, the Japanese one that denounced the Doolittle Raid in which the old sheriff

  had taken part.




  I looked down at the dent in the back of Lucian’s head, the result of a run-in with the four Baroja brothers and a tire iron when they had taken exception to the fact that he’d

  eloped with their sister. It seemed like everybody in the county had attempted to beat some sense into him at some time or another, but it didn’t seem that any of us had made so much as a

  dent, figuratively speaking.




  When Lucian was fifteen, he ran away from the family ranch near Sheridan, Wyoming. Admittedly a drastic move, Lucian told me on more than one occasion that it had been the best damn decision

  he’d ever made, considering that the alternative would have been staring at the ass end of a couple hundred cows for the rest of his life. He had convinced the Yentzer brothers, who had owned

  Elkhorn Airways in Sheridan proper, to teach him to fly and let him bunk in the loft of their small Quonset hangar in return for working as a mechanic helper and hangar sweeper.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
CRAIG JOHNSON





OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





