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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 N.B. East (1938–2011), who taught me how important the words are.
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Epigraph


How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless child!


KING LEAR, ACT 1, SCENE 4














Chapter One


I stared at the black-and-orange corsage on Barbara Thomas’s lapel so that I wouldn’t have to look at anything else.


I don’t like funerals, and a while ago I just stopped going to them. I think the ceremony is a form of denial, and when my wife died and my daughter, Cady, informed me that she was unaware of any instance where going to somebody’s funeral ever brought them back, I just about gave it up.


Mrs. Thomas had been the homecoming queen when Truman made sure that the buck stopped with him, which explained the somewhat garish ornament pinned on her prim and proper beige suit. Next week was the big game between the Durant Dogies and their archrival, the Worland Warriors, and the whole town was black-and-orange crazy.


The only thing worse than going to the funeral of someone you knew is going to the funeral of a person you didn’t; you get to stand there and be told about somebody you had never met, and all I ever feel is that I missed my chance.


I had missed my chance with Dulcie Meriwether, who had been one of Durant’s fine and upstanding women—after all, I’m the sheriff of Absaroka County, so the fine and upstanding often live and pass beyond my notice. On a fine October afternoon I leaned against the railing leading to the First Methodist Church,



not so much to praise Dulcie Meriwether—or to bury her—but rather to talk about angels.


I reached out and straightened Barbara Thomas’s corsage.


One of the jobs of an elected official in Wyoming is to understand one’s constituency and listen to people—help them with their problems—even if they’re bat-shit crazy. I was listening to Barbara tell me about the angels who were currently assisting her with home repair, which I took as proof that she had passed the entrance exam to that particular belfry.


I glanced at Mike Thomas, who had asked me to bushwhack his aunt on this early high plains afternoon. He wanted me to talk to her and figured the only way he could arrange running into me was by having me stand outside the church and wait for the two of them as they departed for a late lunch after the service.


I was trying not to look at the other person leaning on the railing with me, my undersheriff, Victoria Moretti, who, although she was trying to work off a hangover from too much revelry at the Basque Festival bacchanal the night before, had decided to take advantage of my being in town on a Sunday. The only person left to look at was Barbara, eighty-two years old, platinum hair coiffed to perfection, and, evidently, mad as a hatter.


“So, when did the angels pitch in and start working around your place, Mrs. Thomas?”


“Call me Barbara, Walter.” She nodded her head earnestly, as if she didn’t want us to think she was crazy.


As Vic would say, “Good luck with that.”


“About two weeks ago I made a little list and suddenly the railing on the front porch was fixed.” She leveled a malevolent glance at the well-dressed cowboy in the navy blazer and tie to my left, her youngest nephew. “It’s difficult to get things done around home since Michael lives so far away.”


As near as I could remember, Mike’s sculpture studio was



right at the edge of town, and I knew he lived only two miles east, but that was between the two of them. I adjusted the collar of my flannel shirt, enjoying the fact that I wasn’t in uniform today, figuring it was going to be the extent of my daily pleasure. “So, the angels came and fixed the railing?”


“Yes.”


“Anything else?”


She nodded again, enthusiastically. “Lots of things—they unclogged my gutters, rehung the screen door on the back porch, and fixed the roof on the pump house.”


Vic sighed. “Jesus, you wanna send ’em over to my place?”


I ignored my undersheriff, which was difficult to do. She was wearing a summer dress in an attempt to forestall the season, and a marvelous portion of her tanned legs was revealed above her boots and below the hem. “Have you ever actually seen the angels, Mrs. Thomas?”


“Barbara, please.” She shook her head, indulging my lack of knowledge of all things celestial. “They don’t work that way.”


“So, how do they work?”


She placed the palms of her hands together and leaned forward. “I make my little list, and the things just get done. It’s a sign of divine providence.”


Vic mumbled under her breath. “It’s a sign of divine senility.”


Barbara Thomas continued without breaking stride. “I have a notebook where I number the things that have to be done in order of importance, then I leave it on the room divider and presto.” She leaned back and beamed at me. “He works in mysterious ways.” She paused for a moment to glance at the church looming over my shoulder and then altered the subject. “You used to go to services here, didn’t you, Walter?”


“Yes, ma’am, I used to accompany my late wife.”


“But you haven’t been since she passed away?”




I took a deep breath to relieve the tightness in my chest the way I always did when anybody brought up the subject of Martha. “No, ma’am. We had an agreement that she’d take care of the next world if I took care of this one.” I glanced at Mike as he smoothed his mustache and tried not to smile. “And there seems to be enough to hold my attention here lately.” I turned my eyes back to her. “So you haven’t ever seen them?”


“Seen who?”


“The holy handymen, for Christ’s sake.”


Barbara looked annoyed. “Young lady, you need to watch your language.”


I drew Barbara’s attention away from a sure-shot, head-on, verbal train wreck. “So you haven’t actually seen the angels then?”


“No.” She thought about it and stared at the cracks in the sidewalk, the strands of struggling grass having abandoned the hope of pushing through. “They do take some food out of the icebox every now and again.”


I kept my eyes on her. “Food?”


“Yes.” She thought some more. “And they sometimes take a shower.”


“A shower.”


She was nodding again. “But they always clean up after themselves; I just notice because the towels are damp or there are a few pieces of fried chicken missing.”


I shot Mike a look, but he was studying the banks of Clear Creek on the other side of the gravel walk a little ways away, probably checking for trout and wishing he was somewhere else. My eyes tracked back to the elderly woman. “Fried chicken.”


“Yes, it would appear that angels really like Chester’s fried chicken.”


I leaned back on the railing and watched the dancing pattern of light on the water for a while myself, the scattered golden leaves of the aspens spinning like a lost flotilla. “I see.”




“And Oreos; the angels like Double Stuf Oreos, too.”


“Anything else?”


“Vernors Diet Ginger Ale.”


“You must be running up quite a grocery bill feeding the legions.” I smiled and chose my next words carefully. “Barbara, when these things happen … I mean, do you make your list and then go to bed and get up and everything is repaired?”


“Oh no, I do my agenda in the morning, then I go out to run my errands or go to my bridge club, and when I get back everything’s done.”


“In the morning?”


“By the middle of the afternoon, yes.”


I pulled out my pocket watch and looked at it, noticing it was ten after one. “So if I were to head over to your place right now, it’s likely that I might catch the angels at their labors?”


She looked a little worried. “I suppose.”


“What is it you’ve got them doing today?”


She thought. “There’s a leak in the trap under the kitchen sink.”


Vic couldn’t hold her peace. “Wait, angels work on Sundays?”


I looked at the nice but crazy old lady. “Where do they get parts on a Sunday; Buell Hardware is closed.”


Her eyes narrowed. “I get them the supplies, Walter. The Lord provides, but I don’t think that extends to plumbing parts.”


“Hmm …” I stood up, and she looked concerned.


“Where are you going?”


“I think I’ll drive by your place while you and Mike have lunch.” I shrugged. “Maybe see if we can get Vic here a little divine guidance.”


Barbara Thomas folded her hands like broken-winged birds and spoke in a quiet voice. “I’d rather you didn’t, Walter.”


I waited a moment and then asked, “And why is that?”


She paused, just a little petulant, and then looked up at me



with damp eyes. “They do good works, and you shouldn’t interrupt good works.”





“Do you think there are more crazy people in our county than anywhere else?”


We drove west of town in the direction of Barbara Thomas’s house, and I turned down the air in the Bullet so that the fan would not blow Vic’s dress any higher on her smooth thighs as she propped her cowboy boots on the escarpment of the dash. “Per capita?”


“In general.”


I redirected a vent in the direction of Dog, panting in the backseat. “Well, nature hates a vacuum and strange things are drawn into empty places; sometimes oddities survive where nothing else can.” I glanced over at her. “Why?”


“That would include us?”


“Technically.”


She glanced out the windshield, her face a little troubled. “I don’t want to end up alone in a house making lists for my imaginary friends.”


I took a left onto Klondike Drive and thought about how Vic had seemed to be given to philosophical musings as of late. “Somehow, I don’t see that happening.”


She glanced at me. “I noticed you didn’t offer to share your experiences with the spirit world with her.”


Vic was referring to the events in the Cloud Peak Wilderness Area that I’d had in the spring, an experience I wasn’t sure I’d even fully processed yet. “It didn’t seem pertinent.”


“Uh-huh.”


I gave her a look back and noticed she was massaging one temple with her fingers. “How’s your head?”




“Like hell, thanks for asking.”


“You mind if I inquire as to what happened at the Basque Festival?”


She adjusted her boots on the dash and confessed. “I was traumatized.”


“By what?”


“The running of the sheep.”


I thought I must’ve misheard. “The what?”


“The running of the fucking sheep, which you conveniently missed by taking the day off yesterday.”


“The running of the sheep?”


She massaged the bridge of her nose. “You heard me.”


“What happened?”


“I don’t want to talk about it; you don’t want to talk about your imaginary friends, and I don’t want to talk about the running of the sheep.” She played with the pull strap on her boot. “Suffice to say that I am not working the Basque Festival ever again.”


I shrugged as we passed the YMCA and continued down the hill and past Duffy, the vintage locomotive in the park at the children’s center. I took a right on Upper Clear Creek Road, then pulled up and parked under the shade of a yellowing cottonwood next to Barbara Thomas’s mailbox.


“We’re walking?”


“There’s shade here, and Dog is hot.” I lowered the windows to give him a little extra air. “Besides, I like to sneak up on my angels. How about you?”


She cracked open the passenger-side door and slipped out, pulling her skirt down. Boots and short skirts—a look for which I held a great weakness. “I’m not exactly dressed for a footrace.”


I closed the door quietly and moved around to the front of the truck to meet her. “I thought angels flew.”


“Yeah, and shit floats.”
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We walked down the steep gravel driveway that ended in one of those old-time Model T garages and the tiny clapboard house that had been the headquarters for the T Bar T Ranch in years past, before housing developments had chiseled the land away. There was an abundance of raised flower beds and hanging baskets, and I had to admit that whoever the angels were; they were doing a heck of a job, especially this late in the season.


Her tarnished gold eyes flashed. “By the book?”


I looked at her lupine smile and thought about how you could take the patrolman out of South Philadelphia, but you couldn’t take the South Philly out of the patrolman. “Look, it’s probably some kindhearted neighbor doing the old girl a favor, so let’s not scare them to death, okay?”


“Whatever.” She started for the porch, and I watched the faded purple dress flounce from her hips as she stalked off, un-armed. “Calling front.”


I sighed and started around the back, slipping between the tiny garage and the house. I looked in the kitchen window and paused when I saw a set of legs sticking out from under the open cabinet doors of the sink. Covering the legs were a pair of olive green work pants, the kind custodians wear, and the feet were encased in a pair of heavy brogans without socks.


I shook my head and continued on, wondering which Good Samaritan from the neighborhood this might be. I climbed the concrete stoop that led into the kitchen, pushed the button on the newly rehung screen door, and announced myself. “All right, mysterious home repair, who’s …”


My voice plugged in my throat when an extremely thin young man catapulted from underneath the sink and braced himself against the side-by-side refrigerator. I had a few seconds to study



him—he was an odd bird, looked like a scarecrow with the oversized pants tied at the waist with a piece of hemp rope and a tan work shirt that also looked to be about two sizes too large. His eyes were the bluest blue I’d ever seen—almost cobalt, wide and deep set. He had a noble prince look about him, but maybe it was the blond, Prince Valiant haircut.


I raised a hand in assurance and unplugged my voice. “Um, howdy.”


The assurance was short lived, and he leapt from the room straight into Vic, who was standing in the doorway leading to the living room and front door. He rammed his way past her, but to give her credit, even with a bloodied nose, she clung to his pant leg as he dragged her along with him. “Motherfucker!”


I made the four strides between us just as the pants slipped from his narrow hips. He darted into the living room, bounced off the room divider, and hurtled through the doorway. I watched helplessly as he skimmed off the porch and was gone like a sidewinder.


I didn’t even bother pretending to chase him, went back into the kitchen, pulled a dishcloth from the stem of the spigot, and dampened it. I got some ice from the freezer and held it out to my undersheriff as she stood and looked at me. “If I’d had my gun, I would’ve shot the little asshole.”


“Did he hit you?”


“His knee did when he bowled me over.”


Tipping her head back, I leaned her against the kitchen counter. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody that scared before in my life.”


She held the cloth to her nose, muffling her voice. “Wait’ll I get ahold of him again.”


I stretched the cord of the rotary phone over to where she stood, called 911, and pulled the cloth away to examine the



damage. It was swelling, but it didn’t look as if anything was broken. “You’re going to have a couple of beauties there.”


The phone at my ear suddenly came alive. “Absaroka County Sheriff’s Office; you have an emergency?”


“Yep, Vic is going to kill a fifteen-year-old kid.”


“Sheriff?”


I listened as Ruby’s phone cradle jostled on his shoulder. “Double Tough, is that you?” I never was sure who was scheduled to rotate up from Powder Junction for weekend duty since Santiago Saizarbitoria, one of my other deputies, had run off to visit family in Rawlins for a couple of weeks.


“Yup, what’s up?”


“I’ve got a fugitive on the loose over here on Upper Clear Creek Road, and sure would appreciate it if you caught him before Vic does.”


I listened as he scrambled his way around my dispatcher’s desk. “What kind of fugitive, Walt?”


“Male Caucasian, approximately fifteen years of age, blond hair, blue eyes with an expression like he’s cleared for takeoff—and he was.”


I listened as Double Tough started to sign off. “Got it.”


“One more thing.”


“Yup, Chief?”


I picked up the pair of pants from the edge of the counter where I’d put them. “He’s naked from the waist down.”


For the first time in the conversation, my deputy was given pause. “Well, that should make things a little easier.”





It didn’t.


We rummaged the entire neighborhood once and then again but came up with nothing. We were in the office, where Vic sat with



a sack of frozen petite peas on her nose and watched me close last year’s Durant High School yearbook. “He’s not in here.”


She looked at me from over the bag of vegetables. “You’re sure?”


“Positive.”


“You got the age right?”


“I think so.” I reached down and ruffled Dog’s ears; he liked the relative cool of my abandoned office and the quiet of a Sunday afternoon. “I guess you didn’t get a very good look at him.”


She stretched her jaw in an attempt to loosen her facial muscles and stared at the escapee’s pants on her lap. “You mean did I get the number of the skinny truck that hit me? No.”


“Then he’s from out of town.”


She studied the inside band of the pants. “Maybe.” She rested the frozen pouch on the dried bloodstains that were discoloring the neck of her dress. “What?”


“Are you sure you don’t want to get your nose X-rayed?”


She dismissed me with a flapping of her hand. “What about the kid?”


“He just seemed odd.”


The next statement fairly flooded with sarcasm. “Really?”


I conjured up the brief image of the scared young man and held it there in front of my eyes. “The way he stood there for that moment: flexing his hands repeatedly, no eye contact, on the balls of his feet …”


“He’s a ’tard?”


I sighed and felt the bridge of my own nose. “Just … odd.”


“Health Services?”


I dialed the number and listened as it transferred me to the answering machine; Nancy Griffith asked me to record a message. I declined and placed the receiver on the cradle.


I pulled the phone book from the top drawer of my desk and leafed through to the G’s. “This stuff is a lot easier when Ruby’s



around.” I pinned Nancy with a forefinger and dialed. On the third ring she answered, and I described a young man she’d never seen. “You’re sure?”


“Positive. The description doesn’t match up with any of our current clients. Have you tried the Wyoming Boys’ School?”


“In Worland?”


“Stranger things have happened.” I listened as she chuckled and was reminded that she had sung in the church choir with Martha. “Hey, are you going to the football game on Friday?”


“Why, is there a problem?”


She waited a moment before responding. “Does there always have to be a problem when you’re invited somewhere?”


“Generally.”


“It’s homecoming, and they’re retiring your number.”


“Oh.”


“They’re retiring Henry Standing Bear’s number, too. Didn’t anyone get ahold of you?” There was another pause, but it wasn’t long enough for me to come up with an answer or an excuse. “I think everybody up at the high school would appreciate it if the two of you showed up at halftime for the celebration.”


“Friday. Um … I’ll see what I can do. Thanks, Nance.”


I hung up the phone and watched as Vic reapplied the now-not-so-frozen peas to her nose. “What was all that about?”


“What?”


“Friday.”


“Nothing.” I continued to think about the odd young man as I looked at the Durant Dogies annual on my desk. “He’s got to live in the neighborhood.”


“Was she just asking you out on a date?”


“What?” I glanced back up at her. “No.”


Her tone became a little sharper. “Then what’s Friday?”


“A football thing; they’re going to retire my number.”




She looked amused. “You’re kidding.”


“Nope. Henry’s, too.”


“I wanna go.”


“No.”


“C’mon, I never got to do that crap when I was a teenager.” She thought about it. “I never dated any football guys in high school.”


I was momentarily distracted. “What kind of guys did you date?”


“Thirty-seven-year-olds named Rudy with mustaches and vans—guys that would give my parents heart attacks.” She studied me. “I wanna go, and I want a corsage, just like Babs.” I didn’t respond and slumped in my guest chair. “Please tell me we’re not going to canvas the neighborhood in the short bus with have-you-seen-this-half-naked-retard posters?”


“I thought we’d knock on a few doors.”


“That or we just bait a few Havahart traps with Double Stuf Oreos.” She struggled to her feet. “But I don’t think we have to do that here.” She reached down and held up the inside band of the pants toward me. It read CITY OF BELLE FOURCH E DEPARTMENT OF SANITATION.





I made a few more phone calls to the services in Butte County, South Dakota, that were open on a Sunday afternoon, but they didn’t know anything about a runaway, so we met Double Tough at the gravel turnout above the T Bar T. “Nothing?”


The ex-oil rig jockey was built like a brick pillar. When I first met him he’d been shot, something he’d neglected to mention until later in the conversation; hence, his nickname. “Nope, and I asked at every house within a quarter mile of the place.”


“Nobody’s seen him or heard of him?”




“Nope.”


I glanced down the driveway toward the little white house with the red shutters. “I’ll go down and tell Barbara that I’m going to have a look. Why don’t you two just hang around up here in the shade and watch Dog?”


As I walked off, I heard Double Tough ask about Vic’s nose. Just because he was double tough didn’t mean he was double smart. I made my way to the front porch and told Mrs. Thomas about my intentions. “You don’t have to do that, Walter.”


“I’d feel better if I had a look around. If you don’t know this young man or anything about him, it might be best if we at least spoke with him.”


She nodded but there wasn’t much enthusiasm in it.


As she closed the door, I made my way across the front of the house to the small garage and entered from the side door, which was adjacent to the walkway alongside the house. There was a scary-looking 1969 Mustang convertible with badges on the side that read COBRA JET. It was semihidden underneath a car cover and was a testament to Bill Thomas’s last vehicular purchase before his death in ’71. The thing probably had a thousand miles on the odometer and was the lust of every driving-age male in the county.


There was a workbench to my right with an assortment of baby food jars filled with screws and nails that probably dated back to Fort Fetterman, but there were a lot of hand tools that looked as though they’d been used recently, as well as spare lumber that had been placed in the rafters, along with a hidden stack of vintage Playboy magazines. Other than that, the place looked undisturbed.


I closed the door behind me and remembered something Barbara had said about a pump house. We live in the high desert, and considering that the yard was very green and the flower beds



abundant with blooms, I figured the water had to come from somewhere.


Following my boots down a path overgrown with wild morning glories toward the bank of Clear Creek, I veered in the direction of the bridge. I could see the pitched roof of the outbuilding that had had its shingles repaired recently and could even make out the restored patch.


The grass was higher as I cut off from the walkway, and I waded through the stalks to the small pad at the front. There was a clasp screwed into the surface of the door, but the rusted Master Lock was loose, and I unhooked it from the loop and pulled the door open with the wooden handle. It had probably been a smoke house at some point, which would explain the faint odor of charred wood—that and the rusted points in the rafters that were stained from the places where some kind of meat hook had been attached.


There was a small 2.5 horsepower irrigation pump feeding water from the creek to a system with pipes that rose up through the dirt floor and then returned in two-inch diameters. I walked around the pump, placed my hand on the outgoing line, and felt the surge of cold water as it flowed through.


As my eyes settled in the gloom, I could see that there was a steel, fold-up bunk running along the wall on the other side—the kind people used to use for guests. There was an old military blanket on the twin mattress, tucked in so tight you could have bounced a roll of quarters off of it.


When I got to the bed, I heard a different sound under my boots and stepped back, revealing the vague outline of something square buried in the floor. I kneeled down and brushed away some of the dust. There was a small hook on one side, so I moved it and lifted the lid of what appeared to be an old milk jug container buried in the dry dirt. It was dark in the hole, and I wished



I was wearing my duty belt with my trusty Maglite attached, but instead, I just stuck my hand in the submerged box.


The first thing I found was a magazine—Gun Buyer’s Annual, this year’s date. It was an encyclopedic guide to all the weapons available on the private market. The illustrations on the glossy cover, starring a collection of rifles, shotguns, semiautomatics, and radical carbines, had been thumbed away at the center where someone had spent hours studying the thing. I opened the magazine—practically every page was dog-eared.


I set it aside and reached into the hole again, this time coming up with a copy of Playboy, January 1972. The magazine was as worn as the gun almanac, and I had to admit that Marilyn Cole, leaning against a bookcase with a novel in her hands and little else, was still looking good considering her photo was over a quarter of a century old and folded into three equal parts.


I rested what hardly seemed to be even mild porn anymore on the stack with the gun porn and reached into the hole again, this time pulling out a moldy-looking tome—threadbare black with gold lettering—the Book of Mormon. When I carefully opened the cover, I noticed that it was published in 1859, and the handwritten inscription on the title page read “For my son Orrin, Man of God, Son of Thunder—your loving mother, Sara.”


I tucked the antiquarian book under my arm and stuck my hand back in the container in the floor but couldn’t feel anything else. I looked around the place for something, anything, but there was nothing. I returned everything except the book back to the hole, closed the lid, and kicked a little dirt back over it. I stood, keeping the book with me, and walked around the pump to give the dirt-floored room one more going-over. I stepped through the door, closed it, and hooked the clasp of the lock back through the loop, careful to leave it as I’d found it.




When I got back to Barbara Thomas’s home, I rapped my knuckles on the screen door and waited until Barbara appeared on the other side of the tiny squares, her image pixelated into a thousand parts. I held up the book and asked, “Who’s Orrin?”


She placed a hand against the doorjamb for support and silently put her other hand to her mouth.





“I don’t know where he’s from.”


I watched as Double Tough took another cookie from the plate on the kitchen counter. Barbara, Vic, and I and the Book of Mormon sat at the kitchen table trying to sort things out. “Well, when was the first time you saw him?”


“Like I said, about two weeks ago.”


“You also said he was an angel.”


She blinked and looked out the kitchen window leading toward Clear Creek and the pump house. “I … I might have been confused about that.”


Vic had discarded the now-thawed peas for a cold pack, and her voice was thankfully muffled through the dish towel. “Amen, sister.”


“Have you spoken with him?”


“No.”


“Where did he get the cot and blanket?”


She thought, as she continued to look out the window. “There were things in the garage that I noticed were missing, but I didn’t really connect the two.” Her eyes came back to me. “Do you really think he’s been living in the pump house these last few weeks?”


“I’d say it’s a safe assumption; how, exactly, have you been feeding him?”


She looked at Double Tough, still munching on a cookie. “I just leave the food on the counter.”




My deputy, feeling a little self-conscious, threw out a review as he chewed. “Oatmeal–Chocolate chip, they’re really good.”


The older woman’s eyes returned to mine. “Can’t we just leave him alone?”


I cleared my throat. “Um, no, we can’t…. He’s not a stray cat, Mrs. Thomas; we’ve got to find out who he is and where he belongs. There might be people out there looking for him. You understand.”


“I do.”


I picked up the book and opened it to the title page. “A couple of assumptions I’m making are that he’s Mormon and that his name is Orrin.”


Vic couldn’t resist. “Orrin the Mormon?”


I ignored her and continued. “I’m going to place my deputy here in your house this evening, if you don’t mind, in hopes that the boy will return.”


She nodded, first looking at Vic and then settling on Double Tough. “That’ll be fine.”


I stood and gave my Powder Junction deputy his command. “I’ll come by at around eleven to spell you, if that sounds good.”


He picked up another cookie and nodded. “Yup.”


“And try not to eat all the cookies.”


He didn’t answer as he took a seat by the kitchen window, lifted his tactical binoculars to his eyes to view the pump house, and chewed.





Vic fed her uneaten pizza crust to Dog as she picked up a can from my Rainier stash and gulped. “Shit, I just wish someone around here would do decent pizza.” She wiped the back of her hand across her mouth and the front on Dog’s head. “I checked the National Crime Information Center for info on Orrin the Mormon



but so far he’s about as available as the Holy Ghost. I left a message at the local Church of Latter-day Saints—who knew there was one here—with Bishop Drew Goodman and even checked with social services over in Utah, but so far nobody’s ever heard of the kid.”


I sipped my own beer and flipped through the pages of the Mormon Bible. “This thing is probably worth a fortune.”


“What about the City of Belle Fourche’s traveling pants?”


I set my beer down. “I’ll call over to Tim Berg—the sheriff over there—and see if he has any ideas about the pants or the kid.”


She held her beer close to her lips and smiled the crocodile smile. “The human pencil holder?”


“Yep.” During classes at the National Sheriffs’ Association, Tim was famous for placing numerous pens and pencils in his prodigious beard and then forgetting them.


She looked up at the old Seth Thomas hanging on the wall of my office, the hands gesturing toward 10:45 like Carol Merrill from Let’s Make a Deal. “I was thinking about hanging around and seducing you, but my nose hurts, so I might take it home and go to bed.” She took another sip of her beer and then held the cool of the can to the spot between her eyes. “How do I look?”


I studied the two small wings of purple unfurling beneath her lower lids. “Like you coulda been a contendah.”


“Yeah, well, if I catch Orrin the Mormon I’m going to pound his head like a friggin’ bongo.” She stood and stretched, the dress hem riding up her thighs as she sang in a thick Italian accent, à la Rosemary Clooney, “Come on-a my house, my house. I’m-a gonna give you candy.”


I smiled up at her. “I thought your nose hurt.”


She backed into my office doorway and attempted to draw me forward by crooking an index finger. “It does, but I just remembered a great way to take my mind off it.”


I gathered up the detritus of our impromptu feast, crushed a few of the cans, and tossed them into the empty box—I knew I’d catch hell from Ruby if I left beer cans in the office trash. “I’ve got to relieve Double Tough in twenty-five minutes.”


“We could make it a quickie.”


I closed the box, picked it up, and walked around my desk to meet her. “What do you hear from the newlyweds?” Her face darkened beyond the black eyes, and I suddenly realized that clouds were gathering and lightning was flashing in the tarnished gold pupils. “What?”


“I’ve warned you about that.”


“What?”


She leaned against the door frame and downed the last of her beer. “Every time I talk about us, you talk about them.” She pushed off the frame and looked up at me, placing the empty can on the flat surface of my box like a smokestack. “I’m not going to get all Freudian and try and figure that out, so just stop. Okay?”


“Okay.”


She turned, walked past Ruby’s desk, and paused to curtsy, her hair, which she had grown out, striped with highlights. “By the way, you lost your shot at a quickie.”


She disappeared down the steps, and I heard the heavy glass doors swing shut as I called after her, “I kind of figured that.”


Dog, probably hoping for another crust, appeared at my leg as I took a few steps down the hall toward the holding cells and the back door. “C’mon, you want to go to the Dumpster?” I glanced over my shoulder and noticed he’d sat. “I’ll take that as a no?” He didn’t move. “Well, you’re going over to Barbara Thomas’s place here in a few minutes whether you like it or not.”




I pushed open the heavy metal and carefully nudged the broken portion of concrete block that we all used to prop open the door, which saved the staff the ignominious march around the building to the front entrance that Vic had deemed “the walk of shame and ignorance.”


In the distance I could hear my undersheriff ignoring our two red-blinking traffic lights as she sped through town.


Balancing the empty Rainier on the box, I started toward the Dumpster just as a sudden breeze kicked up, which spun the can off the cardboard surface like an aluminum tumbleweed. It skittered across the street toward the fence at Meadowlark Elementary.


“Well, hell.”


Setting out on my way, slipped the trash under the plastic lid, and then started the trek across the street; I figured that if beer cans weren’t allowed in the sheriff’s office trash, they probably shouldn’t linger next to the elementary school fence either.


The little bugger was continuing to bump against the chain-link, and it took two tries before I got hold of the thing. Feeling the weight of the day, I placed an elbow on the top bar of the fence and stood there enjoying the temperature drop of the evening. It was getting late in the season, and the nights were getting cooler. I thought about what Nancy had said about the weekend, tried to remember what my number had been, and then reminded myself to call the Bear and tell him about the honors that were being bestowed on us Friday night.


I shivered just a little and figured the first frost would be pretty soon and I’d be switching over to my felt hat. I let my mind wander again, this time to what Vic had said, wondering if it was true. Her youngest brother had married my daughter a few months back, and I was hearing from Cady less and less. Delving into a little Freudian slip of my own, I wondered if that anxiety



had intertwined with my worries about being even more involved with my undersheriff lately. I didn’t consider myself a prude, but the difference in our ages and the fact that I was her boss persistently intruded on my thoughts.


She’d been even a little more volatile as of late, and I wasn’t quite sure what that was about.


I allowed my eyes to drift across the freshly mowed east lawn of Meadowlark Elementary when I noticed that somebody was swinging on the playground, his body hurtling into the freshening air, each effort accompanied by the clanking of the chains that supported the swing. He was facing in the other direction, but I could see that he was skinny, startlingly blond—and missing his pants.














Chapter Two


I had to time it right because I was only going to get one chance.


Keeping behind him, I’d stealthily made my way across the lawn and could only hope that I’d be able to withstand the impact when he swung back. He probably was only a hundred and thirty pounds soaking wet, but he had velocity on his side.


Figuring I’d have only an instant before he sprinted for it again, I’d fastened one side of a pair of handcuffs to my own wrist and was holding the other open and ready to snap closed. By my reckoning, even as fast as he was, Orrin wasn’t going to be able to drag my two hundred and fifty pounds very far.


I was maybe ten feet behind his backward arc as he peaked and went forward. I could hear him humming as he skimmed through the air, and I ran forward to position myself a little ahead of the angle of trajectory in hopes of not absorbing the entirety of his velocity, but it didn’t really do any good.


I’d been an interior lineman at USC, a Marine investigator in Vietnam, and had taken my share of body blows, but that had been an awfully long time ago, when I had been in better shape and a lot younger. The impact of his bony back into my chest wasn’t so bad, but he had curled one of the brogans up under the seat and it planted itself firmly in my crotch.


As luck would have some of it, the cuff had closed around the kid’s upper arm, which wasn’t as big as the joint at his elbow, and



had latched secure. I had fallen backward and pulled him with me, but as soon as we hit the ground, he’d jumped up and, as I’d anticipated, started off. My arm was the only thing he moved, and he yanked himself backward on top of me as he tried the opposite direction, perhaps thinking he would have better luck. My arm crossed my chest after he tromped across me, but at the moment, all I could do was massage my groin and lie there like a ball and chain.


I guess he’d gotten the best of my patience at that point, because I remember curling my bicep and pulling his face in close to mine. “You need to quit that. Now.”


He looked terribly scared, but he kicked at me some more, so I finally stood in a hunched fashion and breathed out my final word on the subject. “Stop.”


He pulled back from the word, and I was sure he thought I was going to hit him.


I took a deep breath. “Are you all right?”


He fidgeted, flung his loose hand back and forth, and looked at my chest, finally nodding his head. “Yes.”


His voice was higher than I would’ve thought, but I was just glad he could speak. “What’s your name?”


He looked around nervously, still looking for an avenue of escape, but seeing none, he kind of collapsed into himself and muttered, “Cord.”


I stood fully upright, and the fear played across his face. I was anxious that the populace not be treated to the sight of a grown man massaging his groin, handcuffed to a teenager in nothing but a shirt in the elementary school playground close to midnight. “C’mon Cord, let’s go get you some clothes.”





When I got him back to the office, I planted him in my guest chair and recuffed him to the arm. Dog watched us from across



the room with a great deal of interest. “I’m, um … I’m going to go get you some clothes, so just wait here till I get back.”


I vaguely remembered Ruby having had a clothing drive for the Methodist Women’s League a month back, and that there were still a few bags of assorted clothing downstairs out of which I might find something to fit the young man.


Passing my dispatcher’s desk with Dog in tow, I stopped for a moment to phone Double Tough and inform him that the great Mormon manhunt could be called off. As I stood there talking to him, Dog and I both heard some noise from down the hallway and turned to see the boy had fallen in his attempt to drag the chair along with him out the back door.


“I gotta go.”


I walked into the hallway, picked him up, and sat him back in the chair, then picked up the chair and walked him back into my office. I set the chair in its original location, called Dog, and told him to sit, which he did. “That is the K-9 unit of the Absaroka County Sheriff’s Department, and he’s trained to deal with any kind of situation. I can’t say what he might do, but I would advise you not to move. Is that clear?”


He nodded. “Yes.”


“Good.” I glanced at Dog, who I’m sure was wondering what the heck I was talking about. “Stay. And … Guard.”


He canted his head, looking at me as if I were an idiot, which of course I was.


The kid was looking at Dog as if the beast might go for his throat at any moment, which, of course, he wouldn’t, but a nod being as good as a wink in most cases, I turned and went down the steps and rifled through the grocery bags, finally coming up with a Denver Broncos T-shirt and, more important, a pair of gray sweatpants with a hole in only one knee.


I’d started back up the stairs when I heard another commotion.



I got to the first landing at the corner of the building near the front door in time to see Double Tough laying hands on both boy and furniture.


The solid deputy turned with a comical look on his face as he sat the young man in the chair. “I guess you can add theft of municipal property to his list of offenses.”


I joined the group—Dog was standing there wagging. “Some guard dog you are.”


We carried the prisoner and chair back to my office, where I uncuffed him and led him to the bathroom in the hall, the one without a window, handed him the clothes, and nudged him inside as I closed the door behind him. “Get dressed.”


Producing a plastic bag of oatmeal cookies, Double Tough crossed his scuffed ropers, leaned against the wall, and smirked at me. “Have a cookie.” I did, as he studied me. “Call up Health Services?”


I thought about it. “Not at midnight. I’ll just wait until morning and then give Nancy Griffith another ring.”


He waited a moment. “You want, I can stick around up here. There’s nothing going on down at the Junction, and Frymire’s girlfriend is visiting him.”


“I thought he married her.”


“Not yet.” He chewed his cookie.


“There’s no need, I’ll just stick around.” I noticed the crestfallen look on his face. “Unless you really want to stay up here.” I waited for a moment. “Things getting pastoral down there in Powder Junction?”


“Uh-huh, other than some yokels driving around over near the East Spring Draw and being unneighborly.” He judged the look on my face. “Nothing big; new owners, and they’re a strange bunch—Texans.” He glanced behind him at the bathroom. “You gonna put him in the holding cell for the night?”


“Yep.”




He stretched and yawned, covering his face with his hand. “You better lock the door.”





He stared at the open cell and then up at me, and I was struck by how young the kid looked; I was estimating his age at fifteen, but he might’ve been younger. “You’re not trustworthy, or I’d let you sleep out here on the bench in the waiting room.” I gestured for him to go in. “Anyway, the bunks are a lot more comfortable; I should know.”


He strung his fingers around the bars of the open door. “What if I promise?”


“Excuse me?”


He stared at my chest. “What if I promise to not run off?”


“Well, considering your track record, I don’t know you well enough to trust you.”


He thought about it for a second, and then the words poured from him like a teletype machine. “‘Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.’” He glanced up at my face for only a second. “Corinthians four: two.”


I stared back at him and nudged him with my hand. “Get in the cell.” And then added, “Walt Longmire, quarter past twelve.”


He stepped inside but turned as I closed the door. I reassured him: “Don’t worry, I’m going to gather up a few blankets and sleep right out here.”


“Can I have the Bible? I saw it on your desk.”


I thought about arguing religious semantics with him but instead just locked the door; then I retrieved the blankets and his book from my office. I handed it to him through the bars. “Who’s Orrin?”


The return words were wooden, just as they’d been when he’d quoted scripture. “The Destroying Angel and Danite: Man of God, Son of Thunder.”




“Uh-huh.” I nodded and suddenly felt very tired. “Get some sleep.”


“I’d rather read.”


I felt my shoulders slump but then gathered an old floor lamp that I’d used for just that purpose from the corner of the room and brought it over to the bars, switched it on, and directed the light into the cell. “There.”


I flipped off the overhead fluorescents, pulled the mattress off of the bunk in the other cell, dragged it around to the floor, and piled on the blankets and a pillow. I sat on the mattress, pulled off my boots, and covered up. The kid was studying his book and was seated on the far bunk: “Don’t worry; we’ll get you out of here tomorrow.”


He continued to turn pages in the Mormon Bible, his face close to the good book, but I could hear him plainly in that high voice of his: “Actually, I’m okay.”





“So this is Orrin the Mormon?”


I spoke from beneath the blanket that covered my head. “He says his name is Cord.”


“As in music or firewood?”


“Firewood, I think.” I peeled the blanket down from my face and looked up at my undersheriff, now having sprouted two fully blown black-eyed Susans. “Oh my….”


She leaned against the bars and looked in at the kid, the web of her thumb hitched onto the grip of her Glock. “Yeah, I know, I know—it looks like I went all ten rounds at the Blue Horizon.”


I looked at her blankly.


“Boxing venue in North Philly.” She gestured toward the sleeping young man. “He talks?”


I sat up against the wall. “He does.”


“You get anything more out of him other than a first name?”




“Not really.”


She gestured toward the book lying next to the boy. “Who’s Orrin?”


I repeated Cord’s mantra from last night: “The Destroying Angel and Danite: Man of God, Son of Thunder.”


Vic shrugged. “Does Orrin have to say that every time he answers the phone?”


“I’m not sure.”


“What’s he doing with Orrin’s book?”


I yawned. “We really didn’t get a chance to cover that.”


She watched the young man breathe for a few moments, and her face softened just a little. “Nancy is here from Hell’s Services; you wanna roust the fool on the hill out for a confab, or what?”


“I’d like to talk to her first.”


She pushed off the bars and walked down the hall. “Then get up. I’ll get you a cup of coffee, and you can join the in-crowd at Ruby’s desk.”


When I got to the bench at the reception area, I was still holding a blanket around me as I collapsed against the chief therapist for Health Services and then slid down to rest my head in her comfortable lap. “I’d like to commit myself.”


She looked down at me with big, liquid brown eyes. “Commit yourself to what?”


“Getting more sleep, for a start.” Nancy had been a good friend of Martha’s, and I’d depended on her prowess in dealing with the more delicate aspects of domestic and child-related problems over the years. “We have a little dogie who’s been thrown out on the long trail.”


She continued to look down at me and started singing:





“Whoopee ti yi yo, git along little dogies
It’s your misfortune and none of my own




Whoopee ti yi yo, git along little dogies
You know that Wyoming will be your new home.”





Vic stared at the two of us. “What the fuck?”


Nancy smiled. “It’s the Durant High School fight song.”


Vic nodded. “That’s likely to strike fear into the hearts of your opponents.”


I interrupted. “I guess he’s been living in Barbara Thomas’s pump house for the last two weeks.”


Nancy nodded. “I wouldn’t mind living at Barbara’s—it’s a nice place.”


“His name is Cord, and we can’t seem to find anything to indicate that anybody’s looking for him. He’s carrying the Book of Mormon, and he quotes scripture.”


“How old?”


I sat on the ground by Nancy’s sensible black flats. “Fifteen, maybe.”


She looked up at Ruby and Vic. “There are a lot of LDS splinter sects, fundamentalist polygamy groups that parted ways with the Mormons—Warren Jeffs stuff. There are a bunch in Utah, but there are also a few in southern Colorado, Arizona, Texas, and even one over in South Dakota.” She sighed, and her eyes returned to me. “Have you ever heard of the term Lost Boys?”


Vic was the first to answer. “The vampire movie?”


Nancy shook her head. “No.”


I ventured an opinion. “Peter Pan?”


She shook her head again. “Mormon castoffs; they’re the boys that get kicked out of these groups for what the elders deem inappropriate behavior, but mostly just to make room for the older men so that they can have their pick of the younger women as multiple wives.”


“Charming.”




“As far as I know the nearest polygamy group is in South Dakota.”


“He was wearing a pair of pants that were from the Department of Sanitation in Belle Fourche.”


“Probably got them from Goodwill or the Salvation Army.” She thought about it. “Is that Butte County?”


“Yep.” I waited. “What?”


“I’ve got a friend over there who works for the school system, and he mentioned something about one of those LDS splinter groups.” She thought about it some more. “Something like the Fundamentalist … no, the Apostolic Church of the Lamb of God.”


Vic sighed. “Oh shit, not more sheep.”


I reared up, glancing at Ruby. “See if you can get Tim Berg on the line by the time I get back from the Busy Bee.” I looked at Nancy. “It won’t do any harm to the boy to get in touch with these people, will it?”


The therapist shook her head. “Chances are they’re the ones who tossed him out. I can’t see them wanting him back.”


“Well, at least we can get some information on the kid.” I stood and folded my blanket. “Would you like to make the acquaintance of the Latter-day dogie while I go out and get us all some breakfast?”


“Ready when you are.” She stood. “Do I have to do it through bars?”


“The keys are hanging in the holding cell, but I wouldn’t turn my back on him for an instant—he’s a jackrabbit.”


She saluted. “Roger that.”





The proprietor of the Busy Bee Café folded her arms and glared at me from the narrow aperture of the partially open door. “We’re closed.”




I had looked through the windows and noticed that there wasn’t anybody else inside. “What do you mean, you’re closed. You haven’t been closed in thirty years.”


“My dishwasher quit again, and I’m tired from working the Basque Festival.”


“How about a couple of egg sandwiches?”


“No.”


“The usual?”


“No, Walt. I’m pooped.” She shut the door in my face.


“Jeez.” I turned to Vic. “Dash Inn?”


“Looks like.” She turned and started down the sidewalk. “I’m parked on Main.”


I caught up with her, and a scorching U-turn and five minutes later we were waiting at the drive-through window at the locally owned fast food restaurant. “Are you going to tell me about the running of the sheep?”


“No.”


“Well, who were you drinking with?”


“Why? You jealous?” I didn’t rise to the bait, so she answered. “Sancho, Marie, and the Critter.” The Critter was the name Vic had given to Antonio, their son.


“I thought Saizarbitoria was in Rawlins.”


“They left that lovely town Saturday morning; he said he might take a day or two off.” She shrugged. “They’re the only Basquos I know, and the Critter is getting kind of cute.”


“I didn’t know little kids drink Patxaran.”


“He should have; it would’ve kept me from drinking all of it.”


The radio on the transmission hump of Vic’s twelve-year-old unit sputtered and coughed Ruby’s voice, and we both looked at it.


Static. “I’ve got Sheriff Berg on the landline; do you want me to patch him through?”




I unclipped the mic from the dash and hit the button as Tim’s voice sounded through the tinny speakers. Static. “What do you want, redneck?”


I keyed the mic. “Hippie.”


He continued unabated. Static. “You got the hot little deputy with you?”


I held the mic out to Vic. “You still got that psychedelic VW bus with the tinted windows you park outside the schools?”


The voice continued. Static. “Only for you, darlin’.”


I returned the mic to my own mouth, which was generally a little cleaner. “Hey, Tim, have you got a group in the county called the Apostolic Church of the Lamb of God?”


Static. “Amen, heaven help me.”


“What’s the story?”


Static. “Oh, they owed about a quarter million in property taxes that they suddenly made current here about a month ago. They’re putting together a little compound, trying to start a dairy up in the northwest corner of the county and the state. Why?”


“I’ve got a boy down here; might be one of their castoffs.”


Static. “Blond-haired, blue-eyed, slight, and fidgety—about driving age?”


“Yes, he says his name is Cord.”


Static. “The mother was in here about three weeks ago asking for him.”


“Well, I’ve got him.”


Static. “Hold on to him till I can get hold of her—she’s up in that part of the county that’s kind of hard to get to.”


Vic interrupted as she took our bag of sandwiches through the drive-through window. “Hey, Tim?”


Static. “Yeah?”


She set the bag on the center console and continued. “I heard you got the guy that did that motel arson last week.”




Static. “What?”


She started up the engine and pulled the unit down into drive. “I heard you got DNA on the perp and broke open the case.”


Static. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Oh, that’s right, genetic evidence isn’t permissible in South Dakota—everybody’s got the same DNA.”


I reattached the mic as his laughter rang through the speakers. Vic turned to look at me. “There, mystery solved.”


“I guess.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“I’m not sure. Anyway, what are we supposed to do with him in the meantime?” I watched the morning traffic, what there was of it, drifting by as a man with very long hair and an extravagant beard stood on the corner and raised his hand to us.


Vic’s eyes followed mine as I tipped my hat at the man with the rucksack on his back. “Another friend of yours?”


I slumped in my seat as we rolled past the individual who continued to hold his palm out to us. “Nope, but it’s coming up on fall and time for all the hitchers to disappear south.”





When we pulled into the parking lot, Dorothy’s familiar Subaru was parked in the spot closest to the door, and, when we got inside, there was a large cardboard box full of pastries from Baroja’s, the Basque shop, on the dispatcher’s desk. The repentant café owner was sipping coffee with the dispatcher herself.


Dorothy turned and looked at me. “I started feeling bad about turning you away, so I went over to Lana’s and got some treats.” She pointed at the paper bags we carried from one of her competitors. “My being closed doesn’t appear to have slowed you down.”


I rested the bags on the counter and nudged Dog out of the place where he had put himself in case anybody got careless with



the pastries. “A man’s got to eat, and I hope you got something more than donuts ’cause you know I don’t like them.”


“You don’t like donuts?” Cord was sitting next to Nancy, a maple cruller in his hand.


I shrugged. “I know it’s against type….”


“I don’t understand.”


My undersheriff gestured to the office at large in an exasperated fashion. “Cops, donuts …”


He looked at her questioningly and then back to me. “Is it because you’re big?”


Vic snickered, and there was a long silence. Dorothy, in an attempt to deflect, spoke up. “Walt, if you don’t have any objections, I’ve offered the boy a job.”


I turned and looked at her. “What?”


She nodded. “Washing dishes.”


The incredulity wrote itself on my face. “Dorothy, could I speak with you and Nancy in my office?” I took one of the bags of food with me as I made my way around the dispatcher’s desk and gestured from Ruby to the young man so that she knew to keep an eye on him. “Now, if you would.”


Vic joined the two women and, sticking her finger in the hole where the doorknob to my office used to be, closed the door behind us. I set my breakfast on my desk and took off my hat, hooking it onto the hammer of my sidearm, crossing my arms over my chest. “What are you two up to?”


Nancy was the first to speak. “Walt, it was my idea. I didn’t think it would be a bad thing for—”


“I just got off the phone with Tim Berg over in South Dakota. He says that the boy’s mother was in the sheriff’s office three weeks ago.” I noticed they were looking at me a little funny. “What?”


Dorothy spoke this time. “Walt, Cord seemed to intimate that his mother might’ve passed away.”




I thought about it. “Since when?”


They looked at each other and then back to me as Nancy spoke in a low voice. “It sounded quite recent.” She stepped in closer to my desk. “Walt, this boy shows all the classic symptoms of being a polygamy kid. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with him, psychologically speaking, but …”


“Well, Tim said the mother was from some compound over there, and as soon as he gets back to me we’ll start getting some answers.”


“What can it hurt?” Dorothy placed her fists on her hips and looked at me. “I need the help, and what else is he going to do, sit in one of your cells?”


I glanced at Nancy, who jumped in quickly. “It would take me a day or two to come up with a foster home for him, so if Dorothy’s got a place …?”


“He’ll skip town like a Kansas City paperhanger.”


Dorothy shook her head. “He won’t.”


Vic joined in the conversation, and I was glad of another sane voice in the room. “Who the hell says?”


“He does.” Dorothy crossed her own arms. “I made him promise.” We stood there looking at each other, the immovable object meeting the irresistible force. “He can stay here and work over at my place till we get him settled out.”


Nancy joined Dorothy at the other side of my desk. “Walt, if it’s true that his mother is dead or has run off, then he’s lost his advocate within that group and they’re probably not going to want him anymore.”


Throwing my hat onto my desk, I sighed and sat in my chair. “All right, but if he bolts, I’m holding the two of you responsible.” I glanced at the chief cook and used-to-be bottle washer of the Busy Bee. “And I’m going to want free lunch for a week.”




Dorothy leaned in and looked down at me. “Oh, Walt, you know there’s no such thing as a free lunch.”


I guess after the Kansas City paperhanger remark, she thought I deserved it.





It was five after five when Tim called, and he was none too happy. “They say they never heard of the boy or the mother.”


I leaned back in my chair and slipped a foot under my desk to keep from doing my usual sheriff backflip with a full twist. “Are you sure that’s where she said she was from?”


“Yes, damn it.”


I stared at the receiver for a moment. “You seem a little agitated, Tim.”


There was silence on the phone, and then he spoke. “I damn well am.”


“Mind if I ask why?”


“I don’t like having guns pointed at me in my own county.”


“What happened?”


He breathed a deep sigh, blowing some of the agitation through his teeth, and I could hear him easing himself into a chair. “I drove out that way, and mind you, this is the first time in a long while that I’ve been up in that Castle Rock territory near the South Fork of the Moreau except for that pipeline they got going through there.” He swallowed. “It’s a fort is what it is, Walt. I mean to tell you that they’ve got walls and fences up all over the place and gun towers—honest-to-God gun towers. Now they call ’em observation posts, but they’re gun towers is what they are. I saw individuals up there with deer rifles, and I gotta tell you I am not happy about this happening in my county.”




“Who did you talk to?”


“Some jaybird named Ronald Lynear. I get the feeling he’s the grand imperial Pooh-Bah around the place—him and another fella by the name of Lockhart and some severe-looking individual by the name of Bidarte.”


I leaned forward. “And they say they never heard of either of them?”


“Yeah, and I know that’s bullshit, because I’ve still got the slip of paper she gave me with directions on how to get to the place.”
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