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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 Bill Bower and all those crazy bastards who flew off

the USS Hornet and into those cold, gray skies on the

morning of April 18, 1942 – and everybody who ever

threw a salute before and after.
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          Great Spirit, grant that I may not criticize my neighbor until I have walked a mile in his moccasins.




           




          Old Indian Prayer
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  Chapter One




  “Two more.”




  Cady looked at me but didn’t say anything.




  It had been like this for the last week. We’d reached a plateau, and she was satisfied with the progress she’d made. I wasn’t. The physical therapist at University of

  Pennsylvania Hospital in Philadelphia had warned me that this might happen. It wasn’t that my daughter was weak or lazy; it was far worse than that—she was bored.




  “Two more?”




  “I heard you. . . .” She plucked at her shorts and avoided my eyes. “Your voice; it carries.”




  I placed an elbow on my knee, chin on fist, sat farther back on the sit-up bench, and glanced around. We weren’t alone. There was a kid in a Durant Quarterback Club T-shirt who was trying

  to bulk up his 145-pound frame at one of the Universal machines. I’m not sure why he was up here—there were no televisions, and it wasn’t as fancy as the main gym downstairs. I

  understood all the machines up here—you didn’t have to plug any of them in—but I wondered about him; it could be that he was here because of Cady.




  “Two more.”




  “Piss off.”




  The kid snickered, and I looked at him. I glanced back at my daughter. This was good; anger sometimes got her to finish up, even if it cost me the luxury of conversation for the rest of the

  evening. It didn’t matter tonight; she had a dinner date and then had to be home for an important phone call. I had zip. I had all the time in the world.




  She had cut her auburn hair short to match the spot where they had made the U-shaped incision that had allowed her swelling brain to survive. Only a small scar was visible at the hairline. She

  was beautiful, and the pain in the ass was that she knew it.




  It got her pretty much whatever she wanted. Beauty was life’s E-ZPass. I was lucky I got to ride on the shoulder.




  “Two more?”




  She picked up her water bottle and squeezed out a gulp, leveling the cool eyes back on me. We sat there looking at each other, both of us dressed in gray. She stretched a finger out and pulled

  the band of my T-shirt down, grazing a fingernail on my exposed collarbone. “That one?”




  Just because she was beautiful didn’t mean she wasn’t smart. Diversion was another of her tactics. I had enough scars to divert the entire First Division. She had known this scar and

  had seen it on numerous occasions. Her question was a symptom of the memory loss that Dr. Rissman had mentioned.




  She continued to poke my shoulder with the finger. “That one.”




  “Two more.”




  “That one?”




  Cady never gave up.




  It was a family trait, and in our tiny family, stories were the coinage of choice, a bartering in the aesthetic of information and the athletics of emotion, so I answered her.

  “Tet.”




  She set her water bottle down on the rubber-padded floor. “When?”




  “Before you were born.”




  She lowered her head and looked at me through her lashes, one cheek pulled up in a half smile. “Things happened before I was born?”




  “Well, nothing really important.”




  She took a deep breath, gripped the sides of the bench, and put all her effort into straightening the lever action of thirty pounds at her legs. Slowly, the weights lifted to the limit of the

  movement and then, just as slowly, dropped back. After a moment, she caught her breath. “Marine inspector, right?”




  I nodded. “Yep.”




  “Why Marines?”




  “It was Vietnam, and I was gonna be drafted, so it was a choice.” I was consistently amazed at what her damaged brain chose to remember.




  “What was Vietnam like?”




  “Confusing, but I got to meet Martha Raye.”




  Unsatisfied with my response, she continued to study my scar. “You don’t have any tattoos.”




  “No.” I sighed, just to let her know that her tactics weren’t working.




  “I have a tattoo.”




  “You have two.” I cleared my throat in an attempt to end the conversation. She pulled up the cap sleeve of her Philadelphia City Sports T-shirt, exposing the faded, Cheyenne turtle

  totem on her shoulder. She was probably unaware that she’d been having treatments to have it removed; it had been the ex-boyfriend’s idea, all before the accident. “The other

  one’s on your butt, but we don’t have to look for it now.”




  The kid snickered again. I turned and stared at him with a little more emphasis this time.




  “Bear was in Vietnam with you, right?”




  She was smiling as I turned back to her. All the women in my life smiled when they talked about Henry Standing Bear. It was a bit annoying, but Henry was my best and lifelong friend, so I got

  over it. He owned the Red Pony, a bar on the edge of the Northern Cheyenne Reservation, only a mile from my cabin, and he was the one who was taking Cady to dinner. I wasn’t invited. He and

  my daughter were in cahoots. They had pretty much been in cahoots since she had been born.




  “Henry was in-country, Special Operations Group; we didn’t serve together.”




  “What was he like back then?”




  I thought about it. “He’s mellowed, a little.” It was a frightening thought. “Two more?”




  Her gray eyes flashed. “One more.”




  I smiled. “One more.”




  Cady’s slender hands returned to the sides of the bench, and I watched as the toned legs once again levitated and lowered the thirty pounds. I waited a moment, then lumbered up and placed

  a kiss at the horseshoe-shaped scar and helped her stand. The physical progress was moving ahead swimmingly, mostly due to the advantages of her stellar conditioning and youth, but the afternoon

  workouts took their toll, and she was usually a little unsteady by the time we finished.




  I held her hand and picked up her water and tried not to concentrate on the fact that my daughter had been a fast-track, hotshot lawyer back in Philly only two months earlier and that now she

  was here in Wyoming and was trying to remember that she had tattoos and how to walk without assistance.




  We made our way toward the stairwell and the downstairs showers. As we passed the kid at the machine, he looked at Cady admiringly and then at me. “Hey, Sheriff?”




  I paused for a moment and steadied Cady on my arm. “Yep?”




  “J.P. said you once bench-pressed six plates.”




  I continued looking down at him. “What?”




  He gestured toward the steel plates on the rack at the wall. “Jerry Pilch? The football coach? He said senior year, before you went to USC, you bench-pressed six plates.” He

  continued to stare at me. “That’s over three hundred pounds.”




  “Yep, well.” I winked. “Jerry’s always had a tendency to exaggerate.”




  “I thought so.”




  I nodded to the kid and helped Cady down the steps. It’d been eight plates, actually, but that had been a long time ago.




  My shower was less complicated than Cady’s, so I usually got out before her and waited on the bench beside the Clear Creek bridge. I placed my summer-wear palm-leaf hat

  on my head, slipped on my ten-year-old Ray-Bans, and shrugged the workout bag’s strap farther onto my shoulder so that it didn’t press my Absaroka County Sheriff’s star into my

  chest. I pushed open the glass door and stepped into the perfect fading glory of a high-plains summer afternoon. It was vacation season, creeping up on rodeo weekend, and the streets were full of

  people from somewhere else.




  I took a left and started toward the bridge and the bench. I sat next to the large man with the ponytail and placed the gym bag between us. “How come I wasn’t invited to

  dinner?”




  The Cheyenne Nation kept his head tilted back, eyes closed, taking in the last warmth of the afternoon sun. “We have discussed this.”




  “It’s Saturday night, and I don’t have anything to do.”




  “You will find something.” He took a deep breath, the only sign that he wasn’t made of wood and selling cigars. “Where is Vic?”




  “Firearms recertification in Douglas.”




  “Damn.”




  I thought about my scary undersheriff from Philadelphia; how she could outshoot, outdrink, and outswear every cop I knew, and how she was now representing the county at the Wyoming Law

  Enforcement Academy. I was unsure if that was a positive thing. “Yep, not a safe weekend to be in Douglas.”




  He nodded, almost imperceptibly. “How is all that going?”




  I took a moment to discern what “all that” might mean. “I’m not really sure.” He raised an eyelid and studied me in a myopic fashion. “We seem to be having a

  problem getting in sync.” The eyelid closed, and we sat there as a silence passed. “Where are you going to dinner?”




  “I am not going to tell you.”




  “C’mon.”




  His face remained impassive. “We have discussed this.”




  We had—it was true. The Bear had expressed the opinion that for both of our mental healths, it might be best if Cady and I didn’t spend every waking hour in each other’s

  company. It was difficult, but I was going to have to let her out of my sight sometime. “In town or over in Sheridan?”




  “I am not going to tell you.”




  I was disconcerted by the flash of a camera and turned to see a woman from somewhere else smile and continue down the sidewalk toward the Busy Bee Café, where I would likely be having my

  dinner, alone. I turned to look at Henry Standing Bear’s striking profile. “You should sit with me more often; I’m photogenic.”




  “They were taking photographs with a greater frequency before you arrived.”




  I ignored him. “She’s allergic to plums.”




  “Yes.”




  “I’m not sure if she’ll remember that.”




  “I do.”




  “No alcohol.”




  “Yes.”




  I thought about that advisory and came clean. “I let her have a glass of red wine last weekend.”




  “I know.”




  I turned and looked at him. “She told you?”




  “Yes.”




  Cahoots. I had a jealous inkling that the Bear was making more progress in drawing all of Cady back to us than I was.




  I stretched my legs and crossed my boots; they were still badly in need of a little attention. I adjusted my gun belt so that the hammer of my .45 wasn’t digging into my side. “We

  still on for the Rotary thing on Friday?”




  “Yes.”




  Rotary was sponsoring a debate between me and prosecuting attorney Kyle Straub; we were the two candidates for the position of Absaroka County sheriff. After five elections and twenty-four sworn

  years, I usually did pretty well at debates but felt a little hometown support might be handy, so I had asked Henry to come. “Think of it as a public service—most Rotarians have never

  even met a Native American.”




  That finally got the one eye to open again, and he turned toward me. “Would you like me to wear a feather?”




  “No, I’ll just introduce you as an Injun.”




  Cady placed her hand on my shoulder and leaned over to allow the Cheyenne Nation to bestow a kiss on her cheek. She was wearing blue jeans and a tank top with, I was pleased to see, the fringed,

  concho-studded leather jacket I’d bought for her years ago. It could still turn brisk on July nights along the foothills of the Bighorn Mountains.




  She jostled the hat on my head and dropped her gym bag on top of mine. She turned to Henry. “Ready?”




  He opened his other eye. “Ready.”




  He rose effortlessly, and I thought if I got it in quick that maybe I’d get an answer. “Where you going?”




  She smiled as the Bear came around the back of the bench and took her elbow. “I’m not allowed to tell you.”




  Cady’s current love interest, Vic’s younger brother, was supposed to be flying in from Philadelphia on Tuesday for a Wild West vacation. I still hadn’t gotten a straight answer

  as to with whom he was staying. “Don’t forget that Michael is calling.”




  She shook her head as they walked past me, pausing to lift my hat and plant a kiss on the crown of my head. “I know when he’s calling, Daddy. I’ll be home long before

  then.” She shoved my hat down, hard.




  I readjusted and watched as they crossed the sidewalk, where Henry helped her into Lola, his powder-blue ’59 T-Bird convertible. The damage I’d done to the classic automobile was

  completely invisible due to the craftsmanship of the body men in South Philly, and I watched as the Wyoming sun glistened on the Thunderbird’s flanks. I had a moment of hope that they

  wouldn’t get going when the starter continued to grind, but the aged Y-Block caught and blew a slight fantail of carbon into the street. He slipped her into gear, and they were gone.




  As usual, I got the gym bags, and he got the girl.




  I considered my options. There was the plastic-wrapped burrito at the Kum-and-Go, the stuffed peppers at the Durant Home for Assisted Living, a potpie from the kitchenette back at the jail, or

  the Busy Bee Café. I gathered up my collection of bags and hustled across the bridge over Clear Creek before Dorothy Caldwell changed her mind and turned the sign, written in cursive,

  hanging on her door.




  “Not the usual?”




  “No.”




  She poured my iced tea and looked at me, fist on hip. “You didn’t like it last time?”




  I struggled to remember but gave up. “I don’t remember what it was last time.”




  “Is Cady’s condition contagious?”




  I ignored the comment and tried to decide what to order. “I’m feeling experimental. Are you still offering your Weekend Cuisines of the World?” It was an attempt on her part to

  broaden the culinary experience of our little corner of the high plains.




  “I am.”




  “Where, in the world, are we?”




  “Vietnam.”




  It didn’t take me long to respond. “I’ll pass.”




  “It’s really good.”




  I weaved my fingers and rested my elbows on the counter. “What is it?”




  “Chicken with lemongrass.” She continued to look at me.




  “Henry’s dish?”




  “That’s where I got the recipe.”




  I withered under her continued gaze. “All right.”




  She busied herself in the preparation of the entree, and I sipped my tea. I glanced around at the five other people in the homey café but didn’t recognize anyone. I must have been

  thirsty from watching Cady work out, because a third of the glass was gone in two gulps. I set it back on the Formica, and Dorothy refilled it immediately. “You don’t talk about it

  much.”




  “What?”




  “The war.”




  I nodded as she put the tan plastic pitcher on the counter next to me. I turned my glass in the circular imprint of its condensation. “It’s funny, but it came up earlier this

  afternoon.” I met her eyes under the silver hair. “Cady asked about the scar on my collarbone, the one from Tet.”




  She nodded slightly. “Surely she’s seen that before?”




  “Yep.”




  Dorothy took a deep breath. “It’s okay, she’s doing better every day.” She reached out and squeezed my shoulder just at said scar. “But, be careful. . . .”

  She looked concerned.




  I looked up at her. “Why?”




  “Visitations like those tend to come in threes.”




  I watched as she took the tea and refilled some of the other customers. I thought about Vietnam, thought about the smell, the heat, and the dead.




  Tan Son Nhut, Vietnam: 1967




  

    I had flown in with them.




    A spec 4 on the helicopter ride had asked where I was going and watched as I’d tried not to throw up on the dead that were stacked in the cargo area of the Huey. I wasn’t sick

    because of the bodies; I’d seen a lot of those. I just didn’t like helicopters. The men had been in a mortared helicopter that had been waved off to an area outside the defense

    perimeter—firebase support in the DMZ for Khe Sanh. They were wrapped in plastic ponchos because the army had run out of body bags. They had run out of food, ammo, and medicine,

    too—the dead were one of the few things of which there always seemed to be plenty. The young corpsman smiled at me, his thin lips grinning like a death’s head, and told me not to

    worry. He said that if I got hurt, they could have me in a base-camp hospital in twenty minutes, critical and they would have me in Yokosuka, Japan, in twelve hours. He had gestured to the

    plastic-wrapped bundles behind him. Like them, who gives a shit.




    Later, I studied the chromate green interior of the Quonset hut as a lean air force investigative operations officer squinted up at me through his thick glasses and the sweat. He was studying

    my utility cap, so I yanked it off my head and returned to attention. I was sweating, too. Specifically, we were there to win over hearts and minds, but mostly what we did was sweat. I had been

    fighting the feeling that, since arriving in Vietnam coming up on six months earlier, I was melting.




    He made me wait the commensurate amount of time to let me know that I had performed a breach of military decorum with my cover and that the major was not pleased. “What the hell am I

    supposed to do with you?”




    The majority of the humidity in my body was draining between my shoulder blades and soaking the waistband of my fatigues. “Not sure, sir.”




    “What the hell is a MOS 0111?”




    “Marine police, sir. Investigator.”




    He continued to shake his head. “Yeah. I got the directive from MAF. Your papers cleared the provost marshal at Chu Lai, so I guess battalion headquarters has decided that you’re

    my problem now.” He looked up at me. He had the look, the look I’d seen a thousand times in the short period I’d been in-country. He was old—an age that had snuck up on

    him in the place would stay with him for the rest of his life. The event had him, the war was his religion, and his youth was gone with his eyes. “Marine inspector?”




    I remained silent and focused on the corrugated wall in an attempt not to stare at the photo of DeDe Lind, Playboy’s Miss August 1967, that was hung there.




    It was December.




    The major looked back at my duty papers, rustling them in disbelief. “Inspect? Hell, I didn’t even know you jarheads could read.” He flipped the page, and I figured the real

    trouble was about to begin. His eyes came up slowly. “English major?”




    “Ball, sir.” I’d found it best to downplay higher education in the armed forces, and football was always a quick and successful diversionary tactic.




    He blinked behind the glasses and frowned an acceptance that I might not be the complete wastrel he’d first imagined. “What’d you play?”




    “Offensive tackle, sir.”




    “The trenches? Outstanding. I played a little in high school.”




    With a leather helmet, I figured. “Is that right, sir?”




    “Halfback.”




    “Yes, sir.” Backup, no doubt.




    He studied my papers some more. “I didn’t play much.” I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just stood there with my mouth shut, another method I’d learned in

    dealing with military hierarchy. “Look, somebody owes somebody a favor and that’s why you’re here.” He leaned back in his green metallic chair, which almost matched the

    chromate walls, and finally remembered that I was still at attention. “At ease.” He dropped my papers and concentrated on me as I took a quarter step to the side and placed my hands

    behind my back. I was still holding my hat. “We’ve got a little drug smuggling problem on the base, but nothing big. We’ve already got some very good men working on the

    situation. I’m only guessing, but I’d say the provost marshal wants one of his brand-new MOS 0111s to get his feet wet.”




    He continued to consider me, and I guessed that he wanted a response. “Yes, sir.”




    “Why mother-green-and-her-mean-machine can’t police her own messes, of which there are plenty, is a mystery to me, but you’re here and we’ll just have to make the best

    of things.” He glanced back at the papers on his desk. “You are new, and it won’t take long for everyone to figure out why you’re here. So the best thing you can do is

    keep your mouth shut and do what you’re told. You got me?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “All of the work you’ve done in the past has been under the direct supervision of navy investigators; now, however, you will be working with air force security personnel and

    central intelligence detachment, who, I am sure, you will find infinitely more capable than the swabos.”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “I’m putting you with Mendoza, who is our own 377th, and Baranski of Central Intelligence Division. They’ve been working the case for about five weeks, and you will provide

    the muscle.”




    “Yes, sir.” If he belched, I was going to yes-sir it.




    “They’re first louies, and you will follow every order they give you. Understood?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “They’re class of ’66.” He slipped my papers back in the folder and handed them to me. “That means there’s one of you butter bars left; gives great hope to

    the war effort.”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “Dismissed.”




    When I got to the outer office and handed my folder to the airman, there were two first lieutenants leaning against the doorway. One was short and dark; the other was a tall bon vivant with an

    Errol Flynn mustache. The tall one had blond hair, air-force-blue eyes, and army fatigues. He stuck his hand out, and I shook it, taking in the casual, self-assured swagger of a man very content

    with himself. “You our new pet Marine?”




    “Yep.”




    He lit a Camel cigarette and swiveled his head to look at his partner, who now extended his hand. I shook his as well. He spoke with a strong Texas accent. “Mendoza. This here is

    Baranski.”




    I had already read their names above their right pockets, just as I was sure they’d already read mine, but it was now a different protocol. I slipped my hat back on.

    “Longmire.”


  




  “Sheriff Longmire?”




  I turned and looked up at Rosey Wayman, one of the few females in the Wyoming Highway Patrol. She’d been transferred up from the Elk Mountain detachment about six months ago and had been

  causing quite a stir here in the Bighorns. “Well, if it isn’t the sweetheart of I-two-five.” I watched as the trademark grin showed bright white teeth, and her blue eyes

  sparked.




  Maybe my evening was looking up. I wondered when Vic would be back.




  “I’m sorry to bother you, Walt, but we got a call in, and Ruby said this would be where you were.”




  “What’ve we got?”




  “Some ranchers found a body down on Lone Bear Road near Route 249.”




  Maybe my evening wasn’t looking up.




  That was near Powder Junction. It was July, and it didn’t take much deduction to figure out why the locals were out on that desolate part of the county road system. “Swathers or

  balers?”




  “Balers. They supposedly swathed last week.”




  No square hectare of grass went unshorn in a Wyoming summer. The Department of Transportation usually subcontracted the cutting of grass along its motorways to the lowest-bidding local ranchers,

  which allowed the state grass to become a private commodity commonly known as beer-can hay.




  I poked a thumb toward the blond patrolperson as Dorothy returned with the dish full of chicken and lemongrass. “Can I get that to go?”




  No matter what aspect of law enforcement with which you might be involved, there’s always one job you dread. I’m sure at the more complicated venues it’s the

  terrorists, it’s serial killers, or it’s gang-related, but for the western sheriff it’s always been the body dump. To the north, Sheridan County has two unsolved, and Natrona

  County to the south has five; up until twenty-eight minutes ago, we’d had none. There you stand by some numbered roadway with a victim, no ID, no crime scene, no suspects, nothing.




  I got out of Rosey’s cruiser and nodded to Chuck Frymyer and Double Tough, my two deputies from the southern part of the county. “Walt. She’s down over the hill.”




  We headed toward the giant balers at the edge of a large culvert. Lieutenant Cox, the highway patrol division commander, was standing halfway down the hill toward the barrow ditch with two more

  of his men, still writing in their duty books. It was near their highway, but it was my county. “Hey, Karl.”




  “Walt.” He nodded at one of the pieces of equipment where two elderly cowboys sat, one in a beaten straw hat and the other wearing a Rocking D Ranch ball cap. “You know these

  gentlemen?”




  “Yep.” The two got up when they noticed me. Den and James Dunnigan were a couple of hardscrabble ranchers from out near Bailey. James was a little wifty, and Den was just plain mean.

  “How you doin’, James?”




  Den squinted and started in. “We swathed two days ago, and she wasn’t here. . . .”




  James cut him off. “Hey, Walt.”




  “What’a we got?” I figured the HPs had already gotten a statement from them, but I thought I’d give the brothers another shot at the story before we went any further.




  “Already told ’em.” Den gestured toward the HPs. It had probably been a long day, it was late on a Saturday afternoon, and he evidently felt they had been detained long

  enough.




  “Tell me.” I remained conversational but made sure it wasn’t a question. Frymyer had his notebook out and was scribbling.




  James continued in a soft voice and did his best to focus on the conversation at hand. “We was balin’ and come up onto her.”




  “What’d you do?”




  He shrugged. “Shut ’er down and called 911.”




  “Go near the body?”




  “Nope, I didn’t.”




  “You’re sure?”




  “Yep.”




  I glanced at Den, who was blinking too much. “Den?”




  He shrugged. “I went over to the edge of the culvert and yelled at her.” He blinked again. “I thought she might be asleep. Then I saw she wasn’t

  breathin’.”




  I had Den show me the exact route that he had taken, and then I retreated to the top of the culvert with my two deputies, where it was unlikely anybody had been. I squatted down in a

  hunter’s crouch and listened as Cox dismissed the Dunnigan brothers.




  I turned to Chuck. “You know how to open a baler?”




  The sandy Vandyke smiled back. “Born to it.”




  “Go crack that one open and check the contents and then split the last two bales northbound. If she was walking or running from somebody, then she might’ve dropped her purse or

  something along the way.” Frymyer paused for a moment, and I looked at him. “You need help?”




  He glanced back at the one-ton bales. “Yes.”




  I looked at Double Tough, and he started off with Chuck.




  There was still a lot of light—it was like that in the summer this far north—and you could plainly see where the young woman had played out the last moments of her life. She was

  provocatively dressed, inappropriate for the surroundings. She had on a short skirt, a pink halter top, and no shoes. Her long, dark hair was tangled with the grasses; it had been blown by the ever

  prevalent Wyoming wind, and you could see her delicate bone structure. The eyes were closed, and you might’ve thought she was asleep but for the blue coloring in her face and a swollen eye,

  and the fact that, from the angle, it was apparent that her neck had been broken.




  I listened as Cox came up and squatted down beside me. “You losing weight?”




  “Yep, I’m in the gym with Cady every day.”




  He nodded. “How’s she doing?”




  “She’s good, Karl. Thank you for asking. Hey, speaking of Cady, could I get you to have Rosey call into our dispatch and ask them to tell her I won’t be coming home

  tonight?”




  “You bet.” He tipped his campaign hat back. “DCI’s on the way. I think you got the wicked witch of the west herself.” I nodded. T. J. Sherwin was always looking for

  a reason to come up to the mountains in the summertime. The division lieutenant plucked a piece of the prairie and placed the harvested end in his mouth. “We checked all the way back to

  Casper, Walt, but no abandoned vehicles.” He glanced after my deputies. “Your guys gonna check the baler?”




  “Yep.”




  “Good. My guys wouldn’t know which end to look in.” He studied the body of the dead girl and then looked up at me. “I’ve got men checking all the Chinese

  restaurants in Sheridan, Casper, and Gillette to see if anybody’s missing. . . .”




  “Don’t bother.” I ran my hand over my face. “She’s Vietnamese.”




  





  Chapter Two




  “She wasn’t walking, not without shoes.” T. J. Sherwin watched as the technicians zipped up the black plastic bag and carefully placed the Asian woman’s

  body onto a gurney under the constant racket of the generators. The flat, yellow shine of the emergency lights made even the living look jaundiced.




  I closed my eyes. “Fresh?”




  It was getting late, and the warmth of the sun was long gone, replaced by the stars and the clear, cool air creeping down from the Bighorn Mountains. It hadn’t rained in more than a

  month.




  She hugged herself. “Less than twelve hours.” I put my arm around her because I wanted to keep her warm and because I wanted to. She’d been the chief forensic pathologist for

  Wyoming’s Division of Criminal Investigation for half of my tenure in Absaroka County. She’d thought me antiquated, but in seventeen years I’d grown on her. “She

  wasn’t killed here. Preliminary says asphyxiation, manual strangulation by someone very powerful. Whoever it was, they started by strangling her and then broke her neck.”




  “They didn’t do a very good job of hiding the body.”




  I could feel her eyes on me. “No, they didn’t.”




  I took a quick look ahead to the county road, toward the highway. “There’s an exit only a mile up.” I looked at the uncut grass on the other side of the culvert.

  “We’ll have to look for drag marks or footprints farther north. We’re going to need to check the roadside back to 249 and down to 246 at the south fork of the Powder.” She

  shivered and snuggled closer under my arm. “My guys about through with the bales?”




  She snickered. “They’re gonna love you.”




  “Yep.” I watched as the bag boys loaded the dead woman into the Suburban for transport to Cheyenne. “So, you’re not going to stick around?”




  “Too much to do.” She left my protection and started back up the slope toward the emergency vehicles splaying their revolving blue, red, and yellow lights across the wildflowers that

  were blooming under the sage.




  I started to follow but stopped, sighed to myself, and called after her. “Anybody check that thing yet?”




  She turned back to me. “The tunnel? No, I think they were going to wait until daylight.”




  “You wan’ company?” Double Tough gave me his Maglite.




  I took half an egg sandwich and shook my head. “Nope.” The food had just arrived, and I knew they were hungry; I figured I could prowl around on my own. “But I’ll take

  one of those cups of coffee.”




  It was a clear night, and the full moon and thick swath of the Milky Way gave plenty of illumination on the area surrounding the tunnel, if not the hole itself. I threw a leg over a guardrail

  and started down the embankment to the entrance on the other side of Lone Bear Road. I wasn’t expecting to find a culprit shivering at the mouth of the thing; I figured that whoever had

  killed the young woman had walked back to his vehicle and driven away, but it never hurt to look.




  I opened the Styrofoam cup, shook off the lid and stuffed it in my back jeans pocket in an attempt to keep Absaroka County clean, and stepped down into the three-quarter inch of Murphy

  Creek.




  I sipped the coffee, listened to the distant sound of the eighteen-wheel trucks on I-25, and shone the beam of the four-cell flashlight into the black opening of the drainage tunnel; there was

  something blocking a complete view of the other side. I took a step and listened to it resound off the hardened walls of the concrete. In the most likely scenario, it was a yearling that had

  followed the creek bed and gotten stuck or confused; few things in the natural world are as easily confused as a heifer—just ask any cowboy.




  There were some rabbit carcasses and a few deer bones a little farther into the tunnel, and I could see that there were some broken pieces of two-by-fours and truck skids piled at one side with

  a collection of blankets, tarps, and cardboard boxes gathered on them. It was possibly the regular flotsam and jetsam of Murphy Creek, but I didn’t think the water flow was that strong.




  I thought I’d seen a small movement, but it was probably the shadows of the flashlight. The refuse pile smelled like something dead and got worse as I leaned in closer and nudged one of

  the blanket layers of the sofa-sized bundle—more cardboard. Something must have been using the blockage as a nest, and the stench made my eyes water.




  An old warning bell went off, so I transferred my cup of coffee to the flashlight hand and pulled the Colt 1911 out and to the right, cocked and locked. I clicked off the safety and stooped down

  as close as I dared, recognizing the quilt as a packing blanket from a rental truck place.




  I had pulled my sidearm on a pile of trash.




  I started to resafety and reholster my weapon when something in the pile shifted, and the entire collection of blankets, cardboard, and smell exploded straight at me, lifting me completely off

  the ground and against the far side of the tunnel. The flashlight disappeared, coffee went everywhere, and the .45 in my hand fired as my fingers contracted on impact with the cement wall. The

  compressed sound of the big Colt plugged my ears like a set of fingers. All the air in my body hung there as I fell forward.




  Whatever it was, it was bigger than me, and hairy, and it caught me by my chest and pushed me back. It was roaring in my face as it slapped me, the Colt splashing into the water.




  My head felt like it was coming apart, but I thrashed at whatever it was, bringing my arms forward and kicking with my legs. It pressed against me with the force of a front-end loader. My only

  hope was to get away from the thing before it sunk its claws into me or took off half my face in one bite.




  I got a lucky punch at its head, but it still threw me sideways, where I slid along in the muck. The thought of being mauled to death or eaten alive in the darkness of an irrigation tunnel

  renewed my fortitude for fighting; I leveraged a fist loose and brought it forward with all the force my clumsy position would allow. There was a bit of a lull, and I took advantage and raised my

  head, but it was back on me in an instant.




  I shouldn’t have exposed my throat because it started to choke me. I flailed with both fists, but I might as well have been striking the concrete floor. I kicked, but the weight of the

  thing held me solid, and I was just beginning to feel the blood vessels in my head explode and my vision fail.




  I could see flashes of light where there were none, and I could see faces in the flashes; women, they were all women. I could see my mother on a grassy hillside, the summer sun shining through

  the sides of her pale blue eyes. I saw my wife, the first time I asked her to dance, and the gentle way her fingers first reached for mine. I saw Victoria Moretti, lowering her face to me with her

  bathrobe undone. I saw my daughter, her determined look in the weight room, and could only think, Ish okay, Daddy.




  There was splashing, and there were other voices above the roaring of whatever had me and whatever I had. I made one last struggle to bury my thumbs into the front of its throat and could just

  feel my fingers making headway into the fragile, egg-carton-like cartilage of its larynx, a method I’d used to stay alive in Khe Sanh.




  If I was going to die, something was going with me.




  I heard a loud crack and felt a shift in the thing’s weight as it toppled to one side, just before the women’s faces disappeared and it all faded to black.




  I sat there on the bank of the hillside as the EMTs worked on the back of my head. I continued to clear my throat and massaged my forefinger and thumb into my eye sockets in an

  attempt to replace the stars in my eyes with real ones.




  Double Tough stood by as T.J. handed me another cup of coffee. I wasn’t sure I could swallow it, but it was reassuring just to be able to hold it. We all watched the faint glow of the

  sunrise on the horizon toward Pumpkin Buttes and Thunder Basin. I nodded thanks and cleared my throat, still unable to speak.




  T.J. glanced back at the EMTs, who were finishing up the job. “I assume he’s going to be okay?”




  Cathi leaned around and looked at the front of me as she finished doctoring the back of my head. “The long arm of the law’s gonna have a lump, but we’ve patched him up

  before.”




  Double Tough smiled his slow grin and looked across the grassland to the wall of red rocks. “Lord Almighty, you see the size’a that son-of-a-bitch?”




  I swallowed and tried a sip; it tasted pretty good but set off another coughing attack. “What did you use to get him off me?” My voice sounded rough and wheezy.




  “One’a them pieces’a two-by-four.” He thought about it as Cathi and Chris gathered up the rest of their equipment to change venue. “I think ya surprised

  him.”




  “Not as much as he surprised me.”




  The creature from the cave was as big as a grizzly, and it took four men to carry him out of the tunnel. I noticed they used ankle bracelets at his wrists because the handcuffs would’ve

  been too small. He was an Indian, Crow from what we could make of him.




  I started to get up but felt a little dizzy and sat back down. T.J. placed a hand on my shoulder and held me there. “Easy.”




  I sighed. “He still alive?”




  Double Tough snorted. “Yeah. I hit him hard enough to fell a mule, but he’s still breathin’.”




  I watched as Chris, Chuck, and two HPs carried the now unconscious man up the hillside, his hair trailing all the way to the grass, snagging here and there as if it were trying to stay the

  progress. It was as if his hair, like the Vietnamese girl’s, had wanted to remain here until all the questions had been answered. He was wearing an old army field jacket, torn and ragged,

  with the remnants of a denim shirt and a wool sweater underneath. His legs were swathed in tatters of plaid-lined overalls. Everything was frayed and filthy except the intricately beaded moccasins

  that were on his gigantic feet. They were a design I’d never seen.




  I tried to stand again, and this time succeeded, and I staggered up the hill with Double Tough’s help. “Anybody checking all that stuff in the tunnel?”




  “They’re gonna, but they’re not gonna be happy about it. The place smells bad enough to gag a maggot off a gut wagon.”




  I nodded toward the giant. “What about him?”




  “He’s goin’ to the hospital, and then he’s most likely gonna be in our jail.”




  “Find anything in the tunnel to connect him with the Vietnamese woman?”




  He shook his head at me. “Not yet, but we figured tryin’ ta choke the life out of the sheriff was good enough reason to hold ’im.”




  We watched as they loaded the gurney into the EMT van, the rear suspension compressing with the weight of one woman, four men, and one very large Indian. “You guys knock him out with

  something?”




  Double Tough gave a halfhearted laugh. “We didn’t have to. You jus’ about collapsed his larynx, and I pretty much battered his head in.”




  They closed the van doors and departed toward Durant Memorial Hospital. After the sirens died down, he spoke in a soft voice. “That is one FBI.”




  I didn’t bother to translate the acronym, but I knew he didn’t mean Federal Bureau of Investigation.




  T.J. had left with her DCI crew and said she’d be in touch as soon as they knew anything, so Rosey gave me a ride back to the office. It was still early morning, and the

  darkness was slow to release its grip on the county. Ruby, my dispatcher, was always first in, but she was Dog-sitting and hadn’t gotten there yet. My dog, Dog, still didn’t have a name

  and after calling him Dog for the better part of a year I was concerned that he would be confused if I gave him a real name or maybe I was concerned about confusing myself.




  I took advantage of the situation to go back to the holding cells to catch a quick nap on one of the bunks. I tried sleeping on my back, but the damage to the muscles in my throat made me feel

  like I was strangling, and the little yarmulke of bandages at the back of my head made that position even more uncomfortable, so I rolled over on my side and stared at the bars.




  Where did he come from, and what was he doing there?




  If he had killed the woman, why would he have left her in such a conspicuous spot? Why wouldn’t he have just dragged her into the tunnel with him?




  Besides, what the hell was a Vietnamese woman doing in northern Wyoming, especially dead alongside Lone Bear Road?




  Maybe I’d know more when T.J. called with the official report.




  I thought about the girl’s face, the cyanosis discoloration, the hemorrhaging of the skin around the eyes. I guessed there would be small, linear abrasions at the throat, either from the

  perpetrator or from her attempts to dislodge the attacker’s arm or hands.




  I thought about her bone structure, which was the big tip-off as to her nationality. If you spend any time in Southeast Asia, you pick up the basic differences pretty quickly, and I sure had

  spent time in Vietnam.




  Tan Son Nhut, Vietnam: 1967




  

    “No beau-coups, you scat riki-tiki baby-san. He a Marine and they no boom-boom. He a Marine and they no boom-boom, just kill.” Baranski laughed, enjoying his own

    charm, elegance, and immense style.




    I smiled, shrugged at the young woman, and took another swig of my Tiger beer, her image swimming in the blown-out sweat and strangeness. She shook her head and placed a provocative leg

    forward to test the theory. “He no killa.”




    Archie Bell and the Drells’ “Tighten Up” pounded the room as the tiny Vietnamese woman swayed to the driving rhythm. Baranski crossed his ankles on the chair in front of him

    and belched loud enough to rattle the windows in the Boy-Howdy Beau-Coups Good Times Lounge, if it’d had any—windows, that is. The lounge was just outside Gate 055 near the old French

    fort known simply as Hotel California. I had been in California a short while earlier and, from my perspective, I could not see the resemblance.




    The concrete walls of the old fort were twenty feet high and three feet thick, forming a whitewashed rectangle. Each of the archways had solid iron gates, and I expected Franchot Tone and his

    troop of French legionnaires to march through at any minute. There was an army of the republic of Vietnam company posted to the fort, but the real action was just outside the lounge, where there

    was a civilian mortuary and a cemetery with thousands of white grave markers. It was strange, having the local bar next to the cemetery, but I’d seen stranger things since arriving in

    Vietnam. Boy howdy.




    “Little sister, you sabe specialists in Uncle Sam’s fighting forces?” Baranski gestured toward me. “This numba one killer.”




    She smiled at him and then reconsidered me, but not her opinion. Her eyes were hard, but her smile was dazzling; good teeth, something you didn’t see much over here. “What your

    name, numba one killa?”




    I ambled to a six-and-almost-a-half-foot standing position as quickly as the heat and eight Tiger beers would allow, all my mother’s lessons moving past the alcohol and to the fore.

    “Lieutenant Walt Longmire, ma’am, from the great state of Wyoming.”




    Baranski lit another Camel and smiled. “Killer, hell, he’s a cowboy.”




    Mendoza raised his head just long enough to make one statement. “Bullshit, I’m from Texas, man, I’m the cowboy.”




    Baranski removed the cigarette from his mouth and spoke with absolute authority. “You’re a beaner, asshole.”




    Mendoza’s voice was muffled against the sticky surface of the table. “What’a you know, you fuckin’ Hoosier?”




    I turned back to the girl as she snapped a finger and pointed it at me, practiced at diverting conflict. “Cowboy better than killa. USA, numba one.”




    I smiled back. “You bet.” She laughed a short burst and sought more monetarily advantageous pursuits at the bar, or the row of powder-blue fifty-five-gallon fuel drums and plywood

    that made up the bar. “Hey?”




    She glanced back with a lascivious wink. Her voice was husky. “You change mind, cowboy?”




    “No, miss. I just want to know your name.”




    Her eyes softened, and she turned completely around to make a formal introduction of herself. “Mai Kim, I am please to make acquaintance.” Her head bowed, and I suddenly felt like

    a visiting dignitary instead of a Marine investigator making the outrageous sum of $479.80 a month.




    “The pleasure is mine, Mai Kim.” She paused there for a moment, considered the surroundings and her situation, her eyelids slowly blinking in shame, then turned and walked away.

    She didn’t strut.




    I looked at the landscape of empty bottles to allow her an unstudied retreat and noticed that there was an old broken-down upright piano beside the bar.




    “Tell ’em to turn down that spook music while you’re over there, Mai Kim!” Baranski shouted as he took another sip of his 33 Export. “Damn, I been here for almost

    two months an’ never knew her name.”




    I continued to study the piano as a few of the black airmen stared at our table. I set my beer bottle down and looked at Baranski and decided to go right up the middle. “So, what is the

    local drug problem?”




    He smiled. “Not enough drugs, that’s the problem.” I didn’t smile back, so he felt compelled to continue. “What have you heard?”




    “A lot of personnel are passing through here and turning up self-medicated.”




    He shook his head and sighed. “That’s the provost marshal’s view?”




    I peeled the label of my beer with my thumbnail. “Yep.”




    It was silent at the table for a minute. “Look, this country is crawling with drugs, and a lot of the shit comes from our very own CIA. There’s bhanj growing all over the

    place, opium in the highlands, and ma thuyi heroin is the cottage industry of choice.” He lifted his beer and tipped mine in a toast. “Pick your poison. Hell, watch

    this.”




    He motioned to an ARVN captain, who disengaged from a group at the far end of the bar and promenaded over in polished boots, a sky-blue flight suit, and an honest-to-God white silk scarf. As

    adjuncts to the USAF, the Vietnamese flyers were allowed a certain amount of freedom in assembling their uniforms, most of which were, well, flamboyant.




    He smiled and inclined his head to Baranski as the matinee idol turned to me. “Lieutenant Longmire, this is Hollywood Hoang.” The small man extended a hand, and I shook it; his

    nails were clean, clipped, and polished, his skin lotioned smooth—I figured him for quite the dandy. “Hollywood here can get you anything you need.” He grinned at the helicopter

    pilot. “Hollywood, I need to score a pound of legendary Montagnard grass. How much?”




    “One carton Marlboro.” His accent had just a touch of French and was remarkably cultured even with the lack of prepositions. He glanced at me. “This for you,

    Lieutenant?”




    “No.”




    Baranski was laughing. “You get my point?”




    The flyboy interrupted. “Half carton.”




    “That’s okay, thanks.”




    “Half carton is very good price.”




    “I’m sure, but I’m really not interested.”




    He gave a slight shrug and smiled. “If anything you need, I get for you.”




    I watched him swagger back to the bar and glanced at Baranski. “What’s that supposed to mean?”




    “Anything. Anything you want, he can get. He was Central Office of South Vietnam when they were fighting the French, but now he’s got ties to the CIA, so whatever you want he can

    get it.” He watched me as I scraped the rest of the palm tree off my beer label and stared at the table. “Hey, don’t make the long face, Longmire. Battalion headquarters

    don’t know shit. Do you have any idea how many personnel we have going in and out of here every day?” He leaned back in his chair, waved his cigarette in the air, and laughed.

    “This air base is roughly the size of LaGuardia Airport back in the states. We got air force, navy, and army personnel, not to mention you grunts; we got South Vietnamese, Cambodians,

    Thais, Laotians, and the odd NVA running through this place every day. Now, do you think we have any idea what they’ve got with them when they get here, what they have when they leave, or

    what they might’ve left here once they are gone?”
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