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Hell is oneself, hell is alone, the other figures in it merely projections.
There is nothing to escape from and nothing to escape to.
One is always alone.
–T.S. Eliot


1

“Where have you been?”

I looked out amid the grove of aspens that led to the beaver pond where Hero trimmed the smaller saplings and dragged them into the water, ever building, ever improving his tiny world near my family cabin in the Bighorn National Forest.

Herodutus was the beaver’s entire name, the title a gift from my father, and knowing that the average beaver lifespan is only ten to twelve years, I had a sneaking suspicion I was witnessing the labors of his great-, great-, great-, great-grandson.

I wished I had his energy.

I lowered my book on the back of my sleeping granddaughter and glanced at Cady, feeling guilty for lying in a hammock and reading while she cross-examined me. I noticed she was holding a framed photo and a wet, soiled paper towel as she examined the picture. “Great-grandpa Lloyd was a handsome guy.” My daughter came closer and lowered the picture frame she was cleaning and then studied the man in the black-and-white photo, my grandfather. “You two didn’t get along, did you?”

I closed the book, The Histories, as chance would have it, and gave it some thought. “We were … a lot alike.”

She continued examining the framed photo in her hands, part of the great spring-cleaning effort she’d decided to give the vintage cabin, a project I had, until now, studiously avoided. “Why is he wearing a suit?”

Placing the book alongside my granddaughter, I stretched out a hand. “I’m not sure which one that is.” Taking the tarnished metal frame, I turned it and looked at the image of seven men standing on the sidewalk in downtown Durant, Wyoming.

They were all wearing suits and those old Tom Mix-style cowboy hats, and my eye was drawn to the tallest of the bunch who was standing at the end to the left. A little over six feet, which was considered tall at the time, I could still feel the piercing of those nickel-plated, gray owllike eyes, the ones that searched out any flaw. The others were smiling, but not him—grim as the reaper, it was as if he knew I’d be looking back at him someday.

I handed it to her. “Bank of Durant, I think that’s the board of directors that bought up the collateral after the crash, probably sometime in the dirty thirties.”

She turned and continued to study it. “They bought the bank?”

“It had failed and was going to go into receivership, so this consortium of the biggest ranchers in Absaroka County got together and bought it at a bargain-basement price—pennies on the dollar.” I nodded, readjusting Lola on my chest. “Your greatgrandfather being one of them.”

“We owned the Bank of Durant?”

“Part of it, until sometime in the midfifties when the consortium broke up and they sold it back to some proper and more experienced bankers.”

“How come I never knew any of this?”

I shrugged. “Lloyd had his fingers in a lot of pies.”

She gazed back at the photo. “Who are the other six?”

“I don’t know the two on the end, board members, I guess. I mean, I suppose I could figure it out, but I’ve never been interested.”

Her own cool, gray eyes came up to mine, hers not looking that much different from her great-grandfather’s. “What happened?”

“What do you mean?”

“Between you two, what was it?”

“What, am I under investigation here?”

“Just curious.” She pushed the hammock in illustration of her dissatisfaction with my answers, handing me the framed photo again, and then leaned down to take her child. “You never talk about him.”

I watched her turn away, climb the steps of the tiny cabin, and pull open the screen door. I felt the door slapping shut behind her as Dog, my hundred-and-fifty-pound backup, nosed it open and came out onto the porch.

I was about to follow Cady inside when I noticed on the four-wheel-drive, two-track road an Absaroka County Sheriff Department vehicle approaching: a sleek, swift-looking piece of modern law-enforcement equipment with a sleek, swift-looking driver at the wheel.

My undersheriff, Victoria Moretti, pulled to a stop, opening the door and stepping onto the running board, looking at me over the top of her unit. “Nice place you’ve got here.”

I lay there, tucking the frame under my arm. “It has its benefits.”

“Like no cell service?”

“In case you’ve never noticed, I never have cell service.”

She glanced around. “And being way the hell out in the middle of fucking nowhere?”

“Obviously not far enough.”

She laid her naked forearms on the sheet metal, resting her chin on them, and continued to look at me. “You’ve been convalescing for three weeks now, so I thought you might like to go out and do a little sheriffing for a change?”

Dog moved down beside me as I swung my legs from the hammock and ruffled his ears. “I’m having quality time with my family.”

She raised her head and nodded. “What’s that, under your arm?”

“Ancient history.”

She smiled, and it was dazzling. “Well, in current affairs it might interest you to know that a woman from Minnesota took the advice of her phone navigation and attempted to go over the mountains on Forest Service Road 31.”

“31 doesn’t go over the mountain.”

“No, but unknown to Google you can get far enough so that when you bury your two-wheel-drive piece-of-shit Honda in a snowdrift you can hike to Sheep Mountain Lookout and get cell service long enough to call out, telling the world how totally lost you are.”

“Is that where she is now, the Lookout?”

“No. Evidently she decided to strike out on her own, abandoning walls, a roof, and emergency supplies for better reception.” My deputy stepped off the running board and walked around her truck, then leaned against the grille guard. “Search and Rescue caught a ghosting signal on 911 and are under the impression that she continued walking on 28 into the Cloud Peak Wilderness area. Your thoughts?”

I mapped out the trails in my head. “It’s possible, but if she took 28 in the other direction, they’d find her on the way up. Unless she took a wrong turn on 636, 447, or 449.”

“Or?”

I sighed. “Or she returned to her car and then doubled back, figuring she’d at least get to a paved road.”

Vic pointed a manicured finger at me. “Exactly.” She walked over to the edge of the porch and reached out to grab at one of Dog’s paws that he had lowered in a reasonable position of play. “I’m going to do the 31 loop and thought you might need a break from quality family time.” She looked over at me. “C’mon, it’ll be an hour or so of sheriffing, just enough to get your feet wet.”

I was having a hard time figuring out a way to not do it.

Reaching out and pulling at Dog’s other paw and then expertly avoiding his play bite, she placed the same hand to the side of her mouth and shouted into the cabin. “Hey Cady, can I borrow your dad for an hour to do sheriffy stuff?”

After a moment my daughter’s voice came back through the closed screen door. “Take him, he’s not doing me any good.”

I sat there for a moment and then raised a finger to hold off Vic, and then stood up and climbed the steps, opened the screen door, and found Cady pulling more artwork and photos from the wall. “I don’t really feel like going.”

She propped the stack of frames on her hip, Lola on the other, still asleep. “I don’t really feel like driving back to Cheyenne this afternoon, but it’s my job—and you always do your job.”

“Who told you that?”

“This guy I know who used to do sheriffy things.”

“Ouch.” I crossed the room and leaned on the rock mantelpiece and tipped my hat back. “So, what you’re telling me is that it’s time to get back on the horse?”

“That or put it out to pasture.” I nodded, saying nothing as she crossed toward me in order to place the frames on the mantelpiece. “But I think you should ride one more time before you make any hasty decisions.”

Glancing up on the mantelpiece to escape her eyes, I found another pair of eyes in another one of the collected frames. “You sound like this woman I used to know.”

“Used to, huh?”

“Yep.” I plucked it down, studying the photo of my deceased wife, Martha. “I’ve been having a lot of dreams about your mother, lately.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“It’s in a library, and she’s dancing.”

Cady swiveled her hips, swaying with Lola in her arms. “She was a good dancer, as I recall.”

“Yep, she was.”

She waited a moment before asking. “Are you ever going to tell anybody about what happened up there in Montana?”

A silence settled between us. “No need to, it’s over.”

She stepped in closer, cradling her child and looking up at me. “You’re sure about that?”

I nodded. “Yep.”

“Leave me the keys to your truck in case you get stuck somewhere and I need to get back to the ranch and get my Jeep.” She glanced over my shoulder. “Your second-in-command can drop you off at home.”

“I’m not going to be gone that long.”

“Uh-huh.” She stuck out her hand, and I dropped my keys into her palm, the cool, gray eyes staying focused on me. “Go for a ride, it’ll do you some good.” Then she took the photo from my other hand and stacked it with the others for cleaning.

There wasn’t too much snow at the beginning of the route, but that was because the land was still open, and the sun could get to it. Once you got into the tree line, the shade would protect the snow, and it would begin to mount up, not too deep at first but that would change.

Granted, I had a thing about cell phones, but this was not the first time their navigation had led unwary travelers astray. There was a glitch in the program that led motorists off the highway and toward the dump and a dead-end road that eventually led nowhere. The number of travelers got so bad that the dump manager finally put up a billboard that read: THIS ROAD DOESN’T LEAD ANYWHERE BUT THE DAMN DUMP NO MATTER WHAT GOOGLE SAYS!

Expertly traversing the rutted-out road and growing drifts in the Banshee II, as I referred to it, Vic followed the passenger car tire tracks, shaking her head. “What is wrong with people, anyway? Do they ever think of stopping and asking somebody?”

“So, Search and Rescue isn’t checking 31?”

“No, I told them we would.”

“They didn’t think she would go back to her car?”

“They figured she wouldn’t know where it was.”

“What’s her name?”

She glanced at me. “Does it matter?”

“I’d rather not roam the mountain calling Lady from Minnesota to the tune of ‘The Girl from Ipanema.’”

She snatched a sheet from her metal clipboard and handed it to me. “Trisha Knox.”

I nodded and read. “This is the transcript from the 911 call from last night?”

“Yeah.”

“She sounds pretty worried.”

“At no point was she more than a mile from the paved road.”

“People get turned around, forget which way they came, things look different …” I shrugged and then threw out a hand. “Stop.”

She locked up the brakes, sliding to a halt. “What?”

“Prints, on the side of the road.” Cracking open the door, I stepped down and then held it for Dog, who got out and promptly sat, looking up at me as Vic killed the high-performance engine.

Down the road I saw that the prints came along in the snow and then suddenly turned to the left and disappeared into the woods. “This is the point where 31 goes from being Pole Creek Road to being Lost Cabin Road.”

Tromping in the melting snow, Vic came around the truck. “And why is that?”

“Because the road crosses Pole Creek, and if I were making a guess, I’d say that’s where she went.”

“The creek?”

“People generally don’t get lost uphill …” I glanced around. “Water goes downhill, and so maybe she had enough sense to know that’s the direction she needed to go—not bad logic.” I peered down the wash and into the trees where the set of prints followed. “As long as she doesn’t fall into the creek, she should be fine.”

“Do you ever think that what we’re doing here is against the laws of nature?”

“Meaning?”

“That the Darwinian maxim of survival of the fittest should extend to search and/or rescue?”

“We’d be out of a job.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Turn around and head back to the paved road and drive down to the Pole Creek cross-country skiing site and work your way up 457 as far as you can go. If I find her, I’ll flush her out and we’ll meet you there—and if not, it’ll just be me and Dog.”

“Why there?”

“Because it’s downhill.”

“Why you and Dog?”

“Because I already have my Sorel boots and mountain gear on, and I could use the exercise.” Reaching down, I ruffled Dog’s ears. “And so could you.”

Sighing, she opened the driver’s-side door of the truck, and pulled out a coyote-brown assault pack and a two-way from behind her seat. “At least take the bug-out bag, in case you fall in the creek, get hungry or thirsty, or cut off your head?”

I saluted my second-in-command, clipped the radio to my jacket, and took the pack, throwing it up over the shoulder of my Carhartt parka and reading the words printed on the flap in Magic Marker: SHIT YOU MAY NEED. “Does it have dog treats?”

“Always.” She started around the front and climbed in the truck. “If she’s cold and stiff when you find her, don’t haul her out and just wait for me?”

“Will do.”

Dog and I watched as she threw the latest of her frightening vehicles into reverse, rooster-tailing snow at us as she whipped around between the trees and vroomed into the far curve of the Forest Service logging road.

“Can you believe the county commissioners bought her another one like that?” Reaching down and pulling his ear one last time, we headed out into an absolutely pristine May Day.

Most people would be surprised to know that the Bighorn Mountains get the majority of their glacial snowpack in March and April, but here I was, wading through the stuff about knee-deep. Dog seemed to be having a better time of it as we moseyed along, following the prints. “I would say that is a Scarpa Terra GTX hiking boot in size seven.”

He paid no attention as he hopped his hundred-and-fifty-pound body from spot to spot, paying more heed to the angry squirrels that barked down at us for disturbing their solitude. “My grandfather sometimes made us eat squirrel stew when I was a kid—always tasted like rat to me.” Stopping to take a breather, I glanced around. “Maybe that’s why I didn’t like him.”

There was another treeless area heading northeast that ran into the drainage, and I tried to think when the last time I’d been in this particular portion of Elk Area 35, as the Game and Fish Department romantically referred to it.

There had been some elk hunters that had gotten caught in an early fall storm who holed up at the Pole Creek Cabin until we could get them out. There had been a young man from Casper who had committed suicide, and a motorcyclist who had ridden his street bike up the trail far enough until he flipped it, breaking his leg before crawling the better part of two miles to get back to the main road. There were a couple of snowmo-bilers who had gotten lost and buried their machines in the creek itself. But the most recent incident had been a year ago, when two kids had the presence of mind to climb up on a ridge and call us and then sit with their father, who had been thrown from his horse and accrued a broken leg, jaw, and other assorted injuries.

We’d gotten here in forty minutes and in seventy-five the man had been airlifted via chopper to the hospital in Billings. When we’d found his wife back at their campsite, her only prosaic response had been, “Hell, he never could ride.”

Swinging the pack off my shoulder, I unzipped the top, pulled out the canteen, and then unscrewed the top to take a swig. Dog bounded over toward the trees to the north and then turned back to look at me as if I were supposed to climb the tree or shoot a squirrel for him.

“I’m not that desperate yet.” I stuffed the canteen back into the pack, zipped it up, slung it on my shoulder, and started off again.

Rounding some rock ridges, I could see farther down the draw where it connected to some others and a few parks without much snow on them, the warm sunshine doing its work.

The snow dropped down to about six inches and I couldn’t help but feel good chugging along with the rays of the sun warming my back and doing one of the things I really enjoyed: putting a little effort out to help someone. I sometimes wondered how I’d ended up being a sheriff—if it had simply been the path of least resistance from being a marine investigator in Vietnam, becoming a deputy when I’d gotten back stateside, and then eventually running for the office. I like to think it was more than that, and the thing I usually settled on was being of assistance when people needed it the most.

I know it sounded corny in the modern era, but it was what I was good at, something I did well.

Loosening the collar of my parka as the temperature rose, I glanced back at the sun, calculating how much daylight we had left—figuring a good two hours, more than enough unless she’d sidetracked.

Everything just felt good after all these weeks, and I really didn’t have any worries that we wouldn’t find Trisha Knox—it just might take some time.

In the next stretch, I became aware of a rock outcropping to my left, overlooking another park due north, and had a sudden recollection of my father bringing me here elk hunting a long, long time ago.

Watching and waiting for the migrating elk to shift out from the trees, we sat there above the timber line, my father’s big Remington rifle lying across his knees as his hands nimbly worked, the only part of him that really did.

Other than that small movement, you would’ve thought he was a sphinx, his pinch-front cowboy hat seated on the back of his head.

“There were times in these mountains when a man carried what law there was with him, but I would like to think that those times have passed.”

His hand lifted, and he licked the side of the smoke, tucking it in the corner of his mouth to light it with a brass Zippo decorated with a bucking bronc, the glow of the ember lighting his face on one side as the sun set and everything became dramatic in what the old guys called the golden time.

“The first man I ever saw die was right around here.”

I looked out at the peaceful park, trying to imagine. “Really?”

He nodded. “You don’t remember Bill Sutherland do you, I believe he was before your time—’48 or ‘49.”

“I’m fifteen, now.”

Ignoring me, he continued. “Big Bill Sutherland, he was from out on the Powder River Country, but worked down in Cheyenne …” His eyes narrowed as he thought about it, his hands closing the lighter and tucking it back in his double-lined pants. “It was a hunting accident, or so they say.”

“What happened?”

He nodded to himself in contemplation. “Are you sure you want to hear about it?”

“Yep.”

He plucked the cigarette from his lips, flicked the ash, and turned back to look at me. “Don’t tell your grandfather I told this story to you.”

“He was there?”

“Yep.”

“Why would he care?”

“It was here, at his elk camp.” My father’s eyes went back to the park, still watching and still aware through the telling. “Bill had been away during the war but had wanted to get back up here in the mountains and take an elk home to his wife, Jean. So he called up your grandfather who has a way with such things and got him a tag.” He took a drag on the cigarette and then slowly let it out, the trail of smoke in the late afternoon looking like a ghost escaping his body. “Well, like everything else in Cheyenne, it couldn’t remain simple, and a couple of Bill’s friends from down there decided that they wanted to come and try their luck too.”

“Sir?”

“I see ‘em.” A heavy cow elk had pointed her nose out from behind a Fraser fir but had stopped. “Fella by the name of Harold Grafton and another, Bob Carr.” Tucking the cigarette in the corner of his mouth, his hands silently fell to the wooden stock in his lap. “How far?”

I judged the distance. “A thousand yards.”

He slid the bolt-action silently and adjusted his scope. “I’d say just shy of twelve hundred—dropping about twenty-four inches per five hundred.” Dialed in, he lifted the weapon to his eye. “I wasn’t much older than you, but I got to go because I could handle the horses and could pack out the meat while the older men kept hunting.” He glanced at me with the eye. “And drinking and playing cards.” The cool eye returned to the scope. “This was back before the Pole Creek Cabin was ever built, and we made do with a couple of wall tents with stoves that I was responsible for setting up and keeping fed with logs. Dad had talked Clarence Standing Bear, who is the best damned elk stalker in two states, to come help in that he figured the fellows from Cheyenne would turn out to be relatively useless, and he was right, they were.”

“Clarence, Henry’s dad.”

“Yep.”

The heavy elk took another tentative step but then stopped again.

“We’d broken up into three groups, hunting the valley with Dad and this Bob Carr from down in Cheyenne taking the north fork, Big Bill and me taking the middle, and Clarence and the other fellow from Cheyenne, Harold Grafton, on the south.”

The elk didn’t move, and neither did my father.

“As we were getting ready to leave camp that morning, I remember Dad throwing his rifle sling up on his shoulder and adjusting the .45 revolver he kept on him all the time in this cross-chest holster and saying that if there was any trouble to just fire three shots in the air and we’d all come running. Well, I’d never heard him say anything like that before but just figured that it must’ve been for the benefit of those two from down in Cheyenne.”

He stayed steady and so did the elk.

“Big Bill and I decided to head out a little ways before taking on some serious hunting, and at one point he sat on a log and looked around and said he had a funny feeling about this trip and that he wasn’t sure he was going to make it through the day. I found that puzzling and told him so, and he said that he’d had that same feeling one time in the Ardennes when a German sniper had put a bullet through his helmet, permanently parting his hair. He took his cap off and reached out and took my hand, running my fingers across a groove in his scalp.”

The elk retreated back into the tree line, and my father waited a moment and then lowered the Remington.

“We both laughed about that, and then he told me he was going to cover the basin so I could take the hillside since my legs were young and spry. He went off, and I worked my way up the hill—only making it about halfway when I heard voices behind me. I was pretty sure it was Bill arguing with somebody, both of them getting hot. I thought about going back down, but all these men were acquainted with each other in a business way as far as I knew, so I decided to just stay out of it.”

His eyes shifted to where the elk had been but then turned back to me. “Do you have any of those sandwiches your mother packed?”

Sighing, I hauled the rucksack up from the rocks, sitting it between us and unrolling the top, handing him the thermos with the hot coffee that she’d also prepared, and a sandwich wrapped in wax paper. I watched as he unwrapped the sandwich and took a bite, chewing. I knew better than to ask and just waited; it is what Longmire men do.

Still looking at the meadow below, he twisted the cap off the thermos and then spun off the stopper before pouring himself a steaming cup.

Finally, as usual, I had to break the family edict and ask, “What happened?”

“I shot an elk.”

“I meant about the man, Big Bill?”

“I’m getting to that.”

He sipped his coffee and took another bite out of his sandwich.

“I got back to the camp later than everybody else, trying to get done what I could in dressing out that old buck, bringing the liver and tenderloin back to camp. We ate well that night, and the next morning Bill said he’d team up with me and help me quarter and skin that elk before heading out and getting a shot for himself. I thought that was quite grand of the fellow and agreed.” He took another bite of sandwich and looked down at the park again. “It was getting late by the time we’d finished, and it had started to snow, and I told Bill we’d better get moving if we were going to get him an elk.”

His face froze for a moment, and he didn’t move what seemed like a long time.

“Dad?”

“We’d just started off when I felt something go by me, like a hummingbird—just a quick zip and then nothing.” The gray eyes unfroze first, and he looked at me. “I’d never been shot at that close, but I knew what it was … Bill gasped and then reached a hand out to me before falling over. I scrambled behind a rock outcropping and just sat there in case whoever it was was looking to fire another wayward round. I yelled and yelled, hoping that whoever was out there would hear me, but nobody yelled back. Remembering what your grandfather had said, I pulled out the .38 I had and fired it in the air three times—still nothing.”

My father folded up the rest of his sandwich and handed it back to me, his appetite suddenly disappearing.

“By that time, I was getting a little put off and reloaded that .38 and circled back around those rocks and worked my way over to where I thought the shot had come from. There was a depression where someone had been lying but nothing else. I stood there listening, but there wasn’t any sound and I thought I’d better get back and check on Bill.”

He brought the silver cup up to his mouth but didn’t drink.

“He was lying on his side when I got to him and pulled him over with part of a lung sticking out of a hole in his chest. He kept telling me that he was okay and that I just needed to help him up, but you could see different—his breath was short, and his eyes were just starting to roll back.”

“What’d you do?”

“There wasn’t much I could do. I had a clean bandanna and poked that part of his lung back in the hole and tried to stop the bleeding, for all the good it would do. Trussing him up, I told him I’d go back to camp and get help, but he didn’t want me to leave him. I knew he’d just die if I stayed, so I propped his head up with my jacket so that he wouldn’t drown in his own blood and took off like a scalded dog.”

He sipped his coffee and glanced back at the meadow.

“It was snowing heavy by then, really coming down, and I had to struggle to find my way back, crossing the creek with the ice breaking. All the way down the valley, I’d raise that .38 and fire it three times in succession but never heard anything until I finally could see the tents up ahead and men roiling out.”

Lowering the cup, he studied the steam rising from it.

“Your grandfather was the first to get to me, and I remember him reaching out and taking the .38 and then grabbing me by the shoulder and asking what was wrong. I told them that Bill Sutherland had been shot, and I remember Bob Carr was the next face I saw, and he wanted to know if I’d shot Bill. I told him no, but that Sutherland had been arguing with somebody the day before and what exactly had happened after the shot had been fired that hit Bill and that I’d yelled, fired warning shots, and even snuck around and found the spot where the shooter had been. Harold Grafton laughed and said I was being overly dramatic, and where was Bill? Well, by that time I was good and mad and told them that he was back there on the trail where I’d left him until I could get back and get help and if they weren’t going to do anything then give me a blanket, medical supplies, and a quart of Who-Hit-John and leave me to it.”

He smiled into the cup.

“Dad put his hand on my shoulder and looked at all of them and said a few words, really low. After that, they all joined me, and we slogged our way back to where Bill was still lying on the ground, now covered in snow. I remember going up to him and kneeling and knowing he was dead. Your grandfather Clarence Standing Bear and I lifted him up and moved down to a flat spot where I started a fire, figuring we were there for the night. Dad pulled out a handkerchief and began collecting all Bill’s personal items, his glasses, watch, wallet, and jewelry, tucking it all in there before tying it off and stuffing it in his pocket.”

His mouth curved in the sad smile again.

“Bob Carr started making noises about heading back to camp in that Bill was now in the hands of the Almighty, and I remember your grandfather stepping around the fire to intercept them and saying that Bill was our friend and that the least we could do was sit up with his body and keep it safe that night. There was more arguing, but I remember it ended when Clarence Standing Bear pulled out a stag-handled knife and said he’d kill any man who tried to leave.”

The sun had started to set, and the golden glow was fading from the mountains, replaced with a shuffling breeze that promised dark and cold.

“That next morning, we had to break him loose and hang him over a horse and let me tell you young man that’s the hardest piece of work there is—breaking loose the frozen body of a friend.” His eyes redirected to me. “I hope you never have to attend to a business like that, son.” My father smiled at me, the saddest smile I’d ever seen. “That was the longest night of my life, I can tell you that—I’ll never forget those sounds.”

“Who shot him?”

He shook his head while emptying out the cup and replaced it on the top of the thermos. “They never found out.” Swinging his rifle sling onto his shoulder, he stood, and I watched him walk down off the rock outcropping, looking after the disappearing sun and the invisible elk. “I came back up the next day with the sheriff, Lucian Connally—I believe you two have met recently?”

I lowered my head. “Yes, sir.”

“We found a shell from a .300 H&H Magnum near where the shot had been fired, but none of the men in the hunting party had been carrying that caliber. At the autopsy, they recovered the slug and determined that it had been that caliber weapon that had done the deed.”

“So, somebody just shot him and then ran off?”

After a moment, he turned to look at me. “It happens. A man makes a mistake he can’t live with and ends up running away from it for the rest of his life. In a way, it becomes his life.”

“Excuse me?”

I lowered my face from the robin’s-egg blue sky so bright the color seemed to fade along with my musings and found a somewhat hard-looking, twenty-something-year-old woman wrapped in what appeared to be about five coats and a car blanket. “Trisha Knox, I presume?”

From under the froth of dirty-blondish curls leaking out from under her knit cap, she smiled as Dog stood at her side, paying an inordinate amount of attention to her. “Are you looking for me?”

“I am.” Shrugging the pack off my shoulder, I opened the top and gave her a bottle of water, which she readily drank as I pulled my two-way from the clip on my shoulder and turned up the gain, hitting the toggle. “Unit two, this is unit one—Hey, Vic, I found Ms. Knox.” I hit the toggle again. “Unit two.” Lowering the radio, I listened and looked down at the green LED display but heard and saw nothing. Lifting it to my mouth again, I hit the toggle. “Vic, you out there?”

“Excuse me, but are you a policeman?”

I pointed to the embroidered star on my parka. “Sheriff of Absaroka County.”

“The sheriff?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She studied the stitching. “Is that where we are, Absaroka County?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Raising the radio again, I hit the toggle. “Vic, are you there?” I clicked the thing. “Oh, just any carbon-based life-form on the planet, come in?”

Nothing.

She studied Dog. “Is this your wolf?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Are we lost?”

Reaching into the pack, I mused on the fact that she appeared to emphasize one word in every sentence she spoke and handed her a PAYDAY. “No, ma’am … Well, at least I’m not. I’m just trying to raise my deputy to let her know I’ve found you.”

She chewed on the candy bar. “Actually, I think I found you.”

I searched for higher ground in hope of increasing my reception. “Yes, ma’am.”

“What were you doing?”

“Thinking.”

She looked concerned. “Before, I thought you might be having some sort offit.”

“Yes, ma’am, the two bear a striking resemblance.” Finally seeing a ridge with a gentle slope, I figured that was my best bet. “Would you like to take a little walk with Dog and me up to the top of that ridge where we might get better reception on my radio?”

She smiled again. “I’d be happy to.”

Crossing from the snow in the basin to the sunshine-coated hillside, the ground became drier as we hiked. There was a thin strip of uncovered rock at the top of the ridge with an overhang of about six feet. We stopped and looked back through the high country of the Bighorn Mountains, the Powder River breaks unfolding far down below.

“Do you come to this spot often?”

“No, ma’am.” I hit the toggle again. “Unit two, this is unit one, come in?”

She held out a plastic turquoise case encrusted with rhinestones. “Do you want to use my phone?”

“Sure.” Dialing the number, the response was predictable.

“Where the fuck are you?”

“I’m just north of the Pole Creek Cabin with Ms. Knox.” Speaking quickly before Vic could say anything else, I formulated a plan. “Hey, she seems fine, so if you’re down on the cross-country ski access area we’ll just continue that way and meet you?” I looked back to the west. “Looks like we’ve got another couple of hours of daylight left.”

“I’m here, for fuck’s sake.”

Handing Ms. Knox back her decorated phone, I smiled at her, taking a little time to notice that she was rougher looking than I’d at first thought. “My undersheriff, she can be an acquired taste.” I pulled my pack off, then sat and unzipped it and grabbed another bottle of water, unscrewing the top and drinking. “Were you on your way somewhere, Ms. Knox?”

She nodded, sitting in the grass a little ways away. “Looking for a new life, I guess is what you’d call it.”

I watched as Dog paid attention to us for a moment and then circled around and began sniffing at the crags in the rocks, probably looking for marmots. “Decide to take a little detour?”

She nodded. “I did, it just seemed like there was so much to see that wasn’t on the roads …”

“I know May is a lovely month back in Minnesota, Ms. Knox, but here in Wyoming at this altitude, it can get awfully wintry.”

“Is there somebody who can retrieve my car?”

I listened as Dog scratched at the rocks under where I was sitting. “I’m sure we can attend to that when we get back down to the main road.”

She broke a peanut off the remainder of her PAYDAY and ate it. “And how far is that?”

“About a mile.” Dog continued scratching underneath the rocks. “Dog, knock it off.”

“Is he after something?”

“He thinks he is, until whatever it is bites his nose.” Securing my water, I popped it back in the pack and stood. Circling around the rocks, I bumped Dog’s rear quarter with my leg. “C’mon, knock it off.”

I kneeled and pushed Dog aside enough to see he had his teeth wrapped around a leather strap that had broken off as he backed up and sat, presenting it to me. “What’ve you got here?” It was dry and brittle but looked like a piece of tack.

“What’s that?”

I turned to find that she’d gotten up and come over behind us for a better look. “I’m not sure, but I’m hoping it’s not the rest of a horse or a sleeping marmot or a fox that is not going to appreciate me reaching into their den.” Slipping on a glove, I nudged Dog out of the way and reached in the crack of the rock as far as my arm would allow, feeling something there. It was another part of the strap, but when I pulled it broke again, so I reached to the side and felt something stronger, a small metal piece that afforded a little more leverage.

I could tell it was something smooth, so I pushed it with my fingertips, pulling at the thing until I started making some headway, finally reaching a change in the contour.

Realizing what it was, I pulled the elongated item from the crack in the rock and held it up. The surface was rusted and appeared flat and aged in the sun.

I turned it in my hand, placing the butt in the palm of the other and studied the medallion embedded in the stock, my mind racing. “Unless I miss my guess, Ms. Knox, that is a memorial coin of the fiftieth anniversary of the great state of Wyoming, and this …” I sighed with a deep resignation. “This is some kind of custom .300 H&H Magnum, circa late 1940s.”

OPS/images/cover.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSEI.I.IIIG

" sehies LONGMIRE

nnnm JOHNSON






OPS/images/title.jpg
THE
LONGMIRE
DEFENSE

CRAIG JOHNSON

o
RS

ORION





