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your laughter continues to lighten the way
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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
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All haunting is regret. Whether it’s the things we’ve done or the things we haven’t, and in that way, we are all possessed by something—the limbo of unfinished business. Hell and Back is a book about the phantoms of regret and loss that hopefully grant the sheriff new life.

Like everybody else, I sometimes dwell on things I shouldn’t, such as, What is the scariest thing I can think of? And the answer is pretty simple—not knowing who, or where or why, I am.

Readers who know my books are aware that I like to tread in the margins, the place where different genres can mix and hopefully enhance one another like a fine meal. Hell and Back isn’t a simple amnesia story, but rather it’s about a man fighting to reclaim his very existence against an active and malicious adversary. There are times when the good sheriff doesn’t know when to leave well enough alone, and this is one of those times.

I was made aware of the current horrifying problem that involves murdered and missing indigenous women when I came up with the idea for Daughter of the Morning Star. I knew there had to be a backstory that would provide an underpinning to the more mystical aspects of the tale and remembered that a few years ago I was talking to venerable Cheyenne Elder Leroy

White Man about the Éveohtsé‑heómėse, a taker of children, something of a bogeyman to keep the young ones from wandering off too far. I asked him where a being like that could originate, and not so oddly he told me that in his long life he had actually given it some thought.

His theory was that the Wandering Without was a conglomeration of all the lost souls that had been banished from the tribes over the centuries—the murderous and the insane, the ones that had been driven out into the wilderness to die alone. His belief was that there was and always had been something out there waiting to take these souls that no one else wanted, and that they had banded together to satisfy a hunger for companionship.

Where would the perfect feeding ground for a creature like the Éveohtsé‑heómėse possibly be? A storage place for the tender, young souls it finds so irresistible?

Of the items on the long list of incredible wrongs that have been implemented against the Native Peoples, the boarding schools that separated children from their families, cut their hair, forbade them from speaking their native language, and a million other atrocities must be forefront. With the discovery of unmarked gravesites scattered across the West, the true horror of these places and their genocide is only now becoming known.

These were children.

This book is different, and even though this isn’t the first time I’ve said that a novel goes out there in the topography of loss, where Walt’s been for the last seventeen years, it’s never been at this depth. Memory is the fuel of haunting, and the complexity of that is that sometimes the unadorned and unvarnished truth becomes camouflaged and sugarcoated by nostalgia in the hostile world I’ve attempted to create—a Western, gothic-romance with tinges of horror.

The Northern Cheyenne have a saying that you judge a man by the strength of his enemies. I couldn’t think of a better statement about Walt Longmire, whose humor and absolute conviction make him truly formidable—but what if the souls he’s dispatched are out there, somewhere in a ghost town, waiting for him?

Right off the bat I must thank Leroy White Man, who passed away this past year. His insight into the culture and history of the Cheyenne people will be sorely missed. Another person to thank would be my best buddy, Marcus Red Thunder, the model for Henry. My good friend has had a rough year, but he never lost a step—that’s a true man.

Herman Moller, the head archivist for the Absaroka County Sheriff’s Department came through for me and David Nickerson, my on‑call medico checked me out on that front.

You can’t have a haunted house, or haunted boarding school, without occupying it with entities, and Hell and Back is no different. First off is that phantom of Time Square, Gail Hochman, and her twenty‑sixth floor specter, Marianne Merola. Then the spirit of copyediting, Eric Wechter, and the shadow that goes forth, Francesca Drago. The apparition that haunts Broadway, Brian Tart, and his poltergeist pal, Margaux Weisman. No book tour is possible without the ghost of Route 66, Ben Petrone, and his resident visitant, Bel Banta, and wraith, Mary Stone.

And to my very own ma’heono, Judy, who haunts my dreams.


1

There was the sound of bells and then the silence—the kind of quiet that only comes with snow, capturing the soundwaves of life and smothering them before they can cry out. I couldn’t open my eyes, like something was weighing them down, so I brought my hand up to my face and brushed the snow away. My eyes worked now, so I tried to sit up, feeling something strike my chest, something small and metallic, a couple of somethings. Snow, a lot of it, falling in static sheets. Fat flakes covered everything, silenced everything, as they cascaded from the yellowish‑black sky.

I was lying in the middle of the street.

I started to stand but discovered that part of my sheepskin coat was frozen to the ground. Leaning over to one side, I noticed that there were two silver dollars in my lap, so I pulled a glove off with my teeth. I picked up one of the coins that were old ones but looked remarkably unsullied. I glanced around again, couldn’t see anybody else on the street, so figured finders keepers. Scooping up the other one, I deposited them both into my pocket and then pulled the glove back on, tugging the tiny red‑beaded ends on the straps to snug it. I reached behind me and pulled my coat loose from the ice—I had at least been lying there long enough for it to freeze to the ground.

Raising myself to a kneeling position, I felt something around my neck and pulled the material up to find a red scarf. It didn’t particularly look like a man’s scarf—silky, with a fringed end— but with current weather conditions I figured I didn’t have a lot of options.

Momentarily distracted, I saw a lump of snow beside me and reached over to find it was a pinch‑front cowboy hat. I slapped it against my knee to knock it clean. Figuring it was also mine, I lifted it and tugged it over my head. It felt a little tight but that was probably from being as frozen as it was.

I stood the rest of the way and shook off the accumulated snow from my coat like a dog. I was at the top of a hill, which looked down a winding two‑lane road that dropped off into a small town about a mile away. Turning, I could see the top of the hill was covered with tiny crosses encircled by a wrought iron fence where, a little farther off, the corner of a stone building still stood, shedding rubble into the snow, a large lump of which was centered on some sort of platform.

Above a gate I saw an arch with the words Fort Pratt Industrial Indian Boarding School. There was some movement at the apogee of the arch, and I watched as a great horned owl slowly swiveled his head from back to front to look at me, golden eyes shining like twin harvest moons.

“Howdy.”

He continued to observe me with all the patience of the world. “Well, at least you didn’t ask who.” Sighing, I turned back toward the town, thinking I might get a little more conversation in that direction. Starting off down the two‑lane, I lumbered through the snow for a while eventually passing a few of the buildings on the outskirts—a house or two, a library, and what looked to be an old Catholic church.

There were buildings on either side of the road, the type of single‑story storefronts seen in many small towns scattered across the Rocky Mountain West. Plastic wreathes hung from the dozen or so lampposts with a red electric candle in each that flickered yellow and then, one at a time, slowly dimmed.

I couldn’t really tell if it was night or day with the skies colored a strange yellowish cast and with the inclement weather, the surrounding distance was darkened to an ocean of obscurity. There were a few lit buildings, a two‑story grand vintage structure to my left, the Baker Hotel, and a movie theater down on the corner, with a yellow and green neon marquee that read Support Your Local Sheriff.

I had a mild headache and could smell something burning, as if there were a forest fire not too far away, and I felt strangely detached for a guy who had been left lying in the street. With a deep sigh, I took a few more steps, trudging toward the side of the road, amazed that I hadn’t been scraped up by a snowplow. My back hurt and my limbs and head felt heavy—I must’ve been lying out there for a while.

There were no cars or trucks parked on the street as far as I could see. I stepped onto the curb and sidewalk. There was a café at the other end of the block, and I decided to walk in that direction even though it appeared to be leading west and out of town. Booths lined the glass front of the place, and the condensation on the inside of the windows promised warmth. A woman with strawberry blond hair was wiping the counter, but no patrons, and I was worried the tiny restaurant might be closed.

I was relieved when I pushed on the wooden bar and the glass door swung open, a bell jingling just above my head.

Appearing to be in her early thirties, the blonde was stunningly beautiful. Dressed in a waitress uniform, she looked up at me, and there was something about her that stuck the words in my throat. I swallowed. “I’m sorry, are you closed?”

She looked up to a clock on the wall that advertised the Red Lodge Soda Company; it was 8:17 p.m. “Not for another fortythree minutes, but I was thinking of closing with the blizzard and all.” She looked back at me. “But can I help you?”

I slipped off my hat and stared through the fogged windows back onto the street. “Is it a blizzard?”

She laughed; a silvery, melodic sound that made me turn back to her and smile. “Storm of the century. What, you don’t read the papers?”

“Not recently.” I walked over, sat on a stool in front of her, and placed my hat on the one next to me. “You know what? I think I need a cup of coffee.”

“You got it.” She smiled, her hazel eyes sparkling. “The co‑op says they aren’t going to get the power back on for thirty‑one hours.” I watched as she plucked a Buffalo China mug from under the counter, walked to the coffee maker, and pulled the pot out by its plastic handle.

I glanced around the well‑lit space. “How is it you still have electricity?”

“Municipal generator system on the hill outside of town near the old boarding school. I guess back in the day the power went out all the time.” She rested the mug on the counter. “Are you new around here?”

“Yep.” I looked back into the street. “At least I think so.”

She laughed at the absurdity of my response. “You’re not sure?”

I pulled the red scarf from my neck, stuffing it into my hat, and unbuttoned my heavy coat. “Well, to be honest, I just woke up out there in the road a moment ago.”

She stared at me. “Are you drunk?”

“I don’t think so—drunk feels better than this.” I pulled off my gloves, tucking them into my pocket, and sipped my coffee as she studied me.

“You look familiar.”

I nodded and smiled. “You know, it’s funny, but when I came in here, I was thinking the same thing about you.” The coffee tasted hot, rich, and life‑affirming. “What’s your name?”

“Martha.”

I sat there looking at her and thinking that of all the names in the world I could’ve chosen for her—but that one was perfect. “Just Martha?”

She nodded, stepping back guardedly. “Just Martha, for now.” “That’s a great name.” I started to stick out my hand to shake hers but then stopped.

She glanced at my hand as I lowered it but then went back to studying my face. “Something wrong?”

“Um … I don’t want to panic you or anything, but I can’t seem to remember my own name.”

Her eyes sharpened, and she folded her arms. “Your name is Walt Longmire.”

“So, we do know each other.” “No.”

“Then how do you know my name?”

“It’s on the liner of your hat.”

I reached over and picked the thing up, removing the scarf and reading the barely legible gold lettering on the sweatband— this hat belongs to walt longmire: a gift from the grateful people of absaroka county, wyoming. I looked up at her. “Is this Absaroka County?”

She moved closer, staring at me, pressing the palms of her hands against the edge of the counter. “Not even Wyoming— welcome to Fort Pratt, Montana, Walt Longmire.”

I inspected the hat a bit more. “That is, if it’s mine.”

“Where did you get it?”

“It was lying on the road there beside me, out at the edge of town, up on the hill to the east.”

“Does it fit?”

I placed it on my head, where, after warming up, it fit, if not like a proverbial glove, at least like a custom‑made hat. “Yep.”

“Honestly?” She looked over my shoulder. “You really were just lying out there in the road?”

“Evidently for a while.” I turned and looked outside into the darkness, took my hat off again, and resettled it and the scarf beside me. “Has there been any traffic lately?”

“No, the plow went through about an hour ago, but since then, nothing—I think they gave up.” She smiled the warm smile. “You sure you don’t want something to eat?”

“Now that you mention it, I am hungry, but I don’t want to put you out.”

“It’s your lucky day, the special is a grilled cheese sandwich and a bowl of tomato soup.”

“Is that ‘the usual’ too?”

She stared at me for a long moment with an unsure expression. “What an odd thing to say … Why would you say that?”

“I don’t know.”

She looked at me a little uncertainly. “One special, coming up.” She swung through the doors into the tiny kitchen, where I could watch her busy herself.

Sipping my coffee again, I plucked a menu from the condiment stand to see the name of the place—The Night Owl Café, Fort Pratt.

She called through the opening of the pickup window. “I guess when that gust went through a couple of hours ago it took five poles out.” A moment passed. “You want fries?”

“I don’t want to be a bother …”

“None at all … I just need to get them out of the freezer in the back.”

Another door opened and closed in the depths of the kitchen. I sat there listening to the ticking of the Red Lodge Soda clock on the wall and tried to remember who I was. What the hell? Had I fallen out of a vehicle, been hit by one? Was she right and I had been drunk and was out there sleeping it off?

With my hands thawed out, I reached up and probed my head. I found a lot of knots and bumps, with one that felt reasonably new but not so recent as to be responsible for how I felt. If I could just find somebody who knew me.

I was about ready to take off my coat when the front door opened behind me and a giant of a man stepped in, strangely dressed, and carrying a long native war staff.

Seven feet tall if he was an inch, his hood was pulled up to cover most of his face. He ducked his head to clear the top of the doorway and stepped into the light where I got a better look at him.

He wasn’t just tall, he was big too. He unbuttoned his great fur coat with its grizzly bear hood, which revealed buckskin clothing indicative of the Mountain Crow tribe. What really unnerved me, though, was that staff in his hand, a wooden lance about six feet in length with a large, chipped obsidian spearhead on one end and red‑painted coyote skulls on the other, along with horsehair tails, bells, beads, jawbones, and cloven hooves.

He stood there in the doorway and then walked past me with a curt nod, which I returned with a smile, somewhat amused by his seriousness. Sitting at the far end of the counter, he rested the spear against the edge and with little effort straddled a stool, dropping the hood with both hands and staring straight ahead.

He had scars on his face and strong Native features. His dark hair was streaked with more than a touch of gray and flowed down over his shoulders as he sat there motionless.

“How are you doing?”

He said nothing, continuing to look straight ahead.

Figuring he was a regular, I thought it best that I explain. “She went into the freezer to get me some fries, but she’ll be right back.” There was some noise coming from the kitchen, and I unbuttoned my coat the rest of the way before turning back to him. “You’re lucky—she was going to close.”

He still sat there, unmoving.

“Excuse me, but are you from around here?”

Nothing.

Shrugging, I turned forward as the woman, Martha, appeared in the opening. “You say something?”

“No, no …” I gestured, nodding my head down the counter as she couldn’t see the colossus from her perspective.

She smiled and disappeared again, finally resting a plate and bowl in the opening and ringing a small bell in comic effect. “Order up.” She then appeared through the swinging doors and picked up my meal, turning and placing it before me. “More coffee?”

“Please.”

She pivoted back to the coffee maker and refilled my mug before setting it down. “Anything else?”

“No, no I’m fine.” I once again nodded my head toward the strangely dressed man at the end of the counter.

She stared at me. “What?”

I gestured again.

She looked in his direction and then back at me. “Is there something wrong?”

“No, I just thought you might want to—” I turned my head to look at the man and discovered he was now looking directly at me.

My voice caught in my throat as he slowly raised a finger, placing it against his lips. “Shhhhhhhh …” His breath fogged the front of his face with the freezing air still in his lungs that he must’ve brought in with him. “Sometimes …” He stared at me for a moment more. “It is better to sleep than to awaken.”

I turned back to the waitress, who was watching me.

I smiled and shrugged again, then picked up the flatware and unrolled the napkin. I took out the spoon and tasted the soup.

“Oh, my God …”

I looked up at the woman, figuring she must’ve finally noticed the behemoth at the end of the counter. “You’re bleeding.”

Pulling my coat aside, I could now see that the stomach of my shirt was indeed saturated with blood. “Well, I’ll be damned …”

Standing, I pulled my coat off and saw that the blood seemed to be heavier toward one side. Martha grabbed a few dish towels from a shelf and started toward the door where the cash register sat and circled round. She knelt beside me. “You’re going to have to pull up your shirt so I can have a look, but that’s a lot of blood.”

“It doesn’t hurt or anything.” I pulled the shirt loose till we could both see my unmarked flesh, then unbuckled my belt and felt something heavy on it. She examined my side. “You could be in shock, which might be why you don’t know your name.”

The giant at the end of the counter lumbered off the stool, picked up his lance, and started our way. I watched as he passed without looking at either of us before stopping at the door to fasten the bone closures on his fur coat and pull the hood back up.

Now I could see it was a grizzly hide, the bear features hovering over his own, the jaws separate and on either side of his face along with beads, eagle feathers, abalone‑shell disks, and strands of rawhide adorned with tiny cone bells shaped from snuff container lids that made a faint tinkling sound as he looked back and down at me. “You will stand and see the bad—the dead will rise, and the blind shall see.”

“Excuse me?”

He said nothing more but slowly turned, pushed open the door, and strode into the strangely colored night, the swirling flakes seeming to swallow him up quicker than the darkness.

“What?”

I looked down at the woman, still kneeling at my side. “What?”

“You said something?”

I gestured toward the now closed door. “I guess he thought he wasn’t going to get waited on.”

She rose and studied me. “What are you talking about?”

Figuring we weren’t going to find the source of the bleeding, I started tucking my shirt back in and fastening my belt as she stepped to the side, looking at me with an odd expression. “What?”

She moved back a few more steps and pointed at my hip. “You’re wearing a gun.”

After buckling my pants, I reached around to a heaviness I felt there; a weight at my back I hadn’t noticed before. It was a sidearm in what felt like a basket‑woven leather pancake holster. Adroitly flipping off the safety strap, I plucked the large‑frame semiautomatic and swung it around to study it.

“Colt M1911A1.”

She stared at me, even going so far as to take another step back. “Is it yours?”

“I guess.” I studied it a little closer. “Remington Rand—I don’t even know who makes my gun.” Lifting the barrel, I sniffed at the deadly looking thing. “It’s been fired, not too long ago.”

She took another step back. “Look, I think I need to call the police.”

I studied the worn stag handles. “Are the phones working?”

She hurried back toward the cash register and a phone without taking her eyes off me.

I hit the magazine catch and counted the rounds. Six.

She tapped the receiver hook and turned to look at me. “Nothing.”

Pulling the slide action, I caught the round from the pipe and examined it. “230‑grain jacketed hollow point.” I laughed. “It would appear I am a serious individual.”

She hung up the phone. “How many bullets are supposed to be in it?”

“Eight, fully loaded—seven in the mag, one in the pipe.” I reinserted the loose round into the mag and reloaded it into the grip. “So, one’s missing.”

“So, maybe it’s not your blood.”

I thought about it. “Maybe not.”

“Do you mind putting it away?”

“Not at all.” I slid the action, and punched the safety before slipping it behind me, holstering the thing and reattaching the safety strap literally behind my back as if I’d done it a million and three times.

“You seem to handle it very easily.”

I showed her my hands like a croupier, indicating we were both now safe. “Yep, I guess so.”

“And you weren’t even aware that it was there?”

“No.”

“Then you’re very used to carrying it.”

“I guess.” I smiled, attempting to put her at ease. “Maybe I’m a cop.”

“Where’s your badge?”

“Good question.”

“There’s a town ordinance here in Fort Pratt—no guns.”

I glanced around. “Look, can I finish my soup and then I’ll go and talk to the police? Maybe they know what’s going on.”

“There isn’t any police department here—we just have a highway patrol outpost that’s empty most of the time. The guy who mans it is only there two days out of the week, and with it being the holidays I don’t know if he’s there at all.”

I sat and ladled in a spoonful of soup, followed by a few fries and a gulp of coffee. “Where’s the outpost?”

“West of town.”

Grabbing a few more fries, I stuffed them into my mouth and stood, picking up the mug and gulping down the rest of the coffee. “What do I owe you?”

“Nothing.” She looked at me, and there was a sadness that crept into her expression. “I’ve got a feeling you’re in trouble and need help.”

I felt around for my wallet, but I didn’t have one. “You may be right. I thought I might have a wallet, but as it turns out, I don’t.”

She waved at me as she backed away. “On the house.”

I tucked my hand into the pocket of my coat and pulled out the two silver dollars, tossing them onto the counter. “At least I can leave a tip.”

Pulling on my coat, I watched as she approached from the other side, staring at the coins but making no move to pick them up. “Those are old.”

I leaned over as I grabbed my hat. “Yep, but there’s something wrong with them. See how her lips look like they’re doublestamped or something?”

“Hot lips.”

I settled the hat on my head. “Excuse me?”

“That is an 1888‑O Hot Lips silver dollar.”

Having buttoned up my coat, I took another spoonful of soup and a few more fries. “A what?”

“It was double‑stamped; a mistake. See her lips?”

I leaned forward and could see the mismark on both. “Still worth a dollar?”

“A lot more than that. My father used to collect coins.”

“Well, it’s all I’ve got on me.”

She started to reach for them but stopped. “You keep them. I’ve got a feeling you’re going to need them more than me.”

I flipped up the collar of my coat. “No, you …”

“No. I’m serious, I don’t want them.”

I stared at her and then slid them off the counter and deposited them back into my pocket. “Okay.” Heading toward the door, I rewrapped the scarf and pulled on my gloves. “I’ll come back and pay you when I find out what is going on, okay?”

She folded her arms again. “Sure.”

I began to push open the door to leave but then stopped and turned back. “Hey, you mentioned it was the holidays, do you mind telling me which one?”

She looked more than a little puzzled. “It’s New Year’s Eve, Walt Longmire.”

“Right.” I gave her one last smile, pushed open the door, and walked out, calling over my shoulder—and it was strange how familiar the words felt as they rolled off my tongue, as if I’d said them my whole life—“Happy New Year, Martha.”

The wind had picked up, but like me it didn’t seem to know in which direction it wanted to go, diminutive snow devils twirling all around like some subfreezing cotillion.

Trudging along on the sidewalk, I could feel it end as the heels of my boots sank deeper into the snow. I could also see a light above a door on a small, rectangular block of a building, with a car sitting out front entirely covered in a good eight inches of powder.

Walking under the halo of light, I peered through the insignia on the window into the darkened office, only a singular lamp on inside. Backing away, I could see that a Post‑it was attached to the inside of the glass with a note reading, “Emergency, be back soon.—Bobby.”

Sighing, I started to turn and head back into town when I thought I saw somebody standing out near the road, a very large somebody holding what looked like a war lance.

Taking a few steps out past the car, I watched as a small amount of snow slid from the window, revealing the interior of a late‑’70s Ford Crown Vic, with an old Motorola two‑way under the dash.

Reaching up, I wiped the snow from the top, revealing the vintage emergency lights with the single cherry. “Huh, they must use it for parades.”

“They don’t have parades here.”

I turned to see the giant from the café, standing at the front of the car. “Oh, hey.”

“You are looking for Bobby?”

I glanced back at the office. “The trooper, yep.”

“He’ll be back later; I called him.”

“I thought the phones weren’t working?”

He smiled down at me, placing the spear against his shoulder and pulling some kind of candy from his pocket, carefully unwrapping the yellow covering and then breaking it in half and popping a portion into his mouth. “Some calls don’t require phones.”

“Right.” He chewed and then attempted to hand me the other half of the candy cup, which I turned down. “No, thanks.”

He shoved it toward me. “You should take it; people don’t give things away in this town.”

I pulled the half‑finished candy from the wrapper, then read the card underneath. “Mallo Cup Play Money.”

“See, now you’re not broke anymore.” He laughed.

“Hey, should you really be out here alone on New Year’s Eve?”

He looked unconcerned. “One year is the same as the next; besides, I have business with Bobby, we have a job we need to do.”

“Business.”

“Yes, that and I’m listening.”

I looked around. “Listening for what?”

He turned his big, solid face toward the darkness. “Sometimes when I hear the wolves cry out there in the night, the call of the owl, or the wind that brushes the landscape clean, I hold my breath and listen for a very long time. I travel back to the beginning when I was one with the wolves, the owls, and the wind, when our souls were entwined.” He glanced down at me. “Then I am overcome with an incredible sadness.”

Not sure of what to say to that, I settled on a question. “Why?”

“For I no longer know how to reply.”

Without another word, he turned and walked back toward the road. I stood there watching him disappear again and mumbling to myself. “Wow, this is one weird town.”

Starting off toward civilization, I looked down at the card and wrapper in my hand, beginning to throw it aside but then thinking that I shouldn’t litter. I looked back up for the strange goliath but couldn’t see him. He should’ve been easily within sight, but he wasn’t there. Turning in a circle, I couldn’t see him anywhere and worried about him out there on the road somewhere, alone. Holding the card up, I read “Mallo Cup Play Money, 25 Cents.” I began walking and stuffed the candy wrapper and card into my pocket. “Every town has got a crazy person.” I smiled to myself. “And some have two.”

I made my way back to the sidewalk, back to the entrance of the café, and was saddened to find the lights were dimmed and a cardboard sign that read Sorry, We’re Closed hanging behind the glass door.

I started to move on but then caught sight of her behind the counter. She was dancing. Her moves were lithe and supple, and she was what they call a natural. She turned with her arms in the air, elbows bent and wrists out as she danced to some music that I, try as I might, couldn’t hear.

I stood there on the sidewalk, transfixed, my boots having taken root.

She turned toward me, her hair hiding half her face, and I was relieved that her eyes were closed so she didn’t see me. I continued up the block and passed a women’s clothing shop called LeClerc’s, a Culpepper’s Hardware, and walked by a Bar 31 before reaching the movie theater. I paused to look at the poster inside the lit alcove beside the ticket booth: James Garner smiling his roguish grin back at me.

“Hi.”

I turned and could now see a young woman sitting in the glass‑enclosed ticket booth. She was counting money. “Last show was at 8:17.”

“Well, I missed that one, didn’t I?”

“Yeah.”

Close up, I could see she was Native and maybe in her late teens, athletic, and wearing a name tag that read Jeanie. “That’s okay, Jeanie. I don’t have any money.”

She stopped counting and looked up at me through the glass window. “Do I know you?”

“I don’t think so, but you do look familiar.”

She continued counting and deposited the cash into a metal box. “You probably know my sister, Jaya—she knows everybody.” I watched as she turned with a wave and went out the back door into the lobby of the theater, where I could smell popcorn. I wished I’d gotten here earlier.

Two guys came stumbling out of Bar 31 next door, and I watched as the one in uniform tilted toward the curb and grabbed one of the lampposts before leaning over and throwing up. After another moment, I noticed the second man staring at me— an odd‑looking guy made up of random large parts that didn’t match and stringy hair. “You got a problem?”

“Excuse me?”

His head kicked sideways and shook in disbelief as he repeated slowly, through his rotted teeth. “I said … Do you have a problem?”

“Not that I’m aware of.” I glanced at his friend and could now see a patch on his shoulder that read Ameri‑Trans—whatever that was.

He took a step toward me. “That’s good because if you do, Calvin Fingers Moser can take care of it for you.”

“That your name?”

“Yeah, and don’t you forget it.”

I figured at this rate it would take him another five minutes to navigate the twenty feet between us. “Well, Mister Moser, I’ll tell you that what I’m going to do is walk around this town remembering your name.”

He looked confused. “What?”

There was a hotel across the street, and the hands of a large clock above the door read 8:17 p.m. I thought about getting a room for the night, which could prove interesting without a wallet or ID.

Leaving Fingers standing there on the sidewalk, threatening the air, I looked both ways and crossed the street, ankle‑deep in snow. I got to the other side and then saw a man struggling to get a large chair into the stone church on the corner opposite the movie theater.

“Need some help?”

He looked up, and I was surprised to see from his collar that it was the priest himself. Waving me over, he redoubled his efforts in an attempt to get the thing in the door, but it was proving to be too much for him.

I recrossed the street, climbed the church steps, and took the chair by the legs, guiding it in. We sat the chair down in the entryway, and the priest closed the door behind us. I was surprised by how young he was.

Blond, with large, sad, pale‑blue eyes behind steel‑rimmed glasses, he held out a hand. “Thank you, I didn’t expect to see anybody on the streets tonight, especially with this weather.”

“I was just on my way over to the hotel when I saw you and thought you might need some help.”

“Get stranded in the blizzard?”

“Something like that. I stopped in at the highway patrol substation, but I guess he’s out at an accident or some kind of emergency.”

“There’s probably a lot of those tonight.”

“Yep.” I started to go but then stopped, figuring that if I was going to get any help, this might be the place. “Father, I know this is coming out of nowhere, but I could use a hand. I’ve been in an accident and lost my wallet. Do you have any setup for ministerial aid in this town?”

He studied me for a moment. With his oversize glasses and Superman curl on his forehead, I could’ve sworn he was only in his twenties. “Have you been drinking, my son?”

“No.”

“Drugs?”

“No, honestly.”

He studied me a bit more and then nodded. “So, you need a place to stay?”

“I’m afraid I do.”

“We have an understanding with the Baker Hotel on the next block; we sometimes use them when we have people from the diocese in town.” He motioned me inside. “C’mon in, I’ll telephone them.”

“I don’t think the phones are working.” I gestured down the street. “The woman from the café said the electricity was knocked out too; that you guys were running on municipal generators?”

“The woman at the café?”

“Martha, hazel eyes, strawberry blond … Hard to miss, even for a priest.”

He laughed and shook his head. “Unless she’s Catholic, I probably haven’t met her.”

“She said the blizzard had taken down five power poles and that it was going to be thirty‑one hours before they got everything back on.”

He stared at me. “Thirty‑one hours?”

“Yep, I thought that was odd too. Your co‑op is pretty exact in their estimates, huh?”

“Well, I’ll need to get my coat if I’m going to walk you over there.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I do, if you want that room.”

He pushed the door open to the small church and picked up a dark overcoat from a bench in the vestibule, and I got a look at the masonry and dark woodwork. “Beautiful church.”

“Yes, the stone was originally part of the boarding school.”

“Somebody else mentioned that—what boarding school?”

“The original Fort Pratt Industrial Indian Boarding School … It was here before the town, and it was the reason I came.”

“You were part of the school?”

“No, I came here long after it shut down, but I wanted to research it for a book I hope to write.” He slipped his coat on and buttoned it up. “You’ve never heard of the Fort Pratt Industrial Indian Boarding School?”

“No, why? Is it famous?”

He held the vestibule door open for me. “More like infamous.”

“Are you all right?”

I turned to look at Father Vanderhoven, and it took me a moment to remember who he was and why I was there, and even when I did, I wasn’t sure I had. It was like that; I couldn’t seem to hold it all there in my mind. “Yep, yep, I’m fine. Just a little disconnected, you know?”

“I do.” We were sitting in the tiny corner bar of the Baker Hotel with a parlor stove no more than ten feet away, glowing merrily, as we drank brandy‑spiked Tom & Jerrys that Father Vanderhoven had prepared himself.

The owner and operator of the hotel had obviously decided to go celebrate elsewhere but had been kind enough to leave a set of keys to one of the upstairs rooms just in case of emergency.

“Kind of him to accommodate me.”

The priest nodded. “He’s a good guy. Rebuilt most of this hotel himself.”

“When was it originally built?”

He sipped his steaming drink and looked out at the snowy scene just as the lights of the marquee dimmed. “Before the turn of the nineteenth century, so there was some time between the closing of the school and the opening of the hotel; and the opening of the town, for that matter.”

I sipped my own drink and spotted the two men still on the sidewalk in front of the bar; maybe they’d wake up in the middle of the street too. “Fort Pratt, was it a military installation before it was a town or school?”

“Named for Richard Henry Pratt.”

“Kill the Indian, save the man?”

He sat back in his chair with a look of wonderment in his clear eyes. “You are the first person I’ve ever met who knows who he is.” He leaned back in. “You’re not a fallen academic like me?”

“No, I …” I laughed. “I honestly don’t know who I am.” I took another sip of the drink and then kept my hands around the ceramic cup, even though I couldn’t feel much warmth left there. “Controversial figure.”

“Yes. I think his heart was in the right place, attempting to give the Indians an equal footing in education, but taking them away from their families and denying them their heritage was tantamount to cultural genocide.” He glanced up at me. “I seem to have put a pall on the evening.”

“Oh, no. You mentioned the school as being somewhat illfamed. Is there a reason for that?”

“The fire … Because of that, Fort Pratt had the highest attrition rate of all of the Indian boarding schools, by far. There’s some rubble and a cemetery up near where the gate is that led to the school. In the late forties the Department of the Interior spearheaded an attempt to dig up the bodies of the students who had died, but the number of graves they found held no remains. A lack of documentation made it impossible to discover where the remains of the children might be or how to return them to the proper tribal authorities.”

“Funny enough, that’s where I woke up; on the hill to the east of town where the ruins are.” I sipped my drink. “There appeared to be a lot of graves.”

“Far too many, thirty‑one in all, and then the staff who were also lost.” He gazed out the window. “It was termed a working school, and I’m afraid the administrator, Spellman, took the name literally.” He pushed his chair back and stood. “I’ve kept you up too late, telling old wives’ tales. You’re probably tired.”

“Amazingly enough, I’m not.” I smiled. “Must’ve caught up on my sleep out there on the road.”

“That’s an amazing story.” He held out a hand. “I hope to see you in the morning.”

I stood and followed him out of the small bar and into the lobby of the hotel. “I’ll make a point of it.”

He smiled and started to go, buttoning his coat at the door. “Sleep well, from what I’m to understand the hotel is haunted— but then again, the entire town is.”

I stood at the base of the stairs, the red carpeting leading to my upstairs room, number 31. “Haunted by what?”

He smiled, pushing open the door and going out as a cold draft from the street squeezed through the frosted glass, fighting to get in and push me toward the carpeted stairs. “Why, the children, of course.”
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Riley stood on the balcony overlooking Main Street just as one of those fancy new trucks pulled in, all shiny. The kind of truck he wasn’t ever going to be able to afford unless he sold the hotel, and as far as he knew, nobody was buying—especially since Dad had died.

“Your clock is broken.”

He’d been fixing the upstairs. It wasn’t the season for those kinds of repairs, but when the storm had blown through the other evening, it had taken the railing with it. He’d carried it back up the main stairs and fed it out the door after shoveling the balcony and was trying to get it secured before the ever‑present wind took hold of it again.

Standing, he looked down at the Native, probably Blackfoot or Assiniboine. “Say what?”

The large man in the black duster pointed to the clock on the exterior of the hotel. It’s hands read 8:17. “Your clock … it is broken.”

“It’s right twice a day.” Making the old joke, he thought about it. “As far as I know it hasn’t ever worked, and I’ve been remodeling the place for five years now.”

The man walked over closer on the sidewalk as a woman let a large dog out of the truck to nose around. “It is a beautiful building.”

“Thanks, it’s on the National Register.”

Throwing a few screws into the base of the railing, the young man walked across the balcony to a spot just above the large man. “You looking for a building?”

“No, we are looking for a friend who may have been here in the last couple of days?”

“Yeah?”

“Yes, a man in a cowboy hat, with a scar over one eye?”

“I’ve got a scar.” Riley lifted his stained hat to show him the divot in his forehead. “I was racing motocross and went over a berm and into a parked car.” His attention was drawn back to the unfinished job. “Let me get a few more screws in and I’ll come down.”

The Cheyenne Nation smiled up at him. “That would be fine, thank you.”

He’d at least done enough to keep the thing from falling off and into the street, so Riley carried his tools and a bucket of supplies inside and down the steps. They were already standing in the lobby, looking around at the place. “It’s not finished, but someday we’re going to have national conventions and stuff.” He shook hands with the man, shrugging in apology for his dirty hands. “Riley.”

The man glanced around. “Good bones, as they say.”

The man was even bigger than Riley had thought, and one of those guys that looked like, well, like they could do things. “Sure you don’t want to buy it, mister … ?”

“Standing Bear, Henry Standing Bear.” He sighed. “No, I already own a bar, and it is enough to keep me busy.”

Riley studied him, noticing the way he talked, really precise. “You guys aren’t from around here, huh?”

“No, we are from down near Wyoming.” Standing Bear gestured toward the woman, who stuck out her hand.

“Vic Moretti, how you doin’.”

Riley thought she was very pretty, but at the same time she looked like she had a mean streak a mile wide. He noticed the tricked‑out truck with the stars on the doors. “You guys cops?”

“Absaroka County Sheriff’s Department, Wyoming.”

He noticed her eyes were a funny gold color, kind of unsettling, and that she talked funny too, like she was from somewhere back east. “I went to Wyoming once; got beat up in a bar and never went back.”

Henry Standing Bear walked over toward the windows and looked out onto the empty street and the vacant buildings. “This is Fort Pratt, is it not?”

“What’s left of it, yeah.”

Henry turned to look at him. “What happened?”

Riley laughed. “The stock market crash of 1929, the dust bowl, they moved the railheads, the interstate highways … You name it, whatever bad luck could hit this town did—it’s like it was cursed.”

Vic Moretti pulled a photo from her Carhartt and held it out to him. “The guy we’re looking for, big guy.” She gestured toward Henry. “Even bigger than him.”

Riley looked at the photo, which was some kind of official thing with an older man in uniform and a light‑colored hat— and a gun. “He a cop too?”

“That’s right.”

He handed her back the photo. “Wow.”

“I’ll take that as a no?” She studied him. “He wouldn’t have been in uniform.”

“Yeah.”

Leaning back, she read the sign. “Baker Hotel.” Lowering her face, she studied him. “Is this the only hotel in town?”

Riley unbuckled his tool belt and laughed. “It’s the only anything in town.”

The man came back over. “But this is Fort Pratt, yes?”

“Yeah, but we’re not even incorporated anymore—that’s why there’s no sign or anything.”

“There are no other places by that name?”

“Well, there’s the cemetery and the old archway sign for the boarding school, east of town. There was a fort, then the school, and then the town.”

Henry looked down at the young man. “Boarding school?”

“Yeah, some kind of Indian boarding school.”

The Cheyenne Nation mulled over the word. “Indian.”

“Yeah, I mean, I don’t know what the politically correct term is now, but back then it was Indian.”

He looked past Riley and toward the stairs. “You Assiniboine, Blackfeet … ?”

Henry, heading upstairs, moved past him. “Have you ever heard of a man by the name of Artie Small Song?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

The Bear continued up the stairs but then stopped and turned to look at Riley. “You do not think so?”

“I mean, no, never heard of him.” Riley glanced at the woman, who was also watching him. “He traveling with your guy, what did you say his name was?”

“We did not.” Henry studied him some more and noticed the young man was getting a little nervous. “Longmire, his name is Walt Longmire, and we believe that he might be in pursuit of a man by the name of Artie Small Song.”

“This Small Song guy, he Assiniboine or Blackfeet?”

“No.” The Bear turned and continued up the stairs.

“He do something bad?”

Henry climbed to the landing of the second floor and turned toward the door on the left. “Perhaps.”

Riley watched as the large man traced his fingers over the impression on the door where Thayer had removed the old numbers and had sanded it in preparation for paint. “So, you think there might’ve been trouble?”

“Possibly.” Henry reached for the doorknob.

“All the rooms are locked.”

Vic stepped into his line of sight. “Why?”

“Vagrants, we get people passing through …”

“But not the people we’re looking for?”

The large man came back down the steps. “Vagrants, in the winter?”

“All the time, just more in the summer, sure.”

“That room at the top of the stairs, it is room 31?” “Yeah, why?”

“No reason. We will go look at the remains of the boarding school.” Henry and Vic surveyed the place one last time before heading for the door.

Moretti looked back at the young man for a long moment. “How about you come with us?”

“Oh, I’ve got work to
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