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For Keeshawn Scalpcane,

we still see the world through your eyes.
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1

“Play me.”

Sometimes I drive to the borders of my county and look for the end of the world and sometimes I see it, or I think I do, but maybe what I see is myself, and that’s enough to send me scurrying back the other way.

I like to think I used to be braver, but maybe I just didn’t know any better.

When I was young, all I wanted was out. I was pretty sure that the only reason I participated in sports was to do that, to go on those endless bus rides even if it was just more of Wyoming, with maybe a little Montana and South Dakota mixed in.

Along the way, with a little size, speed, muscle, and brains, I was able to land a spot as one of the top-ten, teenage offensive linemen in the country. The University of Southern California took note and offered me a scholarship where we even won a Rose Bowl for the red and gold against Wisconsin 42–37.

I graduated, lost my deferment in doing so, and found myself wearing the khaki and olive drab for the United States Marine Corps. The Corps taught me a lot of things that college hadn’t—like how to shine my shoes, say sir a lot, and take other people’s lives. The biggest thing it did, however, was pin a star to my chest, something that’s still there to this day.

I am the sheriff, the final letter of the law in Absaroka, the least populated county in Wyoming, the least populated state in America. Kind of a period, if you will, in the great sentence of justice. But right now, I was retrieving a basketball from dead, frozen grass and tossing it back to an eighteen-year-old phenom. Luckily, I didn’t have to do that very often because she didn’t miss very often. “Not my game.” My words clouded the air as I threw the ball, and she caught it with long, nimble, artistic-looking fingers.

“Chickenshit.” She turned and dribbled through her legs, then circled out to the top of the key where she half turned and flipped up a three-pointer, all net.

Or whatever net was left with the red, white, and blue nylon strands that had been faded by the sun, rain, and incessant wind of the high plains, the unraveled threads like a horse tail swishing at a fly. It was a fitting banner for the Northern Cheyenne, a people ravaged by unemployment, alcoholism, drug abuse, domestic violence, inadequate health care, and substandard housing.

I passed the ball back. “So, you got another note?”

She turned, dribbled to the baseline corner, and flipped the ball up again. I watched its arc as it slipped through the net, the ball caressing the nylon with a swirling sound—like hope—and then bouncing on the pockmarked asphalt before rolling to a stop near the ragged chain-link fence.

Flipping the dark hair from her face, she stared at me with polished-magnetite eyes.

“You don’t answer my questions, I don’t retrieve the ball.”

Her head kicked sideways in disgust, but I was unfazed—I have a daughter.

“Yes.”

I walked over to the fence to get the ball and bounced it to her. “Care to elaborate?”

She rolled it behind her back and then took a few quick dribbles before hoisting the ball skyward in a reverse layup. The momentum carried her toward me, where she stopped and looked up. She’s six feet tall and doesn’t like looking up at anyone in any way, but I’m taller than she is. “No.”

I watched as she turned and retrieved the ball herself, dribbling toward the half-court line painted on the asphalt, reminding me of the prints on the parking lot at Parris Island back when I first became a Marine.

She shot, and it floated through, landing in my hands. “Do you think your life’s in danger?”

She waited for me to give her the ball. “I am a young woman in modern America, living on the Rez—my life is always in danger.”

I tossed her the ball. “Can you think of anyone specific?”

She circled the three-point line. It’s where she earned the nickname Longbow, Jaya “Longbow” Long: the hands went up, the ball came down, three on the board.

“No.”

The suicide rate for Native teenagers is two and a half times greater than the national average.

I tossed her the ball. “No enemies?”

She dribbled in the key just below the foul line and pivoted, tipping the ball up in one hand in a reasonable impersonation of a Kareem Abdul-Jabbar–style skyhook.

I held the ball.

An exaggerated sigh as her shoulders dropped. “I’m in high school—I’ve got nothing but enemies.”

Native women are three and a half times more likely to be raped or sexually assaulted than the national average.

I tossed the ball. “You want to tell me about Jeanie?”

There was a brief pause, a nanosecond when I pierced the otherwise stoic reserve. Jaya began dribbling again, punishing the asphalt as she stalked toward the top of the key, then the half-court line. I waited for her to turn and shoot, but she didn’t. She walked toward the double doors of the school with the ball under one arm, leaving me standing in an empty parking lot.

Native women are six times more likely to be murdered.

“That went well.” Glancing over my shoulder, I saw my faithful companion sitting in the passenger seat of my unit, his dog breath fogging the glass.

I walked to the car and let the beast out, all one hundred and fifty-five pounds of him. He stretched and then picked a lamppost to water before looking up, rubbing his muzzle on my jeans. “Think you’d have more luck than me?”

There was a loud noise, and we both looked in time to see a decrepit ’64 Buick Wildcat, with the license plate 2REZ4U, belching black smoke as it came around the corner of the building with Jaya Long at the wheel. Not looking at either of us, she took the drive leading down the hill from the school, her arm trailing out the open window, and then turned left toward the town of Lame Deer, Montana.

I looked down at Dog, who was sitting on my foot. “Maybe not.”

I nudged him with said foot, but he refused to move.

“C’mon, I’ll take you into town, and we’ll have lunch at The Big Store, but I have to talk to someone first.”

He stared at me.

“Ham.”

He got in the truck.

There’s a buffalo head in the main hall of Lame Deer Morning Stars high school, and black and turquoise banners printed with motivational sayings, and plaques with photos of assorted teams, championship pennants, and standout individuals.

There are three with Jaya “Longbow” Long hanging in the lobby, one with her sophomore year team, one with her junior year team, and a photo of just her with the ball on her hip and her head cocked sideways the way it had been out on the parking lot only a few moments ago. There is also an article from the Billings Gazette with a photo of her powering past a hapless Hardin player and the headline Jaya Goes Long. She looks like her aunt, the chief of the tribal police department, in this particular photo, but it’s not photos of her I’m looking for.

Working my way down the wall of time, I got to the point where the photos go from color to black and white. There is a team photo of the Montana State Champions and a familiar player, front and center, holding the ball. His smile is like an arc light, the shining eyes in the broad face conveying a confidence and good will that’s undeniable. Lurking in the back row is another face I know very well, this one a bit more somber, but the intensity of the eyes is there too—the guy looks like he could crush your spleen.

Smiling, I turned and walked toward the doors of the gymnasium.

There’s a silence to an empty basketball court, a churchlike quiet that stills your breath.

I stood there near the gleaming wooden floor and stared at the feathered dream catcher inlaid at its center as the sound of a ball bounced across the floor toward me. Stooping to pick it up, I glanced over at the doorway at the far end of the bleachers where I could see a tall man who looked a lot like the intimidating youth in the team photo, powerfully built, holding a leather jacket over one shoulder. “You didn’t play here.”

“No. I played in the old, linoleum-floor gym across town.”

“The middle school.”

Henry Standing Bear walked toward me. “It was a junior high school back then.” He glanced around. “I do not think they have junior high schools anymore.”

I palmed the ball and nodded toward the line of photos out in the lobby. “You only played your sophomore year here?”

The Bear nodded, sweeping the dark hair from his face. “Yes, before I moved down outside of Durant to live with my grandmother.”

“Who was the scariest person I ever met.”

“She used to embarrass me by pulling over and plucking quills from dead porcupines.” He smiled. “And she used to put evaporated milk in her coffee.”

I thought back. “She made killer chicken and dumplings.”

“If it really was chicken.” He took the ball from me, dropped his jacket, and turned toward the nearest basket about forty feet away.

“Five bucks?”

“No way.”

He shot, the ball bouncing from the rim to the top of the backboard and then against the wall and out of bounds. “You should have bet.”

I followed him toward the locker rooms and the athletic director’s office. “Hey, are you intimating that we ate porcupine and dumplings?”

Tiger Scalpcane was one of those indispensable individuals on the Rez, the man with the glue that held the volatile society together; a man who, in the empowering Cheyenne tradition, gave everything away, the one who never had any money in his pocket, having spent it on others. He was a conduit to his people, one of those unofficial chiefs, like Henry. Whenever there was a tragedy on the Rez, Tiger was there with a new pair of shoes, a casserole, or a pat on the back, always with his superpowered smile.

“How did it go?”

I stood looking at the whiteboard, attempting to make sense of the hieroglyphics of basketball plays. “She said about four things.”

He sat at one of the tables, strewn with athletic supplies. “Hey, for Longbow that’s not bad.”

Henry sat and I, unable to make heads, tails, or jump shot, leaned against the whiteboard. “Has she always been like this?”

Tiger tucked an old pair of Buddy Holly glasses in his front shirt pocket. “Since her sister went missing, yeah, she’s pretty much been at war with the world.”

“Sounds like somebody else I used to know.” I glanced at Henry and then back to Tiger. “What’s the story on Jeanie?”

“Took a ride with some folks into Billings, and they had some car trouble on the way back near the Pryor Mountains exit. They had to stop to make some repairs and folks started wandering off even after the driver told them that as soon as he got the thing running, he was heading out, so they better not go too far. When they got the van running, they all piled in and nobody noticed that Jeanie was missing. They sent somebody back later, but they never found her—called in the Yellowstone County Sheriff, Search and Rescue, and finally the FBI.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.” He sighed. “It happens more than you might think.”

“I think it happens a lot.”

He frowned; the smile gone missing. “Like I said, more than you think.”

“This was a year ago?”

“A little more, just as the season was getting started. Jeanie was good, not as good as Jaya, but more of a team player, you know? Even if she had a shot, she’d pass the ball to another player who needed the points—a real leader.”

“Jaya, not so much?”

Tiger groaned, and I think it was unconsciously that he fished the glasses from his pocket and fingered them. “Jaya is the best player we’ve ever had, but she’s so wrapped up in herself that … I just don’t know how we’re going to finish this year, let alone make it to the NNAI.”

I glanced at Henry, and he grunted. “The National Native American Invitational is in Billings this year.”

Tiger looked up at me. “I was talking to Harriet Felton, the girls’ coach, and she said Jaya has missed about half her practices. Her immediate family is kind of nonexistent, so basketball is all she’s got—in the off-season, she has a tendency to fade away.”

I nodded but said nothing.

The smile came back. “Not your problem, right?”

“Well … My mission, if I decide to accept it, is to find where this threat against her is coming from and neutralize it before it becomes something more tangible.”

He studied me. “You ever play ball?”

I glanced around at the basketball racks, ball returns, and assorted accoutrement. “Not this one.”

“That’s a shame, you got the height.”

“That’s about all I’ve got.” I gestured toward Henry. “He was the basketball player, not me.”

Scalpcane laughed. “Yeah, I played with him one year before he ran off to civilization.”

Henry smiled. “Played good enough to get you to a state championship.”

“That’s because everybody was afraid you’d yank their lungs out if we didn’t win.”

The Cheyenne Nation shrugged and stood. “Probably right—I had not developed my wizened and sophisticated social skills by that time.”

I pushed off the whiteboard. “Right.”

Tiger offered a hand, and we shook. “You off to see the po-lice?”

“I guess so. Her aunt is the one who asked me to look into all this.”

He walked us to the door. “Twenty-some notes threatening her life. A young woman with so much talent, and she has to deal with all this stuff her senior year when she’s got more important things to concentrate on—just doesn’t seem fair.”

“What’s the story on the glasses?”

“What glasses?”

“The ones that Tiger carries in his front pocket.” We wound our way back into Lame Deer proper and pulled up in front of the Lame Deer Trading Post, or The Big Store as the locals referred to it—a supermarket, craft supply store, and restaurant in one. “He doesn’t wear them, they’re too small for his face, and I wondered why he carried them.”

“They belonged to his son.”

“Belonged?”

Opening the door, Henry Standing Bear climbed out. “His fifteen-year-old son, Keeshawn, went on to the Camp of the Dead six months ago—the glasses were his.”

I followed him inside. “Oh.”

All the cashiers and shoppers watched the Bear as we swept past the registers—traveling with the Cheyenne Nation on the Rez was like being in the company of either royalty or the prince of darkness.

We sat in one of the booths and glanced around at the colorful surroundings, the place looking similar to a bazaar in a thirdworld country. “Is there anything you can’t buy here?”

“No.” He picked up the two menus on the table, not offering me one.

A young woman came over in a hairnet, apron, and unwarranted attitude. “Can I help you?”

He handed her the menus. “How about two cheeseburgers with fries?”

“Considering your ages, sounds like a couple of ischemic strokes to me.” She scribbled on a pad. “Drinks?”

“A couple of glasses of saturated lard or hydrogenated vegetable fat, if you would.”

She turned and walked away without another word. I called after her. “I’d like a root beer, please?” I turned back to Henry as he spoke under his breath. “Dated her mother.”

A striking woman entered the store and followed our path past the registers as if tracking our scent. She was wearing a uniform identifying her as the tribal police chief, waved at the waitress, sat in our booth next to me, and studiously ignored the Bear. “Well?”

Henry stretched out in his side of the booth, his long legs trailing over the edge, his tan chukka boots crossed at the ankles. “Want a cheeseburger?”

She stared at the side of my face. “Are you taking this job, or aren’t you?”

I sighed. “Are you paying me?”

“No, of course not.”

I turned to look at her. “Then it’s more of a favor, isn’t it?”

Her eyes hardened into shards. “Are you going to do me this favor?”

“I’m not so sure what it is I’m going to be able to do that you, the Yellowstone County Sheriff’s Department, or the FBI weren’t able to do.”

“Bring focus.”

“You mean the media?”

“Yes.”

“It has been my experience that media attention is not always advantageous to cases.”

“It draws a response.”

“From whom?”

“The Yellowstone County Sheriff’s Department, the Montana attorney general, the highway patrol, the FBI …”

“So, I’m leverage.”

“Maybe you can get them to do their jobs.”

I leaned back in the booth and grunted a laugh, studying the scythelike scar on the side of her face, souvenir of an IED along a nameless road in Iraq. “So, you want me to find out who’s threatening Jaya, but you think this also has something to do with her missing sister?”

She shrugged. “Possibly.”

“That’s the first place I’d look.”

Scooting out of the booth, she stood. “So, look.”

I rested an arm along the back of the bench. “You don’t really think I’ll find anything, huh?”

“No.”

“You don’t really think I can solve the case.”

She put a fist on her hip. “In a word, no.”

The waitress arrived and slid our lunch onto the table and placed two root beers there, much to my relief. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

She waited for the young woman to depart before speaking again. “I know why you’ll do it though.”

I picked up my cheeseburger, allowing it to drain a little grease back onto the wax paper-lined, red plastic basket before taking a bite. “And why is that?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do.”

Taking the bite, I chewed. “Contrary to popular belief, I don’t always do the right thing.”

She glanced at Henry, who was ignoring his food. “That’s not what I hear.” She drummed her maroon nails on the worn surface of the table where the faux wood grain faded to a palomino. “Let me know what the Yellowstone County investigator says.”

“I haven’t agreed to do this.”

“You will.” With those words she walked away, no one in her path daring to meet her eyes.

I took another bite and chewed, looking over at the Cheyenne Nation, who was smiling to himself. “Not eating your lunch?”

He shook his head. “Hell no, that shit will kill you.”

We stood on the side of the surface road, listening to the 18-wheelers Jake-braking as they came down the big hill east of Billings. The I-94 overpass vaulted above, the sluggish creek drifted below, and the leafy cottonwoods had long ago shifted to a golden yellow, dropping leaves to the ground.

“So, that’s Pryor Creek?”

“No, that is Cottonwood Creek.” Henry turned and pointed south, where Dog stood a little ways away. “That is Pryor Creek.”

“And the exit where we got off is Indian Creek?”

“Yes.”

“That’s a lot of creeks.” I gazed south. “The Crow Reservation is that way?”

“Yes.”

“How far?”

“A half mile.”

“What was the weather like the day she was lost?”

“Night.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “Bad—one of those early storms that came in at the beginning of November; not too much snow, but a lot of wind.”

“And no sign of her?”

“So they say.”

I glanced around at the naked hills to the west where a fire had wiped out the trees, only dead black branches remaining, like tendrils attempting to grab the cold sky. There was a power pole to my right, and I could see a faded printout of a crude, handmade poster covered in a plastic binder sleeve stapled to the wood. I walked over and looked at the sheet of paper. The words had disappeared, but the image of half the girl’s face was still evident, like a negative. Dark hair parted at the middle; her mouth was closed but kicked in one direction into a lopsided grin.

“This her?”

Henry approached, looking over my shoulder. “Yes.”

“I’ll need to talk to the people who were in the van that night—you can arrange that?”

“One way or another.”

He watched me as I walked toward the whatever creek it was, with Dog in tow, turning to look at the embankment that led to the highway where a couple of wreaths, a white cross, and garland were looped together in a shrine “So, is Jaya still being courted by those big schools: Stanford, UConn, Duke?”

“Not so much. I think the big universities can be cautious about offering scholarships to Natives, afraid that they might be wasting them on students who are not going to stick it out and get degrees—that they will just quit.”

“You didn’t.”

He laughed, the bitterness in his voice sharp enough to grate cheese. “And yet, here I am, the prodigal son returned.”

“You didn’t have to.” He didn’t say anything more, and I turned back to the creek. “Just too much of a coincidence.”

“Both girls, possibly.”

“Why possibly?”

“As Tiger said, it happens here a great deal more than you would suspect.”

“If.”

He waited a moment and then asked. “If?”

“If Jeanie met with foul play, it’s reasonable to suspect that the same person who did that is now threatening Jaya.”

“If Jeanie had been threatened.”

“Was she?”

“I do not know.”

“Who would?”

“The mother.” He turned and started back for my truck. “Unfortunately, I know where she is.”

The Yellowstone County jail is conveniently located only three miles from the Yellowstone County Sheriff’s Office and is a little different from my own. First off, the county seat and city it resides in is the largest in Montana, with a population of over a hundred thousand. The Magic City was given its moniker as the result of its rapid growth as a rail hub and was named for Northern Pacific magnate Frederick H. Billings.

We sat in Detective Chuck Shultz’s guest chairs. “How cold is the case?”

The investigator of cold case files grunted. “Glacial.” The short, heavyset man with the mustache and glasses sighed. “Between us and Big Horn County we have the highest concentration of missing and murdered Native women in the country.”

I looked out the window at the graying sky. “Do you suspect foul play?”

“Of course I do, Sheriff. I’m a cop—it’s my job to suspect foul play.” He reached into his desk and pulled out a pile of manila folders that looked to be about a foot thick. “Over thirty women have been lost on the road from here to LD, Lame Deer, or LG, Lodge Grass—take your pick.”

I glanced at the pile. “Do you have a file on Jeanie Long?”

“You mean Jeanie One Moon. Where did you get Jeanie Long?”

“She has a sister, Jaya Longbow, over in Lame Deer whose name is Long, so I guess she’s adopted that from the woman she’s staying with.”

“Long, as in Chief Lolo Long?”

“Yep.”

He stared at me. “Oh, boy.”

“She’s the one who, um … convinced me to investigate the situation concerning Jaya.”

He made a face. “The basketball player; so, what’s the situation with her?”

“She’s been receiving threats for the last year or so.”

“But she’s not missing?”

“No.”

“Well, thank God for small miracles.” He slumped back in his chair.

“No one has reported the notes?”

“Sheriff, according to the FBI’s National Crime Information Center, 5,590 indigenous women went missing last year alone. There’s been a public outcry, and the Department of Justice has been coordinating task forces and cooperation between federal and local authorities, but it’s like we’re in a war here. Women are disappearing at such a rate that we can’t keep up, so threats really aren’t high on the list.”

“Can I see the file on Jeanie One Moon?”

Ignoring the large pile, he picked up another, slightly smaller one from the surface of his desk and handed it to me. “You can have it—I made you a copy.”

I sat back in my chair, opened the folder, and looked at the same poster that had been stapled to the power pole. You could see the family resemblance, but this face was more open than Jaya’s, ready to meet the world and be a part of it.

“There’s no great conspiracy here, Sheriff. No one’s trying to sweep these women under the rug, but there’s only so much we can do with the limited manpower and personnel that we have to work with in the kind of geography we’re talking about here—I mean the area in question.” He looked at the files and shook his head. “And then there’s the inherent difficulties.”

“Such as?”

He pointed at the file. “In this one family alone—one brother who was shot by an officer here in Billings, another sister who was hit by a car and killed, and an eleven-year-old who committed suicide—where is a kid like that supposed to go?” He looked at the ceiling. “Where’s the hope?”

Henry stood, walked to the window, and stared out.

“We had officers from Wyoming and South Dakota up here helping us with thermal drones, helicopters, you name it … We’ve even got a YouTube channel.” He flipped the top file onto his desk. “Barbara Heeney, fourteen years old, found two weeks later, hypothermia.” He flipped another file onto the desk. “Bela Gray Wolf, mother of five found in the Pryor Mountains, hypothermia.” He flipped another. “Kayla Morning Flower, found in somebody’s backyard in Hardin, lying there with the firewood where some jogger discovered her. Hypothermia.” He tipped the stack over, and it slid across his desk like an avalanche. “We can’t keep up.”

“Controlled substances?”

“Controlled, I like that …” He snorted. “Alcohol, methamphetamines, crack, you name it, but it’s hard to find trace elements after exposure. Hell, Sheriff, you know what a body looks like after two weeks in the wild.”

“Physical abuse?”

“Hell yeah, you tell me why a woman runs out into a blizzard and tries to sleep in a doghouse.”

I closed the file. “And then there’s Jeanie.”

“And then there’s Jeanie.” He slumped in his chair, his hands falling to his lap. “No sign, no nothing—like she disappeared from the face of the earth. I like to think that she caught a ride with some guy, and is out there living on the coast, someplace warm like California, someplace away from all this shit—but you and I know that isn’t the likely case.”

“No, probably not.”

He picked up the files and began restacking them like he’d done it many times, so many times that I doubt his hands or mind were even aware of what they were doing. “Seventeen years old and you let her go out partying here in the big city with a bunch of people who drop her off one night and just drive away like she’s some garbage you leave on the side of the road. Who does that?”

We didn’t say anything. He looked over my shoulder toward the door. “Oh, hey, boss.”

A dapper-looking individual with silver hair high and a tight, matching handlebar mustache stood behind us. He was wearing a black uniform that looked as if it might’ve been tailored.

I stuck out my hand. “Hi, Thom.”

He shook it. “The great Walt Longmire.”

“I prefer the term marginally capable.”

“Lolo Long has you up here, involved in this?”

“For now.” I gestured toward the Cheyenne Nation. “You know Henry Standing Bear?”

The Bear stood, and they shook. “No, I don’t think we’ve met.” He turned back to me. “I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t offer you every cooperation …”

“Thank you.”

“I also wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t warn you that it’s not the Wild West up here and that we don’t need any kind of dramatic situations.”

“Dramatic?”

“Headline stuff—we’d just as soon avoid those kinds of complications.”

“You bet.”

He studied me a moment more and then glanced at Henry. “Nice to meet you.” I got one more glance before he turned and disappeared down the hallway.

Shultz handed me another piece of paper. “Here’s your prisoner visitation form for the mother.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “Your appointment is set for two thirty, so you better get moving.”

I stood. “Will do.”

We started toward the door as he called after me. “I hope you find her, Walt Longmire. At the least, be great and find the piece of shit who’s been threatening her sister—I’d say that family’s been through enough.”

It was a long line of compartmentalized phone cubbies facing the Plexiglas, with a young corrections officer leaning against the concrete wall beside the door. He was evidently bored and talkative. “Quiet for a Saturday. We usually get a lot of family members in here on the weekend.”

“It’s more of a case.”

“What kind?”

“Threats against a Native woman.”

He stared at me. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope.”

“Wow.” The kid glanced at Henry. “You involved?”

The Bear did not look at him. “In what way?”

“Family?”

“We are all family.”

They ushered Theresa One Moon in on the other side of the barrier and seated her in the chair across from us. I picked up the phone from the side and gestured to the one to her right as she stared at me with eyes as dead as yesterday’s cod. She wore the ubiquitous orange jumpsuit and clogs, a handwritten tag on her uniform read ONE MOON.

Henry leaned into the light so she could see him.

She paused for a moment and then picked up her phone. “Yes?”

“Ms. One Moon?”

“Says so on my shirt, so I must be her.” She studied me. “You must be a detective.”

I tried not to smile, but it was tough. “Um, a sheriff.”

“How do you know?”

I lifted the lapel of my jacket away, revealing my badge. “It says so on mine.”

She glanced at Henry. “So, what do you want?”

“I want to stop the threats that your daughter Jaya is receiving.”

Her eyes came back to me, and for the first time they carried a little fire. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

The Bear leaned in some more and spoke under his breath. “O’háae, mónavata.”

“What do you know about it, hotómoehnohtsëstse?”

Growling, he repeated the word. “O’háae.”

She stared at him a long while, then her hand crept up to her neck where she sent it to her hair, straightening it. Her eyes came back to me. “She’s my last one, you know?”

“That’s what I’ve heard.”

Her eyes softened the tiniest bit as she gazed at me. “You got any kids?”

“A daughter.”

“How old?”

“Old enough to have my granddaughter.”

“You look out for them?”

“When I can.”

She sat there, considering my response. “And how are you going to protect my last little bird?”

“By finding out who’s threatening her.”

“So, what do you want from me? Currently”—she glanced around and slumped in her chair with comic effect—“I am detained.”

“Were there any threats to Jeanie before she disappeared?”

Her eyes changed as she glanced at Henry. “They don’t tell you about those little birds, you know?”

“What’s that?”

Her eyes came back to me. “That it’s like a nest: once one falls out, they all start falling.” She cleared her throat and then leaned in. “No, no one threatened Jeanie—that would be like shaking your fist at the sun.”

I glanced down at the file in my hand. “Do you mind if I ask why you allowed her to go to Billings with that group?”

Her eyes flared again, and she opened her mouth to speak. Her hand came up but then slipped away like a falling leaf as she laughed a choking sound. “What makes you think I knew?”

“You didn’t?”

“No.”

“Do you know of anybody who might wish your daughters harm?”

“A couple.”

“Would you like to tell me their names?”

She lip-pointed to the folder in my hands. “That file on Jeanie?”

“Yep.”

“You got the names of everybody who was in that van?”

I placed it on the counter and looked at her, attempting to envision the woman she had been before alcohol, methamphetamines, and—the most powerful poison of all—grief had withered her to the husk I was looking at now. “I believe it does.”

“You start with them, Detective.”

“Sheriff.”

“Whatever.” She stood and hung up the phone, but she did so gently, as if there were more to say but she’d used all the energy she had for now.
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Henry scanned the list of passengers from the van while he sat in a camp chair in front of the smoldering fire on which we’d prepared dinner. I allowed Dog to inspect the sprigs of dried grass near the edge of the gravel lot near the White Tail cabin. It was cool, but the warmth and smell of the fire made the place feel close.

“Two whites, four Native—two Cheyenne and two Crow.”

“Nice even numbers.” I glanced around, enjoying the solitude of Custer National Park after season. “So, this is still pretty much a hunting cabin?”

“Yes,” he mumbled.

“That would explain the bunk beds.”

“Hmm.”

“Thirty bucks a night; that’s pretty good.” I lifted my almost empty Rainier and took a final swig. “God bless the US Forest Service and keep it strong.”

“Hmm.”

“Firewood included.” Pulling Dog over, I unclipped the leash, figuring I could trust him and that no one would complain, seeing as how there was no one else around. He immediately abandoned me to sniff the plate at the Bear’s feet, which still contained an uneaten quarter of cheeseburger. Henry stuck a boot out to block Dog’s path. “If you want the rest of my meal, you must ask for it politely.”

Dog sat.

“Very well.” He moved his foot and Dog moved in, eating the burger and threatening to devour the paper plate until Henry took it from him. He scratched Dog behind the ears. “I know it smells like food, but it is not.” He tossed the remains into the fire, prompting a flare and brief sizzle.

“What’s wrong?”

The Bear glanced up at me as Dog sat beside him, expecting more scratching. “Theresa One Moon.”

“What about her?”

He reached down and picked up his can of Rainier, lowered to such a level of culinary repast since I was the one who had brought the supplies. “Can you imagine having a son shot, one daughter run over, another committing suicide, and then having the last go missing?”

“No, I can’t.” I thought about my own fragile little family. “I’d imagine it’d be enough to drive anybody over the edge.” I walked around the firepit and sat in the camp chair opposite him as the sparks flew up between us like bad choices or mediocre consequence, unsure of which was worse. “What’s her relationship with Jaya like?”

He grunted. “Bad.”

“How bad?”

“Very bad.” He resettled his can by the leg of his chair as Dog lay down beside him, head on paws, staring into the fire. “Theresa’s mother, Jaya’s grandmother, Big Betty, kicked her out of the house when she was a teenager.” He motioned with the file in hand. “She is the one who reported Jeanie missing the night they came back from Billings.”

“She was living there, with her grandmother?”

The Bear smiled. “Yes, you will see her at the games, with a lot of hair, in a purple and turquoise sweater, wearing buttons of her grandchildren’s faces on her bosom.”

“That’s a lot of buttons.”

“It is an ample bosom.” He stared at the fire with Dog, his hand wandering down to scratch the ear, so the beast flopped over onto his side, displaying his light-colored belly, which the Cheyenne Nation dutifully scratched. “Theresa would go up to the bars in Billings, the tough ones on the south side of the railroad tracks on Minnesota Avenue.”

“Reservation Row?”

He nodded. “She would drink with men she knew, men she did not …” He sighed. “I think Jeanie and Jaya are the only two from the same father.”

“You know him?”

“I know of him.”

“Worth talking to?”

“Everyone is worth talking to at this point in an investigation, yes?”

“Yes.” I deposited my empty into the cooler and took out another ice-cold Rainier. “So, I guess we need to talk to all the family and friends and see if we can find any patterns in the notes that Jaya’s been receiving.”

“So, the focus of your investigation will be Jaya and the notes?”

I glanced at him. “That’s what Lolo asked me to concern myself with, why?”

“It appeared that your queries might concern Jeanie.”

“Only peripherally, for now.”

“Good.”

“Why good?”

“It seems to me that delving into the tragedies of the One Moon family might begin an unending journey.”

“That doesn’t sound like your usual, hopeful self.”

He sighed, continuing to scratch Dog’s belly. “There are a few glimmers of hope here.”

“I’m going to want to go back to the Pryor Creek exit and knock on doors.”

“North or south?”

“South.”

He smiled, pulling his hand up from Dog to raise his beer to his mouth. He sipped and then made a face. “How can you drink this?”

I sipped my own and smiled back at him. “This is a fine macrobrew, you elitist.”

He went back to watching the fire. “I was there the last time Jaya and her mother met. It was a game less than a year ago, not long after Jeanie had disappeared between LD and LG.”

“That would be Lame Deer and Lodge Grass?”

“You are catching on.” He sat the beer back down. “Big medicine in that the game is tribal, Cheyenne versus Crow.”

“I would’ve thought that Hardin would be more of a rival.”

“Not so much of a tribal rivalry, Hardin is half white or almost half white, so they do not count. Anyway, you cannot imagine how intense those games can be.”

“I played in a Rose Bowl.”

“And your point?”

I grunted a laugh. “Go on.”

“The bleachers are extremely steep and in that concrete building the noise is earsplitting. Half the crowd comes from Lame Deer, but you know you are in enemy territory. The teams always enter the building from the buses in groups and no one is allowed to go anywhere on her own.”

“Lodge Grass is good?”

“They have more state championships than any other tribal team, almost as many as the national champion Navajo Eagles.”

“A town of three thousand versus the largest reservation in the country—impressive.”

“On this Rez, you are born with a basketball in your hands.” He started to lift the beer again but then sat it back down. “It was a very hard-fought game, tight, with a lot of physicality. Jaya was playing with a broken finger but refused to leave the game, just taped it over and scored thirty-two points. There was a girl on the Crow team who liked to set up in the paint and just live there like a monument. The referees allowed her to get away with it, but Jaya had had enough, finally driving in in an attempt to take her out.” He looked up at me. “Have you ever seen her play; I mean, really play?”

“No.” I sat up. “Even when we stopped at that three-on-three tournament in Billings a few months ago, we left before they actually played.”

“She is truly phenomenal.”

“So, what happened?”

“She pulled up momentarily at the top of the key, just enough to get the Crow girl moving toward her and then charged forward, walking up her like a ladder and pivoting just enough to flip the ball home. As the Crow girl fell backward, she grabbed Jaya’s foot, and after the ball went in, they tumbled under the basket and then against the wall, punching and kicking at each other the whole way.”

“Where does Jaya’s mother enter into this?”

“At this exact point, Theresa was screaming and came out of the stands, stumbling drunk and dropping a bottle of Ten High Sour Mash, but not so drunk that she could not grab a folding chair from the home bench, run across the court, and begin beating the Crow player with it.”

The Bear sat forward, picking up a stick and probing the fire. “The tribal police dragged her from the gymnasium and she ended up in rehab again.”

“Again?”

“Nine times. The last time, she spent a week in a padded cell, and the doctors pretty much told her that if her liver lasted till spring it would be a miracle.” He poked the fire and then tossed the stick into the rejuvenated flames. “She wrote a note to Jaya, apologizing. It was not long after that that Jaya moved in with Lolo Long.”

“Why not her grandparents?”

“Jeanie had lived with them, and it is my understanding that Jaya did not wish to be reminded of her sister by sleeping in the same room as she had.”

Standing in the wide Pryor Creek valley, I looked south and watched a bright yellow crop duster bank along the barren hills and fly over the alkali soil, freshly tilled for winter wheat. There was a combine running a pattern as well, that moved back and forth across the dark earth like some gigantic green and yellow beetle that couldn’t decide which way it really wanted to go.

I’d been waiting for the better part of an hour for Lyndon Iron Bull to finish up and talk to me, a conversation he had no idea we were going to have.

Henry had elected to head north in my truck, away from the Crow Reservation, but had promised to come back and pick me up when he had gotten through knocking on the three doors within walking distance to the north.

According to the official transcript under my left arm, Lyndon’s wife, Ethel, had gone to the bathroom the night Jeanie went missing and had seen someone standing by their mailbox. Coming back to bed, she’d told her husband, who had gotten up, dressed, and walked out to the road where he found no one but had seen prints in the thin skiff of snow.

Ethel had been kind enough to answer my questions and even offered me a piping cup of coffee before directing me to the field where her husband was working. She said he had poached an antelope yesterday so to make sure he knew I wasn’t a game warden, or he might try to run over me.

I stood at the gate, my coffee still steaming into the cool morning, frost clinging to every available surface. The combine seemed to be taking a little extra time over by the creek where a small white cross was wired to the fence. Modern combines are a wonder with closed, air-conditioned cabs, GPS steering … But the biggest thing about them is just that: the bigness. Almost four times larger than the machines I used to know in my youth, the new ones look like cities on wheels. As the metropolis rolled toward me on eight-foot tires, I thought about stepping into the wide opening of the gate. But without letting Iron Bull know which government agency I represented, it was possible I could become fertilizer. The big John Deere finally lurched to a stop halfway through the gate and a glass door flung open.

Carbohydrates are something the Crow tribe has particularly taken to, resulting in some truly large individuals, including my friend Brandon White Buffalo and his uncle Virgil, and I had to admit that Lyndon Iron Bull was at least in their league.

He pointed at the travel mug in my hand, with “BOSS LADY” spiraled in pink cursive across the side. “That’s my wife’s mug.”

I nodded. “Yes, it is.”

“Did you have to fight her for it?”

“No, and she filled it full of coffee for me too.”

“You must’ve scared her, which is good because she doesn’t fight fair.” He studied me. “You must not be a game warden then.”

“I am not.”

He swung his legs out, lodging an enormous, muck-covered boot on a fender. “Then what are you?”

“Walt Longmire. I’m the sheriff down in Absaroka County.”

“Wyoming?”

“Yep.”

“What are you doing up here, Walt Longmire?”

“Asking some questions about Jeanie One Moon.”

He nodded, looking off into the distance. “The Cheyenne girl.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You find her?”

I stepped closer in between the two massive wheels. “Unfortunately, no.”

He nodded. “My wife says she saw her that night, out by the mailbox.”

“I read that in the report and thought I’d follow up. The weather was bad that night?”

“Terrible. One of those early nor’westers that came in at about fifty miles an hour—took shingles off the roof.” He sat a little forward. “Ethel, she’s got a bladder the size of a pea and has to go to the ladies’ room about three times a night; better than a watchdog. Anyway, she comes back to bed and gets all covered up and says there’s somebody standing out near the mailbox by the fence. I ask her if it’s the Wicked Witch of the West, but she slaps my shoulder and says she’s not kidding, that somebody is out there, and I need to go take a look.”

A tired sedan came down the gravel road and tooted its horn as Iron Bull lifted a calloused hand before looking down at me. “What’s a Wyoming sheriff doing involved in all this?”

“I was asked to look into it by the tribal police over in LD.”

“Where?”

Just what I get for trying to appear hip and in-the-know. “Lame Deer.”

“Oh.” He tipped his stained, black cowboy hat back on his wide head. “So, I get dressed and go out to the kitchen where you can flip on the back-porch light and see the mailbox, and there’s nobody there. Well, not wanting to waste the trip, I pull the carton of ice cream out of the freezer and get a spoon and take a few bites before putting it back.” He stopped talking and stared at the shiny fender of the combine, studying the reflection of the low-angled sun in the dark paint.

“Mr. Iron Bull?”

He looked up at me, almost as if he’d forgotten I was there.

“Are you all right?”

He took off his sunglasses and held them in one hand, twirling them by the earpiece. “I didn’t tell this to them.”

“I don’t think the police care about the ice cream, honestly.”

“No, what I’m about to tell you, I didn’t tell them. Them being white men and all …”

I smiled. “I’m white.”

“Yeah, but you’ve seen things.” He cocked his head back and studied me. “I read about you, Mr. Sheriff Man. You see, us Iron Bulls are related to the White Buffaloes, and I read about you.”

I said nothing.

“When I was putting that carton back in the freezer that night, I saw some movement out of the corner of my eye. You know, something you’re not sure if you really saw or not?”

“I know exactly what you mean.”

“So, I grab my coat and hat and I go out there into this gale, looking for whoever might be out there. We get ’em sometimes, people whose cars break down out on the highway or just get loose, drunk, lookin’ for someplace to hole up till the weather passes.”

“Sure.”

He scrubbed a hand across his face. “You gonna drink that cup of coffee?”

“No.” Smiling again, I retrieved it from the post and walked over, handing it up to him.

He held it to his face, allowing the steam to soften his features, before taking a long sip.

“When I got out to the mailbox, the gate was hanging open and slapping against the fence. Now you can say the wind did it, but I think it was more than that.” He took another sip. “The snow was blowing sideways, those little flakes that look and feel like beads?”

“Yep.”

“Grabbing hold of the gate, I looked down, and there were prints, small ones—I mean smaller than mine, which could’ve been anyone.” He smiled. “I remember very clearly because the little seed-bead flakes were filling up the prints.”

“Boot prints?”

“No, you could see the treads—they were sneakers. You know, basketball shoes.”

“You’re sure of that?’

He gestured toward the folder under my arm. “It’s in that report. It was wet, but the snow was hard and trying to erase the prints, that’s what I remember thinking—this storm is trying to make this girl disappear.”

“You knew it was a girl. How?”

“I don’t know; maybe the size, but I think it was just a feeling.”

“But all of that is in the deposition.”

“I’m about to tell you the part that isn’t.” He sipped the coffee again and then threw a thumb over his shoulder toward the field. “Standing there in the wind and holdin’ on to the gate and my hat, I see something out there in the pasture. A shape, almost like something is there but not something, more like the lack of something, like the snow and wind won’t occupy the space that this, whatever it is, is taking up—you know what I mean?”

“I think so, yep.”

“So, I’m standing there looking into the space, and all of a sudden, it waves to me—waves for me to come over and follow it, wherever it’s going.” He stared at the fender again. “I ain’t scared of much, Mr. Sheriff Man, but I’ll be damned if I was going to follow that thing, whatever it was.”

“I can’t say that I blame you, considering the weather conditions.”

“The hell with the weather—I wouldn’t have followed that thing in broad daylight.”

“What did you do?”

“Went inside and went back to bed and didn’t sleep a damned wink.” He sipped his coffee again. “About
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