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    To my wife and children, whose love, patience, and belief in me give life to every page I write. You are the center of my world and my reason for being.
To my entire family spread across the globe. To my brother and sisters whose love, strength, and laughter have helped shape the man I have become.
But most of all, to my father, Achille.
You instilled in me a passion for the West long before I ever began to write about it. You made sure that my brother Luigi and I never missed a chance to step into that world. Whether it meant taking us into town for a movie or watching a flickering black-and-white television on a quiet Sunday afternoon.
Those were more than just movies. They were moments that I cherish to this day.
We watched many heroes ride across that screen, but one stood taller than the rest . . . John Wayne. He was our favorite then, and he remains so now.
This book is my humble attempt to honor those wonderful afternoons and to honor you, Papa.
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“Let the mirror be your judge,

the wind your guide, and

the horizon always beckon you.”



Fabio Tagliasacchi, 2023
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PROLOGUE
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Wyoming Sky

The morning light stretched over the Wind River Range, painting the peaks in shadows that bled into the valleys. 

Wyatt Carson leaned against the tailgate of his Jeep Rubicon, squinting into the sun and taking a slow, deliberate breath of the crisp mountain air. At thirty-eight, he was tall and broad shouldered, with the weathered face and hands of a man who spent more time wrestling the land and horses than worrying. The faint trace of stubble along his jaw added to his aura of a man that had better things to do.

Jessie Rayburn walked up to the side of the Gladiator. Her arms crossed, wearing a smirk on her face. She was twenty-three, with a master’s from Wharton, and not shy about letting Wyatt know when she thought he was being foolish.

“Are you sure about this?” Jessie asked, adjusting her cowboy hat and jumping up on the tailgate. “The roads into the Wind River Range aren’t exactly tourist friendly. The last time you went off chasing some damn artifact, we had to send five ranch hands and a goat to find you.”

Wyatt grinned at her, shaking his head. “Really, Jess. A goat? I think you’re exaggerating a bit.”

“Not by much.” She tilted her head, looking up at the mountain. “Is it true? Are you really going after the Spirit Tomahawk this time? You know as well as I do it’s only a myth. Not much more than a ghost story?”

Wyatt tightened a strap on the ATV he’d hooked to the bed of the Rubicon. “The Spirit Tomahawk isn’t just a myth, Jess. It’s Shoshone oral history. The mountain caves were sacred to the tribes.

“There is nothing out there. You of all people should know that. Besides, why would they leave behind something like the ‘Spirit Tomahawk’ when they were relocating north?” Jessie asked, shaking her head.

“Some say the medicine men hid the tomahawk there so that the mountain would remember the people before the tribes moved. There’s probably nothing to it like you say, but there’s always that one chance.” 

Jessie laughed. “I still don’t get you, Wyatt. The Carson ranch should be enough to keep any man happy, but not you . . . you want to go off chasing some damn prophecy you don’t even understand.”

“True that.” Wyatt muttered, tipping his hat back just enough to squint at her. “Tara used to say I was a man born in the wrong century.”

Jessie’s smirk widened. “That old woman smoked one too many mushrooms. People your age are supposed to be at brunch eating gluten-free pancakes or checking your stock portfolio, not crawling through filthy caves looking for some old tomahawk, Wyatt.”

Wyatt chuckled, his voice softening. “Maybe that’s why I do it . . . I don’t like pancakes. Besides, I’ve got you to look after all that other stuff. That’s why I hired you.”

“And it’s a damn good thing you did, Mister Wyatt Carson. If you knew what you were worth, it would scare you. By the way . . . covering for your ass while you go off exploring was not part of the job description. You should give me a serious raise.”

“Duly noted, Miss Rayburn.” He chuckled. “Don’t worry, I promise to make it back in one piece.” 

“Famous last words.” She muttered, pushing off the tailgate and striding over to hand him a packed satchel. 

“Food, water, a first-aid kit, extra batteries for your GoPro, and your journal. Not that I think you’ll find anything to write about, but just in case.”

Wyatt took the bag and winked at her. “Every good story deserves a hero. I like pretending it’s me, Jess.”

“Pretend all you want, Wyatt. Just don’t go doing something stupid like climbing into a grizzly cave.”

Wyatt grinned, shouldering the satchel and climbing into the Rubicon. “Jess?”

“Yeah?”

“If I do find anything really cool, I promise I’ll bring it back so you can post it on Instagram, okay?” He could still hear her laughter as the Jeep rumbled to life. 

Jessie smiled, looking up at him. “Godspeed, Wyatt. I hope you figure out if this legend has any real to it.”

The Rubicon rumbled forward, following the dirt road into the heart of the mountains. Behind him, the Carson ranch lay quiet, Jess waving goodbye with that familiar mixture of amusement and worry. Wyatt knew she was thinking the same thing Tara had once told him, that he was a man chasing dreams older than the mountains and destined to stumble into something he couldn’t avoid.

Wyatt felt the first real stirrings of adventure brush against his skin like a cold wind, and it made him smile.

* * *
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THE MAP AND THE LEGEND

The Jeep rattled across the high desert, tires kicking up a haze of ochre dust that clung to the undercarriage and made Wyatt cough as it seeped through the window. The Wind River peaks rose ahead like jagged teeth, the shadows between ridges disappearing as the sun climbed higher. 

He slowly turned the corner around a set of huge boulders as the general store came into view, a squat, wooden building with a wide front porch and a faded sign reading 

Sage Brush General Store 

Since 1874.

The building sagged slightly under the weight of years.

Wyatt climbed down from the Rubicon, brushing the dust from his jeans, and adjusted his hat. “Wyatt Carson!” A raspy voice called out from somewhere inside.

“Doc Murdock.” Wyatt replied with a grin, shoving the door open. “You look a hundred years older.”

An old man emerged from behind a counter cluttered with bottles, jars, and stacks of yellowed newspapers, squinting over the rims of his spectacles. His white hair stuck out at all angles like the bristles of a broom. He was short and wiry, with a crooked spine that made him look like he was always leaning forward. “And you look soft and fat, like you’ve been spending too much time with those city folk. What you doing up this way? Still chasing Indian legends?”

Wyatt chuckled. “Some things never change.”

Doc Murdock’s eyes twinkled. “Ah, but that’s what I love about you, boy. You never let the modern world blind you to the past.”

“I’m going after the ‘Spirit Tomahawk’ this time Doc.” Wyatt said, pulling a stool up to the counter. 

The old man laughed. “You think you’re clever. But those caves don’t give up their treasures easily, Wyatt.”

Wyatt leaned back, rubbing the back of his neck. “You still think it’s still out there, Doc?”

Doc Murdock reached under the counter and produced a tattered, folded piece of paper. He flattened it carefully on the counter, smoothing the creases with a trembling hand. The map was hand-drawn, with lines and symbols scrawled in ink that had faded to a brownish hue. 

Mountains were sketched with jagged triangles. Valleys were labeled with names like Eagle’s Perch and Whispering Creek. Somewhere in the upper corner, a rough X marked the location of a cave.

“This.” Doc said, tapping the map with a gnarled finger. “Is not wishful thinking, Wyatt. I’ve studied these ranges for longer than you’ve been alive. The Shoshone spoke of a Spirit Tomahawk, carved by the ancients. They hid it in caves. Some say it’s cursed. Some say it carries a spirit. I say . . . it’s real history that needs to be found.”

Wyatt studied the document. “I don’t understand . . . you’ve been keeping this map from me all these years?”

Doc shrugged. “Kept it hidden, yes. I thought you might need to grow up some before you tackle what’s ahead.”

Wyatt looked up. “Do you mean me being old enough to explore the caves, or are you talking about the legend?”

Doc chuckled dryly. “Both. You’ll find out soon enough. The mountains have a sense of humor and a way of reminding you that arrogance doesn’t pay.”

Wyatt tucked the map into his satchel. “I didn’t come here to be insulted, Doc. I came for the truth.”

“You’ll get the truth, just maybe not the one you expect. If you do find the tomahawk, it won’t be by accident. It’s because it wants to teach you something, Wyatt. Some treasures . . . they don’t belong to just anyone who walks in thinking they can take them home.”

Wyatt shrugged. “Sometimes I need to learn things more than once before they sink in.”

Doc Murdock laughed, the sound echoing off the shelves. “That’s why I waited to give you the map.”

Wyatt hoisted his satchel over his shoulder, glancing at the mountains once more. “Then I guess it’s time for me to see if the legend is real.”

A shadow passed over his Doc’s face. “It’s not just rocks you’ll be facing, Wyatt. Some legends fight back.”

Wyatt returned to his Jeep and turned his head, facing the trail to the Wind River Range. His satchel lay beside him on the passenger seat. His fingers brushed over the leather, imagining the X that marked the cave. The mountains stretched endlessly ahead, silent sentinels guarding secrets older than any living memory. Wyatt adjusted his Ariat cowboy hat against the bright Wyoming sun and shifted the Jeep into gear. The Rubicon happily answered.

* * *
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THE ENTRANCE

The wind was colder higher up the mountains, carrying the scent of pine resin and the faint tang of snow clinging to the northern slopes. Wyatt parked the Rubicon on a narrow ledge where the gravel gave way to a steep incline, the tires precariously balanced, and the engine still warm. He shouldered his satchel, tightened the straps on his hiking boots, and started the trek into the rugged terrain.

“Time to get serious.” He muttered to himself, adjusting his hat against the sun. He picked his way along a faint trail, stepping over gnarled roots and rock outcroppings, ducking under low-hanging pine branches. The valley spread behind him in endless ribbons of green and gold, a quiet reminder of the comfortable life he left far below. 

After nearly an hour, he rounded a limestone outcrop and froze. There, partially hidden behind the roots of a pine clinging to the cliff like a stubborn old mule, was a narrow fissure in the rock. It wasn’t more than two feet across. Barely wide enough to fit a man on his hands and knees. The shadows inside seemed impossibly dark, like the mouth of some ancient beast. Jess’s voice echoed in his mind. “Just don’t go climbing into a grizzly cave.” Wyatt grinned despite himself. “Too late now, girl.”

Wyatt knelt, brushing away the dirt and roots that clung to the stone. “Well, I’ll be damned.” He muttered, searching with his flashlight. “Looks more like a rabbit hole than a sacred cave, but it wouldn’t be the first rabbit hole I fell into.” He grinned at his own joke, even as the wind whistled through the crevice like a warning. Pulling his satchel tighter, Wyatt dropped to his hands and knees. The limestone was cold and rough against his palms. Roots scraped his arms like tiny claws. He crawled into the mouth of the cave, the sunlight behind him fading until there was nothing but shadows crawling next to him. His elbow bumped against something hard sticking up. Curious, he reached into the loose dirt and felt the shape of something hiding there. He dug around it, clearing the soil and pulling it free. It was a tomahawk, the wooden handle darkened with age but surprisingly smooth, with its heavy blade faintly gleaming. 

The handle was carved with crude yet deliberate patterns. Lines, feathers, and a symbol he couldn’t quite place. It felt heavy in his hands. “Now that was too easy.” He muttered, looking at the tomahawk. “So easy, I think you were left here to throw me off the scent. Nice try.”

He turned the tomahawk over in his hands, imagining the people who had forged it and the history it had witnessed. Wyatt leaned back against the limestone, staring into the black gap ahead. “All right, tomahawk.” He said aloud. “Let’s see where this rabbit hole really leads to.”

With that, he pulled out his GoPro to record the event and began the crab walk into the fissure. Hands gripping rock, knees scraping dirt, he pushed forward, the opening narrowing as the limestone walls pressed closer. Dust fell from the ceiling, the smell of wet stone and earth filling his nostrils. For a moment, he paused. “If anyone sees this video.” He muttered, half in jest. “Tell them I found the Spirit Tomahawk and looked marvelous doing it.”

* * *
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DEEPER AND DEEPER

Wyatt Carson lay flat on his stomach, the limestone pressing cold against his chest as he inched forward. The beam of his flashlight wavered over rough walls, catching mineral veins that glittered like frozen lightning. He propped the GoPro against a jagged rock, the lens trained on him as he spoke in his low, gravelly voice, half to the camera, half to himself.

“So far so good, Jess. I’m still alive, fifty feet underground, somewhere between a rabbit hole and your worst nightmare. Just me and my GoPro.”

The flashlight beam flickered. Wyatt swore under his breath, slapped its side, and continued crawling. The passage narrowed again. “Taking a break here.” He murmured to the GoPro while lying on his back. “You can feel the history breathing down here. Not polite history, mind you. History that kicks sand in your face and whispers secrets you’re not sure you want to know.”

The walls pressed tighter, and Wyatt had to tilt onto his side to squeeze through. His hands scraped against sharp mineral edges, leaving faint trails of blood. Suddenly, the narrow passage ended with a subtle change in the air. Wyatt pushed through the final bend. His flashlight swept across a large chamber. The light reflected off quartz veins, scattering in every direction. The walls shimmered, giving the space an otherworldly glow, like a cathedral built by centuries of geological patience rather than human hands.

Wyatt stood slowly, stretching aching muscles. “Holy hell.” He muttered, holding the GoPro at arm’s length as he stepped carefully, his boots crunching on uneven stone. “This is awesome . . . I might be the first human in a century to have the pleasure of visiting here.” 

Wyatt walked toward what looked like a narrow ledge along the side of the cavern. Far below, a mountain stream cut through the cavern floor, water moving fast over smooth stones, whispering as though it carried centuries of secrets. Shadows flickered like specters along the walls. As the quartz caught his light, sparkling like starlight in a dark sky. “Note to self.” He whispered to the camera. “This place is amazing, gorgeous, and possibly trying to kill me. If you’re wondering . . . yes, it’s totally worth it.”

* * *
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JUST A LITTLE FURTHER

He continued along the ledge, inching deeper into the cave. The beam of his flashlight caught a few more quartz veins, each reflecting light in a strange, almost magical way. He paused to let the GoPro capture it all.

Ahead, the ledge narrowed, the drop growing steeper. Wyatt crouched low, gripping the rock wall for balance. He took a deep breath, squinting along the beam of light sweeping across the cavern, the stream roaring faintly below. 

“Well.” He muttered, speaking to himself and the GoPro that dangled from his chest. “This is either going to be a shortcut to glory or another ride to the ER.”

The ledge sloped gently downward, teasing him with the promise of reaching the mountain stream. He tested his footing, shifting weight from one boot to the other. Dust skittered under his soles. “Okay.” He said aloud as the narrow ledge forced him to turn sideways, arms held out for balance. He paused, peering down at the stream. The water was rushing through the cavern like a runaway train.

“Just a little further.” He whispered. 

Wyatt shifted his focus to the break in the narrow ledge and to the next outcropping. He leaned forward, getting ready, then leaped toward the slightly larger ledge ahead. For a heart-stopping moment, everything seemed to hold. His boots landed solidly on the rock. “Victory!” He shouted.

Then the limestone beneath him groaned, a sound like a slow exhale of the earth itself. Dust and tiny pebbles skittered off the edge. Wyatt froze, his eyes wide. The ledge cracked along a jagged line, splitting under his weight.

“No. No. No.” He shouted, arms flailing as the rock gave way entirely. Gravity didn’t negotiate. Wyatt plummeted thirty feet, tumbling through darkness, hitting jagged rocks along the way. Pain erupted on his side, his shoulder, and then his head, each impact jolting his breath out of him.

He hit the cavern floor near the stream with a sickening thunk, landing in a garden of rocks and mud. Stars danced behind his eyelids as he groaned, trying to move. Blood trickled from a gash above his eyebrow, smearing down his cheek. “God dammit.” He muttered, his lips trembling with pain. He rolled over on his side, one hand reaching for the stream, then cupped his fingers and brought a handful of water to his lips. 

He recoiled, tasting his blood mingled with the stream. Then the darkness came, enveloping him like a heavy curtain, and Wyatt Carson . . . rancher, relic hunter, and part-time Indiana Jones impersonator slipped into unconsciousness.
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Chapter 1: Not Dead Yet
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1880 Wyoming

Wyatt Carson woke up to the sound of running water. For a bewildered moment, he thought he was dreaming, until the pain set in. His ribs ached like he’d been kicked by a bull, and the back of his head throbbed with more than the dull reminder of a bad decision. He groaned, rolling onto his side, then sat up slowly, looking around. The flashlight that had been clipped to his hip was gone. His GoPro was gone. His backpack, his cellphone, even his revolver . . . all gone. Only his pants and jean jacket, caked with mud, clung to him. Even his boots and hat looked scuffed to hell, as if they’d lived a second life while he was out cold. 

The tomahawk, oddly enough, was still tucked into his belt. Wyatt dragged himself toward the stream. The water was cold, soft sunlight from a gap in the cavern wall reflecting on its surface. He splashed his face, then cupped a handful to drink. There was no blood this time, just crisp mountain water that cut through the dryness in his throat. 

“Ain’t this a fine how-do-you-do?” He said aloud, his voice echoing on the cavern walls. “You fell 30 feet down a hole and didn’t die. Either you’re one lucky bastard, or this is purgatory for stupid cowboys.”

He stood slowly, stretching his sore limbs, and began walking, following the stream toward the small gap in the distance letting the sunlight in. Wyatt squinted at the faint opening ahead as the ceiling of the cavern sloped downward into a narrow tunnel that barely reflected the light. 

The shallow mountain stream deepened the further he walked. Soon, he had to wade knee-deep, with the current tugging forcefully at his legs. The tunnel grew slightly larger as the sound of a waterfall ahead caused Wyatt to grin despite himself. He stopped letting the stream rush past him towards the sound. Just ahead the stream dropped 6 feet into a deep pool and then disappeared into the cavern wall. 

“Guess it’s bath time, cowboy.” Wyatt chuckled to himself, then dove headfirst into the water. The cold hit him like a slap, shocking the air from his lungs. He swam into the darkness, kicking his legs, his bare hands scraping against the smooth stone walls to guide him. The water surged, pushing him faster until his lungs began screaming for oxygen. Then suddenly he burst out into the open air.

He surfaced with a gasp, blinking in the dazzling sunlight. The cavern mouth was behind him now, hidden in a rock face. Ahead stretched a lush green valley that looked like it had been painted by someone for the cover of a magazine. Cottonwoods lined the stream, their leaves flashing in the breeze. The air smelled of sage and wild grass.

“Well, I’ll be damned.” Wyatt blinked, seeing a herd of horses grazing by the water’s edge. Sleek, muscular animals with glossy coats. Beyond them stood a cluster of buffalo-hide teepees, smoke curling lazily from their tops.

Wyatt stood frozen, his brain stumbling over the sight, refusing to believe his own eyes. “This ain’t right. I must be on some kind of city slicker dude ranch.” He whispered to himself. “It’s either that or I hit my head a lot harder than I thought.”

He turned sharply, hearing a noise close by. A young Shoshone boy stood not ten yards away, bare-chested, with his hair braided with beads. The boy’s eyes were as wide as dinner plates, staring at the strange mud-soaked man who’d just crawled out of the mountain.

Wyatt raised both hands, trying to look harmless. “Hello, do you speak English? Don’t be scared. I’m not going to harm you. I’m just . . . uh . . . passing through.”

The boy blinked, then spun around and bolted toward the camp, shouting in Shoshone at the top of his lungs. 

Wyatt sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, that went about as smooth as a square dance with a grizzly.” He looked around, a bit more cautious now, taking in the Indian camp in the distance and the untouched wilderness stretching out in every direction.

A sideways grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “This sure as hell ain’t no dude ranch.” He stepped out of the river onto the dry land, the water dripping from his clothes. He hesitated for just a moment, then started walking toward the Indian camp, following the boy. Within moments, the air was filled with the shouts of men’s voices.

“Whatever this is . . . I doubt it’s covered under my American Express travel insurance.” Wyatt chuckled to himself, brushing the mud from his sleeve. 

And with that, Wyatt Carson, rancher from the twenty-first century, walked gingerly into 1880, under the same glorious Wyoming sky he so loved. 
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Chapter 2: You Speak Strange
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The valley smelled of sage and wood smoke as Wyatt walked towards the Indian camp, trying to figure out how to introduce himself to a group of Shoshone who most likely would see him as a fool or a ghost.

Behind him, the cave mouth hid in the cliffside . . . like it was waiting to see how much trouble he could get himself into.

“Slow down, take it easy, and don’t forget to smile, cowboy.” Wyatt muttered to himself as he got closer. 

The boy who’d spotted him earlier had long since vanished into the camp. He could make out figures moving between the teepees now. Fires being tended to and what appeared to be young children running about playing. 

Wyatt froze at the unmistakable thunder of hooves coming closer. Over a low rise came half a dozen riders. Bare-chested men with dark braids and painted faces. 

One man rode in front on a black-and-white pinto. He was tall and striking, his chest crossed with beads, with an eagle feather woven into his hair.

Wyatt’s stomach tightened as the riders started circling him. 

Dust rose up from the horse’s hooves, hitting the ground. Coming closer, the man with the feather, clearly the one in charge, spoke to the others in what Wyatt assumed was Shoshone, although he didn’t understand a word of it.

Wyatt raised his hands slowly. “I didn’t mean to start a fuss just showing up like this.” He added, taking off his hat and wiping his brow. “I’m a bit lost.”

The warriors didn’t stop circling him. One nudged his horse closer, pointing his spear at Wyatt’s chest.

“Easy, buddy.” Wyatt said, forcing a grin. “You poke me with that thing, and one of us is going to regret it.”

The man with the eagle feather dismounted in one graceful motion, landing lightly on his feet in the grass. He was younger than Wyatt expected, maybe twenty, maybe less. But he carried himself like someone used to being obeyed. His eyes swept Wyatt from head to toe, lingering on his denim jacket and the tomahawk tucked into his belt. He said something to the others, and they murmured, nodding. Wyatt blinked, running his hand over the sleeve. “I’m guessing this jacket must look strange to you. This isn’t leather or anything like that.”

The man tilted his head, clearly understanding. He tapped Wyatt’s jacket with the butt of his spear, frowning at the stitching and rivets. Then he tugged on the sleeve experimentally. “Leather.” The man said slowly, in heavily accented but deliberate English.

“You speak English.” Wyatt answered in surprise. “This here is a Levi’s jacket. It’s old, but it’s my favorite.”

The man frowned, unimpressed. “You speak strange.”

“Yeah.” Wyatt said with a lopsided grin. “I get that a lot.”

The warriors exchanged murmured words in Shoshone. One of them pointed at Wyatt’s boots. The man with the feather crouched, tapped the leather with his spear tip, and then leaned closer to inspect the stitching.

Wyatt sighed. “Machine-made.” He blurted out, then realized how ridiculous that sounded. “I mean . . . well, you could say these are magic boots.”

The man straightened up and stepped closer, close enough Wyatt could feel his breath on his face. “You lie easy.”

“I wish I were lying, friend. I really do.”

The man gestured a command silently with his hands. Two warriors dismounted, and before Wyatt could protest, they grabbed him by the arms, binding his wrists with rawhide.

“Hey now. That’s not really necessary.” Wyatt blurted out, trying not to sound too panicked. 

One of the men reached into Wyatt’s jacket pocket and pulled out a crushed granola bar. The man sniffed it, then dropped it like it might bite him. The man with the feather turned to him again. “You come. The chief will speak.”

Wyatt raised an eyebrow. “Thanks for the invitation.”

The leader mounted his horse and motioned for the others. Wyatt stumbled forward, trying to keep pace on foot. Two warriors nudged their horses and began following him, pulling Wyatt along by a rope tied to his hands while the others trailed behind, keeping a close eye on him.

“Hey.” Wyatt called out, coughing from the dust. “You got a name, or should I just call you ugly?”

The warrior shot him a look. “Eagle Feather.”

Wyatt grinned. “Nice to meet you, Eagle Feather.”

Eagle Feather grunted and turned away, ignoring him.

They entered the camp under a chorus of curious stares. Young men ran out carrying bows. Women watched from behind the flap on teepees, while children peeked out from behind their mothers. Wyatt tried to smile, but the sight of arrows pointed loosely in his direction didn’t make it easy.

At the center of the camp stood a large teepee, smoke curling lazily from its top. An older man sat before it, cross-legged, wrapped in a bison robe. His face was lined deeply, eyes steady and unreadable. His gray braids hung to his chest, gold beads shimmering faintly in the sunlight.

Eagle Feather dismounted, speaking quickly in Shoshone. The older man listened without expression, then looked up at Wyatt. Surprisingly, he spoke in English, his voice clear and deliberate. “You come from the mountain?”

Wyatt nodded cautiously. “More or less.”

The old man’s eyes narrowed. “The mountain is sacred. No white man comes from there.”

“My name is Wyatt Carson.” He interrupted. “Trust me, I didn’t plan to, but the mountain had other ideas.”

That earned a faint flicker of a smile from the chief.

Eagle Feather snorted and folded his arms. “He lies, Father. His words make no sense, and he carries the tomahawk from the mountain.”

The chief, ‘Running Moon,’ as Wyatt would later learn, rose slowly to his feet, his gaze never leaving Wyatt. “Perhaps the spirits sent you. We must learn the reason why.”

Wyatt blinked. “No offense, but if they did, could you ask them to send me back? Because I’m pretty sure my friends are waiting for me back home.”

Running Moon tilted his head to the side with a curious smile. “You speak with the tongue of a fool.”

Wyatt sighed. “I’ve heard that before as well.”

The chief gestured to the warriors. “Untie him. Feed him. The spirits do not send a man without a reason.”

Eagle Feather frowned. “Father, he is white.”

Running Moon’s gaze sharpened. “Spirits do not judge a man by the color of his skin, even if they are white.”

Wyatt held out his hands. “I am not your enemy.”

Running Moon regarded him for a long moment, then nodded. “We will see, Wyatt of the Mountain.”

Wyatt blinked. “Nobody’s ever called me that before.”

Eagle Feather’s expression was still unconvinced and showed it. He pulled his knife and cut the rawhide, tying Wyatt’s hands. “Come.”

Shoshone women appeared from out of nowhere, some bringing food, some just wanting to see the stranger as Eagle Feather led him toward the campfire to dry off. 

Wyatt smiled his best cowboy smile at the women, particularly at the younger ones who curiously reached out to touch his clothes and face. 

Eagle Feather pointed his spear to a spot near the fire. “Sit.” 

Feeling relieved that at least for the moment he was alive and reasonably well, Wyatt did as ordered, but he couldn’t help but glance back at the mountain in bewilderment.
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Chapter 3: Medicine Woman
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The cold breath of morning caused fog to drift through the valley, the kind of fog that blurred the line between dream and reality. Wyatt stood outside his small teepee, hands on his hips, feeling like a man trespassing in someone else’s life. 

Smoke curled lazily from the various fires of the Shoshone camp as the distant laughter of children mixed with the rhythmic sounds of the camp stirring to life. 

He still couldn’t quite believe it. The tribe, the painted ponies, the lack of anything resembling the modern world. Either he’d gone completely insane, or somehow, someway, impossibly, he had walked into another time.

Wyatt was replacing his bootlaces with thin strips of rawhide when Eagle Feather approached with two others. “Come with me.” Eagle Feather said, motioning for him to follow.

They crossed the camp until they reached a low structure of willow poles and buffalo hides painted with strange spiral symbols. Eagle Feather pushed aside the flap and motioned for Wyatt to enter. “Our medicine woman waits for you, white man. Try not to anger her.”

“Who, me?” Wyatt grinned, bending over to enter. 

Inside, the air smelled of sage and something sweeter. A woman sat cross-legged before a small fire. She seemed neither young nor old. Her hair was pitch black, streaked with silver beads woven in with delicate leather cords.

Her dark eyes studied Wyatt as he entered with the scrutiny of someone who had seen both miracles and madness and learned to tell them apart. “You are the one who fell from the mountain?” She asked in perfect English.

Wyatt tipped his hat. “It did look that way, but the truth is, I fell inside the mountain and then swam out.

That earned him a flicker of amusement. She turned to face him, the firelight glinting in her eyes. “You talk like a coyote. But you are lost. I can smell it on you.”

Wyatt let out a short laugh. “Funny you should say that. I’ve been told I’ve got a gift for getting lost.”

A ghost of a smile touched her lips. “You joke to hide your fear. That is good, for fear feeds bad spirits.”

The woman motioned to a spot near the fire with an open hand. Wyatt sat down awkwardly, crossing his legs Indian style. “You speak English very well. Is it your magic?”

The woman chuckled. “Long ago, traders came. They spoke among themselves, believing my people could not understand, but I listened.” She tilted her head. “You are not a trader. You are not a soldier. You wear clothes made with thread so fine only a spirit could weave it.”

She reached toward him and brushed a finger along the sleeve of his denim jacket. “This is not from this earth.”

“I can assure you it is. Levi Strauss makes them. He is only a man, not a spirit, but he does fine work.”

Her eyes flashed. “I am Nokoni. You may call me that.”

He repeated the name to himself. “They call me Wyatt Carson. I did not come to make trouble, Nokoni.”

“That may be, but trouble does not always need a maker, Wyatt of the Carson tribe. It just appears.” She stirred a pot of boiling herbs, taking care to breathe the vapor. “Eagle Feather says the boy saw you come from the mountain stream. The water flowing over you as if it were alive. No man walks out of the Spirit Mountain.”

Wyatt hesitated, the memory of the cave’s quartz glow and that fall still raw in his mind. “I got lucky.”

“There is no luck.” Nokoni simply stated. “Only paths chosen by the great spirit.” She leaned forward, sniffing at him. “You do not have the scent of the people. The spirits whisper you are a walker between worlds.”

Wyatt frowned. “I don’t know about between worlds, but I did come from a different time. I just can’t explain it.”

“You will learn the why.” Nokoni nodded her head.

The rustle of the flap made Wyatt turn. A young woman entered, carrying a bowl of fresh berries. Her presence was quiet, yet it filled the small lodge like sunlight sneaking through cracks. Her eyes were gray. Rare, storm-colored gray that swirled, and her hair fell in a cascade of jet-black waves decorated with turquoise beads that caught the firelight. Nokoni said something in Shoshone, and the girl smiled shyly, lowering her gaze before setting the bowl near Wyatt.

“My daughter.” Nokoni said. “She is called Windsong.”

“Windsong.” Wyatt repeated. “That’s mighty pretty.”

The girl tilted her head, confused. He gestured toward his chest. “Wyatt.” Then pointed at her. “Windsong.”

She grinned, repeating his name carefully. “Wyatt.”

Nokoni watched half in amusement. “My daughter is curious. Best to be gentle with her curiosity.”

“Don’t worry, Windsong is safe with me. Like I said, I didn’t come here to make trouble.” Wyatt answered.

Nokoni handed him a small clay cup filled with a bitter-smelling tea. “Drink. For your wounds.”

Wyatt sniffed it, making a face. “Smells like burnt dirt.”

“As it should . . . it is earth medicine.” She replied.

Wyatt sighed and drank. It burned going down, but the warmth spread through him almost immediately.

* * *
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IN THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED, Wyatt was given a small teepee of his own. One used for travelers or visiting scouts from friendly bands. It stood on the edge of the camp near the stream, close enough to be part of the village but far enough to be separate. His modern clothes made him an object of endless fascination to the children, who were not shy about poking at his jacket and pants and then running away. 

Nokoni often visited him, sometimes bringing her herb tea, sometimes questions. She wanted to understand his world, though she spoke more than she listened. Wyatt, in turn, tried to explain the world he left behind. Airplanes that crossed the sky and great buildings as tall as the mountains, but the words sounded ridiculous even to him in this place.

One evening, as he sat alone outside his teepee, stirring his small fire with a stick and watching the embers dance. Windsong approached shyly, carrying two bowls of stew.

“Eat.” She said in Shoshoni, offering one to him.

“Thanks. It smells better than your mom’s tea.”

Windsong frowned, not understanding, but giggled when Wyatt mimed gagging. “Bad medicine.” 

They began meeting often after that. Her laughter came easy, and even though they barely understood each other, the silences between them always felt comfortable.

One night, while they sat by the stream, she picked up his hand and turned it over, tracing the lines on his palm with her delicate fingers. “Walker.” She whispered.

Wyatt looked at her. “You believe that too?”

She nodded. “Mother say . . . you come for reason.”

He stared into the water, watching the reflection of the stars ripple and break. “I sure hope she’s right.” He said quietly. “Because I’m sure as hell out of answers.”

Windsong didn’t fully understand his words, but she saw the sadness in his eyes. She rested her hand on his arm. 

The days quickly passed into weeks. The tribe didn’t quite trust him, but they didn’t fear him anymore either. Wyatt worked where he could. Mending rope, helping round up ponies, and sharing silly adventures with the children who followed him like ducklings. At night, by the communal fire, he told stories in cobbled together Shoshone and mimed the rest, earning more laughter than comprehension.

During the afternoons, Windsong would often sit nearby, tracing shapes in the dirt with a stick. Their attempts to talk became the tribe’s favorite entertainment.

She’d point to the sky. “Tavoa.” 

“Sky.” Wyatt would answer, then repeat her word clumsily, “Tah-vo-ah.”

She’d laugh and correct him with exaggerated patience. “No, Tavoa.” Sometimes they would trade words like gifts. River, horse, friend . . . until they both ended up laughing.

One evening, Nokoni joined him by the fire. “You learn our ways quickly, Wyatt of the Carson tribe.” 

“I’ve had worse teachers.” Wyatt said, nodding toward Windsong. “Your daughter is very patient with me.”

“Patience is the first lesson any traveler between worlds must learn.” Nokoni’s gaze drifted toward the mountain peaks glowing under the moon.

“Perhaps the mountain spirits did not send you here to take. Perhaps they sent you to remember.”

“Remember what?” Wyatt asked, somewhat confused.

Nokoni smiled. “What your people forgot.”

The fire crackled between them, sending a shower of sparks up into the Wyoming sky. Wyatt looked at Nokoni, then at Windsong’s curious eyes reflecting the flames. 

He didn’t know how or why he had been transported to this unspoiled past. But somewhere, deep down, Wyatt knew this was no illusion and there was no going back.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: Smoke and Silver
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It didn’t take long for Wyatt to learn that time in the Shoshone village drifted, like smoke. The days bled into one another, and before he knew it, this century that had felt so foreign to him began to feel like home.

The camp stirred to life each morning before the sun climbed over the ridges. Children ran to fetch water from the river, women sang to the rhythm of their chores, and the smell of roasting meat or drying hides mixed with the scent of sweetgrass blown by the wind. 

Wyatt had become somewhat of a fixture among the tribe, though still something of a curiosity. A lanky, sunburned rancher with an easy smile and a mysterious past.

He’d traded his torn jeans for deerskin leggings that Windsong had made for him, though he kept the denim jacket in his teepee as a reminder of the life he left behind.

Most afternoons found him sitting by the stream with Windsong. The two of them had developed a kind of language built on gestures, mutilated words, and laughter.

Windsong would point to a hawk circling overhead. “o'a da.” She’d say, using her hands to demonstrate.

“Hawk.” Wyatt would reply. “In English we say Hawk.”

“Hawk.” She’d repeat, the corners of her pale gray eyes crinkling. “Wyatt words . . . hard like thunder.”

“When you talk, the words sometimes sound like children singing.” Wyat grinned.

More often than not, they would simply laugh, even though they didn’t understand each other’s jokes.

The weeks quickly turned to months, and Wyatt’s presence no longer felt out of place. He did what he could to contribute and even taught the children how to make toy horses from twigs and twine. In return, he learned their Shoshone ways . . . how to follow invisible animal tracks on the hard earth, how to smell rain before it came, and how to skin an elk without hurting the precious hide.

Not all the lessons were pleasant. The Shoshone had rituals for everything, including birth and death. Wyatt witnessed them all . . . the first time he saw a warrior cut his arm to honor the dead, Wyatt almost tried to stop him. Nokoni only shook her head gently. “Life is blood.” She said, trying to teach him. “And blood is promise. You cannot survive in this valley without both, Wyatt of the Carson tribe.”

Wyatt nodded his understanding. The woman had a way of speaking that made even his modern cynicism feel small.

One afternoon, a young warrior returned with a splintered bow. Wyatt squatted beside him, examining the damage.

“It’s split clean through.” He murmured. “Guess y’all don’t have Gorilla Glue in this century.”

“Gor eee lla?” The hunter repeated, confused.

“Never mind.”

Wyatt took the broken bow to his small teepee and went to work using heat from the fire and a round stone to shape a replacement stave. With sap from a tree and a bit of steam created with a pot, a hide, and a lot of trial and error, he bent a new, more powerful laminated bow into shape.

On the morning of the next hunt, he presented it without a lot of fanfare. Standing with the older men, the young warrior pulled the string and shot an arrow. Surprised by its strength, his eyes grew wide. “You make spirit bow.”

“Nah, just a little cowboy engineering.” Wyatt grinned.

But word spread quickly, and before long Chief Running Moon came to inspect this so-called ‘spirit bow.’ He tested it himself and nodded approvingly. To honor Wyatt, later that night he gave him a Shoshone name in front of the tribe. Tatsiki-Han, which Nokoni translated as ‘Smoke and Silver.’

“Why that? Why Smoke and Silver?” Wyatt asked Nokoni, puzzled by his new nickname.

“Because . . . you make water and fire smoke and catch the sun like silver lightning.”

“I’ve been called worse.” Wyatt laughed.

Not everyone was thrilled at Wyatt being honored or amused. Eagle Feather watched from a distance. His eyes blazed with anger, seeing Windsong spend so much time with Wyatt and enjoying his company. It really wasn’t hard to understand the why for anyone but Wyatt, who obviously didn’t know Eagle Feather’s interest in Windsong was far more than casual until it hit him in the head.

The next evening, Nokoni found Wyatt mending a leather strap and sat beside him. “Eagle Feather wants you to join the hunt. To see what kind of man you are.”

Wyatt looked up. “A test?”

She nodded, tilting her head with a mischievous grin on her face. “He does not like how Windsong looks at you.”

Wyatt froze mid-stitch. “That’s ridiculous . . . your daughter is half my age.”

“That is true. She is much younger, but Windsong has her own mind, and she does find you interesting.”

“Interesting . . . like in a husband?” Wyatt asked.

“Maybe.” Nokoni chuckled. “Or maybe like a three-legged dog that wandered into camp. It is hard to tell what is in a young girl’s mind.”

“That’s awkward.” Wyatt said, shaking his head. 

“Eagle Feather is not a stupid man.” Nokoni continued. “He is a good leader, a great warrior, but his pride walks too close to his heart. Be careful, Wyatt Carson. What begins as a joke may end as blood.”

“How about I just tell him I have no interest in Windsong as a woman?” Wyatt asked. 

“Talk is like the wind and easily changes. Would you believe such words from a rival?” Nokoni asked.

Wyatt gave a slow nod. “I’ll keep my head down.”

Nokoni gave him a look, half amusement, half warning. “Do not take lightly the heart of a young girl, and do not make promises you cannot keep to my daughter.”

Wyatt swallowed hard. “I wasn’t planning on it.”

* * *
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THE NEXT DAWN, THE hunting party set out. Half a dozen warriors and one very uncertain cowboy. Wyatt hadn’t ridden bareback since he was twelve, and the wiry pony beneath him seemed determined to test his balance. “Nice horse.” He said dryly as it bucked and sidestepped. 

Eagle Feather smirked. “You fall. You walk back.”

“Thanks for the advice . . . but if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather ride than walk.” 

Despite the rocky start, Wyatt found his rhythm. By midday, he was more than keeping pace, guiding the horse with his knees as if he’d done it all his life. When Wyatt was the first to spot a bull elk and chase it down, the warriors cheered, and even Eagle Feather gave him a curt nod of respect.

Later, back in camp, laughter broke out when Wyatt tried his hand with a bow and arrow. “Maybe bow too strong for Smoke and Silver.” Eagle Feather said jokingly.

“That could be it.” Wyatt replied, laughing aloud. “Or maybe this one is allergic to me.”

By evening, his arms were sore and his pride dented, but the men seemed to respect his grit and determination more so than the results. That night, Chief Running Moon invited him to take part in a sweat lodge ceremony.

“You must go, Wyatt Carason. It is an honor to be invited.” Nokoni explained. “It will purify the spirit and show you belong among the people.”

“Sounds lovely.” Wyatt said cautiously.

* * *
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THE SWEAT LODGE WAS dark, the world outside sealed away behind layers of animal hide enclosing the teepee. Wyatt hesitantly crawled through the narrow flap.

Inside, it was already unreasonably hot. Not the steady warmth of a fire on a cold night . . . this was something else altogether. It wrapped around him like a second skin. 

The warriors gathered in a tight circle around the small pit dug into the earth. Wyatt could see their silhouettes moving faintly in the dim light, ghostly shapes more than faces.

Chief Running Moon was the last to enter and took his place among the warriors, signaling to the others he was ready. Eagle Feather stood to begin the ceremony and called for the stones. Super-heated and glowing red, river rocks were brought in and placed in the shallow depression. He said a prayer Wyatt struggled to understand and tossed a handful of sage, juniper, and sweetgrass onto the rocks during each pause in the prayer, instantly vaporizing the herbs and filling the lodge with momentary sparks. 

His movements were calm and deliberate, as though nothing in this suffocating heat troubled him. He lifted the ladle, carved from bone, and dipped it into the wooden bowl.

Running Moon’s voice came softly from the darkness. “The warriors know this is your first time, Wyatt. You must be strong for the spirits to see you.”

Wyatt swallowed, trying not to show the unease tightening in his chest. “I was hoping to hide behind someone.” 

A low chuckle moved through the lodge.

Running Moon did not laugh. “You were invited to honor your journey. You must open your mind and your soul. If the great Spirit wishes, it will listen to you.”

Wyatt shifted slightly where he sat, already feeling the sweat soaking through his shirt, his breath growing shorter.

Eagle Feather raised the ladle. The first pour hit the stones with a violent hiss. Steam exploded upward, filling the lodge in a heartbeat. It hit Wyatt like a physical wave. Hot, wet, and suffocating. The air replaced by something that burned. 

Instinctively Wyatt sucked in a breath . . . bad idea.

The steam tore into his lungs, causing Wyatt to gasp as the warriors began a low, rhythmic chanting.

Their voices blending together in a steady pulse that seemed to rise from the ground itself. Wyatt could feel it more than hear it, a vibration that settled into his bones.

Eagle Feather poured again.

Another hiss.

More steam.

The darkness deepened as the glow from the stones vanished temporarily behind the rising steam. Wyatt blinked, but it made no difference. There was nothing to see.

Only the weight of heated air pressing in on him from every side. His breath came faster now . . . too fast. Sweat poured off him, stinging his eyes and soaking his clothes. His mind raced, trying to find air he could breathe . . . there wasn’t any.

His vision blurred.

The chanting grew louder or maybe closer. He couldn’t tell.

Wyatt lowered himself, one hand bracing against the packed earth as he stretched out, pressing his face as near to the ground as he could. The air there was cooler, if only marginally so, but enough to keep him from passing out. 

“Don’t lie down.” Eagle Feather said sharply.

“I ain’t proud.” Wyatt rasped. “I’m good right here.”

Another pour . . . another violent burst of steam.

The heat slammed into Wyatt again, harder this time, as though testing his manhood.

Somewhere in the darkness, Running Moon’s voice rose above the chanting. “It is time, Wyatt. You must speak to the spirits. They can hear you now.”

Wyatt pushed himself upright, his arms trembling. “I think . . . ” He gasped, sucking in what little air he could find. “I think I’ll die before they hear me!”

“Speak your truth.” Running Moon commanded.

“Tell them.” Wyatt croaked, his voice breaking. “Tell them I’m real sorry for whatever I did!”

For a heartbeat, there was silence.

Then . . . laughter.

Low at first, then rising, rolling through the men seated around him. Even Eagle Feather laughed.

Wyatt blinked through the sweat, half-dazed. The heat lingered, but its grip loosened just enough to let his breath return in ragged pulls.

Eagle Feather spoke the final prayer in his own tongue. 

The ceremony was done. The flap opened and cool night air rushed in like salvation.

Wyatt didn’t wait for the others . . . he crawled through the opening and out into the darkness beyond. He stumbled forward two steps, then collapsed onto the grass, chest heaving, the cool earth pressing against his face.

He sucked in lungful after lungful of night air, each one feeling like life being poured back into him.

Above him, the stars spun slowly into place.

Footsteps approached.

Nokoni stepped into his field of vision, crouching beside him. She handed him a small bowl filled with cool water.

Wyatt grabbed it with both hands and drank most of it. The rest he poured over his face with a groan.

Nokoni smiled faintly. “Congratulations.”

Wyatt lay there, staring up at the sky. “For what?” 

Nokoni tilted her head. “You did not die.”
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Chapter 5: Riders
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Wyatt awoke to sunlight slipping through the lodge flap, pale and soft, painting the packed earth in shades of gold. For a moment it seemed this day would be like any other in the village. The kind of morning that made a man be at peace and forget his troubles. Then a sense of unease crept in, settling in the back of thoughts like a masked stranger. Not fear exactly . . . something else. 

Wyatt sat up slowly. The camp sounded normal. Too normal considering the way Wyatt was feeling. Outside, children chased one another along the riverbank. Their laughter filled the air. One boy splashed another, shrieking when the cold water soaked his leggings. A girl’s voice rose in mock outrage, followed by a chorus of giggles. 

Wyatt stepped outside. The wind whistled through the trees, brushing the tall grass, setting it swaying in waves. It should have been calming. Instead, the sound crawled along his spine like a warning spoken just too softly to understand.

Everything seemed normal. Women moved between the lodges, shaking out blankets, and tending to the young. Smoke from the cooking fires curled lazily upward, carrying the scent of herbs and boiling roots. 

Wyatt scanned the camp, searching for something, anything, to explain this feeling of dread. Everything was fine . . . nothing looked wrong or out of place.

And yet . . .

A horse stamped and snorted, rolling its eyes as if it scented a storm. An older man moved to soothe him, murmuring low words, but the
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