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When reason fails, the devil helps!

—Fyodor Dostoyevsky

People speak sometimes about the bestial cruelty of man, but that is terribly unjust and offensive to beasts, no animal could ever be so cruel as a man, so artfully, so artistically cruel.

—Fyodor Dostoyevsky
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An institution in the Johnson family was to always give books on Christmas Eve, which I’m to understand is a long-held tradition in Iceland—Jolabokaflod, or the Christmas flood of books. My parents were both voracious readers and I came to it naturally, although my precociousness might’ve been something of a trial to them—like when I threw a copy of The Grapes of Wrath onto our kitchen table and, with all the world-weariness that a thirteen-year-old can muster, informed my mother that she needed to read this book.

I still remember her looking at me and saying, “Honey, I’ve lived through two world wars and a stock market crash, and don’t need to read depressing things.”

Evidently, I was still at it a couple of years later when my father dropped a copy of Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov on me for Christmas Eve, all one thousand and fifty-six pages of it. I read it that evening, I read it all that night and the next morning, and the next two days when I finally finished it.

I still remember sitting in his den and him asking me, “What do you think?”

“I think it’s one of the most epic theological dramas I’ve ever read, dealing with free will, morality, spirituality, societal justice, humanity, authority, power, and patricide.”

The last part being a dig at him.

Filling up his pipe, he lit it and took a few puffs. “Do you think you understood it?”

“Mostly, but I also think it’s one of the worst murder mysteries ever written.”

“How so?”

“If you don’t know who killed the old man, Fyodor Pavlovich Karamazov, by book eight you’re an idiot.”

Taking the pipe from his mouth, he considered me. “Did you know that the novel was the first of three, and that Dostoyevsky died four months after finishing it, so he never got the chance to write the other two?”

“No.”

Taking the book from me, he leafed through the pages. “Do you remember the courtroom scene in chapter twelve?”

“Yep.”

“Do you remember the title?”

“No.”

He held it out to me. “The Court Makes a Mistake.” “Do you think that Dostoyevsky was trying to tell the reader something, like the character you think did it really didn’t do it?”

I took the book from him, staring at the chapter. “Then who did?”

He raised his hands. “We’ll never know, will we?”

This conversation has haunted me my whole literary life, so when I heard recently that an eminent Dostoyevsky scholar had undertaken a stab at trying to figure out who really had murdered the patriarch, I knew I had to read it.

Once I had, I knew I had to use it in a Walt Longmire novel. Restricting myself to the basic plot to avoid writing my own thousand-page novel, I knew it had all the makings of a traditional, red-blooded mystery novel, hence The Brothers McKay.

It takes a village to publish a book, and The Brothers McKay is no different. First and foremost is my little Gail “Grushenka” Hochman and her righthand woman, Marianne “Katerina” Merola. Over on the other side of the Volga would be head boatman Brian “Pavlovich” Tart and the newly appointed Camille “Alexandrovna” LeBlanc. Next would be the carriage drivers Sara “Ivanovna” DeLozier and Magdalena “Svetlova” Deniz. Posting bills on the St. Basil’s Cathedral walls would be Michael “Igor” Brown and Chantal “Verhovtseva” Canales. And where would I be without the dynamic duo of Eric “Fyodorovich” Wechter and Francesca “Agrafena” Drago?

But most of all, thank you to Judy “Lisichka” Johnson, my own little fox.


1

It wasn’t so much of a surprise that Pepper McKay was dead as much as it was an amazement to everyone in the county that it had taken so long for him to die, or for somebody to kill him.

My undersheriff, Victoria Moretti, held one of the new two-way radios she’d ordered for the department in an attempt to sell me on the things. “Eight hundred megahertz, which is what the highway patrol, fire departments, and rescue squads are using. It’s got the extended battery system so it’ll last longer than those pieces of single-band crap we’ve been using from back when Marconi patched ’em together.”

The patriarch of the extended McKay family was not a complicated man but had led a somewhat complex life with business interests that spanned the globe, including but not restricted to the O-Kay Ranch at the mouth of Crazy Woman Canyon in Absaroka County, Wyoming. The original name of the ranch had been the O-Slash-Y outfit and had belonged to the Harris family, who were the first non-Natives born in the county when the territory had become a state.

“It’s got an extended tac button, dual speakers, and can have an RSM, not that you’ll ever be wearing a microphone on your lapel, you dinosaur.”

The O-Slash-Y had been a working cattle ranch during my youth, but as times had changed in the sixties, it had transmogrified into a guest, or dude, ranch where well-heeled left and right coasters had flocked to experience the authentic ranch lifestyle. That was how Pepper McKay had been introduced to the O-Slash-Y, or more important, to the heir of its family fortune, Miss BeeBee Harris. Pepper had been married twice before, once annulled and once divorced with a child, whereas BeeBee, to say the most, had not.

“It’s got Bluetooth and GPS.”

I looked at her. “Did you just say that newfangled radio has blue teeth?”

She stared at me as we sat there in the long line of vehicles, waiting for the WYDOT crew and construction workers to give us our turn at heading south on the Old Highway 87 that ran alongside the interstate, partially closed because of a grass fire. “Something like that.” She fiddled with the device some more. “See these two knobs here on top?”

“Yep.”

“You twist the one on the right to turn it on.”

“That’s all I need to know?”

“We’re going to start slow on your training.” She slumped back in her seat, staring at the long line of cars ahead of us. “So, this Pepper McKay basically screwed BeeBee to get the ranch?”

“Well, I don’t think that was the official policy …”

“So, he’s not from here?”

“No.”

“Children?”

“Three sons, and maybe a half.”

“A half?”

“I’ll get to that.” I inched my truck forward. “The eldest is David at about forty. He’s probably the most like the old man and is from the previous wife. Both Pepper and David are or were given to carousing, gambling, and drinking as a career. David did a stint in the army and even got corralled by the CIA from what I’m to understand, but got the boot when his indiscretions caught up with him. I think he was working as a security consultant down in Texas, but I’m not sure.”

Victoria Moretti placed the new radio on the seat between us, rolled the window down, and leaned her head out to check on our progress. “You can smell the smoke.” Pulling her head back in, she added, “And the other two?”

“BeeBee’s two sons, Ian in his late thirties and Alan in his early thirties. Ian’s an interesting young man, a journalist who works for the High Plains Bulletin.”

“The newspaper blog thing?”

“I guess. Ruby prints out articles she thinks might interest me, and Cady quotes from it sometimes.”

“And Alan?”

“He’s a monk.”

“Excuse me.” She stared at me with her tarnished gold eyes. “Did you just say a monk?”

“I did, the Saint Benedict’s Monastery here in Wyoming.”

“Get out of here.”

I smiled. “Over near Meeteetse; it’s a beautiful place and they’re building a Gothic cathedral.”

“In Meeteetse, Wyoming?”

The cars in the opposite lane passed, and as the pilot car circled around in front of us, we started moving forward and I joined the pack. “You might want to close that window unless you want the smell of burned grass and sagebrush filling up the truck.”

“It would be better than the smell of Dog.” She did as I said, leaning back and scratching the beast’s head just to make sure he understood there were no odiferous bad feelings. “A monastery, honestly?”

“Started at the turn of the century, the most recent one, through the Cheyenne diocese. They grow and grind their own coffee and even have a cattle herd.”

“That’s weird.”

I shrugged. “Why? It’s an atmosphere of natural solitude, a wild and remote environment of geological enclosure that’s separated from the world, providing a secluded life of contemplation and prayer.”

“Is that from the brochure?” She laughed. “You sound like a convert.”

“I thought about it.”

She looked at me. “The hell you say?”

“Yep, after Martha died, I went over and met with the Elder bishop, Elder Zebrowski, and we discussed it.”

We watched out the window as the big bulldozers and graders pushed some of the still smoldering brush into a pile. “But speaking as a lapsed Catholic, you’re not.”

“Not what?”

“Catholic.”

“Yep, that came up. That, and the fact that the bishop thought that I might’ve seen and done a little too much to be satisfied by a simple life of contemplative prayer.”

“I have a hard time seeing you as a monk with the whole hermit, poverty, and chastity thing … Especially the chastity part.”

“Thanks.”

“So what is Alan doing out here in the real world?”

“The same elder within the monastery, Father Zebrowski, decided he needed a little sabbatical seasoning in the world and couldn’t think of a more seasoned group than Alan’s own family.”

Driving around the waiting vehicles, I drew alongside, recognizing the commander of the National Interagency Fire Center. “Wow, this must be one heck of a grass fire for them to send down the head muckety-muck.”

The blond-haired man with a beard and green hard hat covered in stickers ambled over and leaned his elbows on the door of my truck. “Just waiting to get through, the same as you.”

I gestured toward Vic. “J. R. Rose, meet my second-in-command, Victoria Moretti.”

Rose reached across me and shook hands with my undersheriff before glancing down between us. “Is that one of those new APXs?”

I interrupted. “Where are you headed?”

He looked over the top of my truck toward the mountain. “You’ve got a red flag up there.”

“First I’ve heard of it.”

“Started last night with a lightning strike: two of ’em. We’ve got a bunch of smoke jumpers, fire engine crews, fire managers, and aerial observers coming in, but right now we’re locating the exact position of the two fires, measuring the rate of spread, assessing their futures, and ranking them against the other forty-seven fires we’ve got going in the district.”

“Busy time of year.”

“You can say that again.”

“Why didn’t anybody call me?”

Leaning back at arm’s length, he peered again over the roof of my truck. “We were waiting to see what the terrain looked like, both sites are near Highway 16, but it gets kind of rugged in there.”

“Did you say you had smoke jumpers?”

“On standby over in Greybull, but they aren’t too keen on jumping into forested areas where there are a lot of cliffs.”

“I can understand that.” Putting the truck back into gear, I gave him a salute. “Keep me informed, Commander.”

He saluted back. “Will do.”

Moving back onto the road, I headed south, taking a right at Crazy Woman Canyon Road.

“And?”

“And what?”

“The half son?”

“Oh, that. Well, a lot of it is rumor but, according to Henry, the young man who’s the head wrangler at the ranch, Manx Henenoka, is Pepper’s illegitimate son, the product of a tryst with a Shoshone cook who used to work there before she died. Pepper never took responsibility for the kid, and he grew up half wild, except for the guidance of the ranch foreman, Gary Lyman, and his wife, Lynn, who basically raised him to be one of the best trackers in the state.”

“What do you think?”

Driving on the gravel road that meandered beside the North Fork of Crazy Woman Creek, I pointed past the corrals toward the mouth of the canyon that led into the Bighorn Mountains and the elaborate structure perched on the right. “There it is, the historic O-Kay Lodge.”

“Wow.”

It was impressive. A log structure that had been built at the turn of the century, the previous one, it had a lone tower offset by a great hall and porches and balconies aplenty. I don’t think there was a log in the thing that was any less than thirty inches in circumference, and the river-rock work was so abundant that I was surprised there were any left in Crazy Woman Creek.

“The Harris family were some of the first whites in the county and established a logging concern that eventually provided lumber for everyone along the front range of the Rocky Mountains. Then they expanded into mineral rights and became even richer, moving the majority of their operations into Idaho, but they always kept this place as their original home. I knew the granddaughter, BeeBee, who was the one who transformed it into a resort, or dude ranch; I think mostly for tax purposes.”

“Then got swept off her feet by Pepper?”

We wound our way up the mountain road, popping a few elk from the brush and watching them disappear into the surrounding forest. Turning a corner, we stopped before crossing an ancient log bridge and found a Wyoming Highway Patrol unit.

We parked and got out and headed over to where two men stood near the banks of Crazy Woman Creek. “And now Pepper McKay’s dead?” Vic asked.

“So they say, but I’m sure there will be more than a few folks who’ll want to stick a needle into him to make sure.” I looked down the bank where a body was covered with a plastic tarp.

A young HP, whom I didn’t know, was standing to the side talking with Gary Lyman, who was openly weeping. “I honestly didn’t know what to do, I mean, the body was going to wash away and I just couldn’t let that happen.”

The patrolman turned to look at me. “They moved the body.”

I placed a hand on the older man’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Gary, just tell me what happened?”

Taking out a bandanna, he wiped his face and then blew his broad nose loudly before speaking. “He was fishing. Lynn made him sandwiches and a lunch early this morning before breakfast, but in the afternoon, I was getting a little worried and couldn’t see him at any of his favorite holes, and thought I should go check on him.” He gestured toward the stream. “I went up but didn’t see any tracks, so I came down this way. He sometimes liked to sit on the bridge and eat his lunch …” The emotion began overtaking him again and he swallowed. “I looked down and there he was, floating face down.”

“What’d you do?”

“I wasn’t thinking, I just dragged him on the bank, where he is now, and called you.”

I patted his shoulder again. “Why don’t you go to the house and call 911 requesting a medical transport of the body to Durant Memorial. Can you do that for me?”

“Sure, sure … I just can’t believe he’s dead.”

I watched the older man start up the road to a four-by-four before asking the HP with an extended goatee, “How’d you get here, Troop?”

The young man shrugged. “I was working the fire down below and heard the radio call and figured you’d get slowed down and thought I’d lend a hand.” He stuck his out. “Shane Wilson, I took Wes Roger’s post.”

We shook. “Good to meet you, Officer Wilson. I’m Walt Longmire.”

“I figured, just make it Shane.”

Vic breezed past us and began descending the bank toward the body. “That officer that so cavalierly walked past is my undersheriff, Victoria Moretti.”

He called after her. “Pleased to meet you.”

We both looked down at the body as Vic knelt and uncovered it, peeling back a lid to expose one of Pepper’s trademark jade-colored eyes. “He’s dead.”

“Well, if he’s not he’s doing a hell of an impression.” I turned back to the HP. “Anything suspicious?”

“He’d been drinking.”

“Did you know Pepper McKay?”

“Some.”

“Well, in the forty years I’ve known him, he’s always been drinking.” We started down the embankment to the shelf that led to the concrete abutment of the bridge. “How could you tell?”

“The smell, but then I saw a flattened flask in his vest pocket.”

“Anything else?”

“There was a Hardy 5-weight rod broke in half, maybe that’s what killed him. I know if I broke one it would kill me.”

Vic rolled the body on its side and examined the back of the head with a more than passing interest. “TBI, if I was making a guess.”

The young officer glanced at me.

“Traumatic brain injury.” I studied the discolored portion at the base of the man’s skull. “Diffused?”

She laid him back on the ground. “Yep.”

“A rock?”

“Most likely or maybe a tree branch. Hell, I don’t know, maybe a trout jumped up and smacked him in the back of the head.” She resumed studying the man. “Handsome booger, wasn’t he?”

“Yep, or so the ladies tell me.”

“Pepper McKay, he cut a pretty wide swath around these parts,” said the patrolman. “I had to get him out of a little jam down near Powder Junction about a week ago.”

“What was that?”

“Oh, there was a young woman he took a shine to and was helping her with a flat tire when Boris Agirra happened by.”

“The one that owns Powder River Auto Repair?”

“Yeah, she had called him, but then Pepper got there and they got into it.”

“Boris have his son, Charlie, with him?”

“The sick one, yeah—as far as I know he never goes anywhere without him. How do you know about little Charlie?”

“There was a leukemia fundraiser for him … How is he doing?”

“Okay, from what I hear. Not great, but okay,” said the patrolman. “Pepper had a gun out when I pulled up, and it’s probably a good thing he did because I’m pretty sure that if I hadn’t stumbled upon them, that old Basquo would’ve stuffed him into a culvert.”

Vic lifted the edge of the dead man’s vest. “He’s got a Sig 9 millimeter on him now.”

I nodded. “I think he went armed pretty much everywhere.” I gazed over at the HP. “How old was the girl he was making the moves on?”

“Eighteen.”

I studied the body. “Yep, that’s Pepper’s MO all right.”

“Multiple abrasions and contusions, but those could’ve been received postmortem.” Vic pulled on his shoulder again. “He’s heavy.”

“Meaning?”

“His lungs are full of water.”

“He drowned?”

“Possibly he was still breathing when he went in or rolled over in the water. Diffuse injuries to the brain are tricky and sometimes lead to coma or a vegetative state.”

Gary Lyman reappeared at the bridge with a young man at his side, who I recognized as Manx Henenoka. “He dead?”

I stood, looking at the twentysomething in hiking boots, jeans, a flannel shirt, battered cowboy hat, mirrored sunglasses, and at what seemed to be a holstered S&W M&P .45 caliber. “It would appear.”

He took a sip from the battered Kum & Go travel mug he was holding. “Hmm.”

“You don’t seem too torn up about it.”

“I’m not.” He took a few steps, sliding down to join us. “He was loaded this morning, and I reminded him that he’d dunked himself yesterday.” He looked at the stream, tossing his dark hair back from his print-model face and taking off the glasses to reveal startling green eyes. “Even with the minimal water flow, there’s a lot of moss, and he never watched where he was going.”

“Any idea where it might’ve happened?”

He gazed upstream again. “That way, somewhere … Bodies don’t generally swim upstream.”

“Have a lot of experience with bodies?”

“A little.”

“Maybe you could show me a few of his favorite spots?”

He stared at me. “I’m kind of busy.”

“So am I.”

Without another word, he turned and began working his way along the bank.

Glancing back at Vic, I started after the young man. “You two stay here and wait for the transport; I’ll be back in a bit.”

Following Manx, I watched as he rounded a corner in the babbling brook and then stopped, pointing a finger toward the other side of the stream where a large patch of moss had been scraped away.

I caught up with him and studied the spot. “Might’ve been where the body rubbed against it before continuing on down to the bridge.”

He took a sip from the travel mug. “I’m just pointing out anything unusual.”

“I appreciate that, but there’s nothing disturbed adjacent to that spot, and if he fell, he would’ve had to have gotten over there.”

“He was wearing waders.”

“Yep, but do you see anything disturbed under the water surface?”

He said nothing and shrugged, continuing on.

We’d worked our way another fifty yards when we came to a grassy area that led down from the massive lodge, where a couple of Adirondack chairs sat on either side of a rustic table with several empty bottles and beer cans lying about.

Catching me noticing, Manx called back. “Breakfast.”

Continuing to shadow, I caught up with him as we traced our way along the bank. “Any idea why he drank so much?”

The young man shrugged. “Because he was a prick?”

I had to smile. “You two didn’t get along very well, did you?”

After a moment, he stopped, staring into the fast-moving water. “Does it show?”

“A bit.” I stood there for a moment, letting him have a little time. “How long have you worked here, Manx?”

“My whole life.”

“How old were you when Maya Noota died?”

“You remember my mother?”

“I do.”

“I don’t.” He let out a deep sigh. “In answer to your question, I was four.”

“You didn’t have any other family?”

“She came from an extended family, but they were religious, and their religion didn’t extend to forgiving their daughter for being raped by him.”

“Pepper.”

“She was seventeen and he was forty-four.” He turned to face me. “If it wasn’t for Gary and Lynn, I probably would’ve been raised by wolves, which wouldn’t have been that much different from being raised by Pepper.”

“David, Ian, and Alan seem to be all right.”

“You think?”

“Well, I can’t say I know them very well.”

He didn’t say anything.

I joined him, looking across the banks toward a road that connected to a barn and corrals and finally the main road that led into Crazy Woman Canyon, the water spilling from the glaciers above, on its way to the Powder River. “I guess they’ll be coming in, after all this.”

“They’re already here.”

I turned to look at him. “All three?”

“Yeah, they had some kind of big family meeting last night. Ian was the latest, drove in from Denver yesterday. David came in from Idaho and he’s been here a week, and Alan came in a few days ago.”

“Do they know?”

“About what?”

“About their father being dead?”

“I don’t know, I haven’t told them.”

He headed up the bank as I stood there, a little surprised when he stopped again, raising a finger to indicate a large rock at the center of the stream. Moving closer, I could see where the moss was scoured off the downstream side and where a number of the smaller rocks surrounding it had been disturbed.

Manx knelt to look at the area. “Yeah, he could’ve fallen here and hit the back of his head on the same rock.” He looked downstream. “If he was unconscious, he could’ve rolled over down in that big tub at the bend and drowned.”

“You heard Vic talking?”

“I did.” He stood. “There’s only one problem.”

“What’s that?”

“There’s two sets of boot prints in there.”

My second-in-command gave me a sideways squint. “You think somebody actually killed him?”

“I don’t know, but we’re going to have to get the Division of Criminal Investigation’s mobile crime lab here and find out.”

“Woody Woodson and the Mystery Mobile?”

I thought about the DCI director’s propensity toward anything to do with fish. “Well, the crime involves fly-fishing, so it’ll probably pique his interest.”

“So, we’re doing the notification of kin, I presume?” We watched as they loaded Pepper McKay’s waterlogged body in the van. “That and the first series of interviews when the brothers get back.”

“No, I figured we’d go ahead and interview Manx, Gary, and Lynn.”

I watched as a smile crept upon Vic’s lips. “Where are the brothers?”

“According to Gary, David is visiting a lady friend in Sheridan and Ian and Alan are at the library in Durant.”

“So, we’re just waiting around for them until they show up?”

“For now.” As the van drove away her smile broadened. “Do you mind if I ask why you’re smiling?”

“Do you suppose there’s a study, where we can interview the suspects?”

“They’re not really suspects.”

“The hell they’re not. We’ve got a dead guy and two sets of prints.” She moved over to the bridge railing, turned, and leaned back, tipping her head to catch a few rays. “I’ve always wanted to have an investigation that was one of those murder mysteries dealing with an eccentric family, a Gothic background …”

I glanced up at the lodge. “I’m not sure I would call the place Gothic.”

“Sure it is, logs and stone, and I bet there’s a study. Can we interview the suspects in the study?”

“Colonel Mustard in the library with the wrench?” I took out my pocket watch and checked the time. “Well, let’s go see if we can find one, huh?”

“Colonel Mustard or the wrench?”

Slipping my watch back in the pocket of my jeans, I headed for the main house. “Anthony E. Pratt.”

Catching up with me, she shook her head. “Who is Anthony E. Pratt?”

“The guy who invented the game.”

“This is when you tell me the history of the board game Clue.”

“Nope.”

She seemed genuinely disappointed. “Why not?”

I stopped, turning to look at her. “The game’s original name was Murder! and then Cluedo.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“A combination of words, clue and the Latin ludo, for I play.” As we continued along the slope and around the bend toward the house, I held forth. “Pratt and his wife are the ones that came up with the idea while hiding in his house during the air raids of World War II. They thought a board game based on all those parlor murder games might be entertaining and applied for a patent in 1944. A company called Waddingtons bought it, and so did Parker Brothers in the US, which shortened the name to Clue.”

“So, the original was British?”

“Imagine that?” I kept walking as she caught me. “There was a rage there for cozies and other types of murder mysteries, mostly based on the popularity of Agatha Christie’s novels and plays.”

“We had the board game when I was growing up back in Philadelphia, but then I remember playing it again on a lark while I was at the academy, and I think it was slightly different?”

“It’s essentially unchanged, but it’s gone through a lot of versions with characters, rooms, and weapons being added.” We stopped at the path that led to the lodge. “But the original was six characters, six weapons, and nine rooms, enabling three hundred and twenty-four permutations.”

Vic studied the massive lodge. “I’m betting this place has more than nine rooms.”

“It does, but the debut game was said to be based on the Tudor Close Hotel in Sussex.”

She barked a laugh.

“What?”

Shaking her head, she moved on. “The shit in your head …”

I followed her up the walk and onto the expansive porch with more twig, willow, and Adirondack furniture, where a handsome older woman sat, with a newspaper folded on her lap, sipping what looked to be tea. “Lynn, I’m sorry to interrupt your downtime.”

She turned to look at us with a sad but beatific smile. “Hello, Walt.”

I pulled out a seat for Vic and myself. “How have you been?”

“Better.” She sighed, sniffing the air. “Seems like the world is on fire, and now this.”

“Do you mind if we ask you a few questions?”

She sat her cup in the saucer on the craft table. “I would imagine you have to.”

“This is my undersheriff, Victoria Moretti.” They shook hands and I explained. “It’s just preliminary interviews to establish a timeline on Pepper’s death.”

She cringed at the word. “So, he is dead?”

“Yep, I don’t think there’s any question about that.” I sat back in the chair, listening to it squeal in protest. “When was the first time you saw Pepper this morning?”

She sat still for a moment, generally something most people don’t do when they’re being spoken to by law enforcement, unless they want a lawyer. “He had told me he wanted a lunch for his fishing this morning and I know how picky he can be about it, so rather than make it last night, I just got up at around five. I heard him stumbling around in the mudroom in the back, where we keep the private fishing gear, and brought his lunch to him. He was talking to himself.”

“You’re sure he was alone?”

“Well, he talks to himself all the time.”

“You mentioned stumbling around?”

She grew silent again, but then finally spoke. “He’d been drinking.”

Vic shook her head. “At five in the morning?”

“I think he was drunk from last night and I can’t be sure that he’d slept at all; he certainly didn’t look it.”

“Was that the last time you saw him?”

She turned back toward me. “Yes.”

“Did you see anybody else this morning?”

“My husband, Gary, and then Manx.”

“And when was that?”

“About a half hour later in the kitchen, I fixed breakfast for both of them.”

“So, five-thirty?”

“I think so.”

“When they left where did they go?”

She studied me, quiet again. “Walt, surely you don’t think … ?”

“I’m just trying to get an accountability for everyone, for their protection as well as everyone else’s.”

She studied me for a bit longer. “Gary went to our office and then Manx went out the back.”

“Toward Crazy Woman Creek?”

She sighed. “Yes.”

I leaned forward in my chair, speaking quietly. “Have Pepper and Manx been having any difficulties lately?”

“Lately?” She laughed and then covered her mouth with a hand as if to capture the sound. “You mean beyond the last twenty-two years?”

“Manx didn’t seem very torn up about Pepper’s passing.”

“Do you honestly think anybody in the county will be?”

I glanced at Vic, silent for a moment before asking the next question. “Lynn, would you mind if I ask what your and Gary’s relationship was like with the man?”

“Pepper?”

“Yep.”

“He pays us, and we worked for him.”

“You originally worked for the Harris family, didn’t you?”

For the first time she genuinely smiled. “Are you asking me that question, Walt Longmire?”

I smiled back, just glad to have something the two of us could smile about. “I seem to remember a New Year’s Eve party a number of years ago …”

“That’s the only time I ever remember seeing you drunk.”

I could feel the color rushing into my face. “I’ve been told that I was pretty inebriated that particular night.”

Lynn smiled at Vic. “He tried to wrestle Bart, the taxidermy grizzly bear in the study.”

My undersheriff guffawed. “Tell me more.”

“Then he wrestled with the suit of armor in the main hall, claiming it was … let me see if I’ve got this right … Sir Simon?”

Peeking through my fingers, I gave out with a half-hearted explanation. “The Canterville Ghost, from a novella by Oscar Wilde.”

Vic shook her head in newfound admiration. “Wrestling both a bear and a ghost in one night; that must’ve been one hell of a drunk.”

Lynn laid a hand on my undersheriff’s arm. “Martha had to drive him home.”

Attempting to change the subject, I asked again. “This working relationship with Pepper …”

The smile faded but she was quick to answer. “We disliked him in the extreme.”

The smile on Vic’s lips lingered. “But not enough to kill him, I’m assuming?”

“There have been moments.” Lynn’s voice wavered a bit before continuing. “I’m just trying to be honest here. You can’t live with someone like that for as long as we have and not want to kill them.”

“Then why did you stay?”

The older woman looked at her. “Oh, young woman, you don’t understand how life can be when you find yourself in a rut, a rut that becomes your life. Gary and I were so happy here when the Harris family owned the place, and we’ve always held to the thought that we’d be happy again.” She cleared her throat. “It’s not as bad as I’m making it sound. He’s not been here all that often, but when he was, it’s just been a living hell.”

“In what way?”

“The carousing, drinking, and financial situation has always been precarious to say the least, but lately it’s been worse, and he’s threatened to sell the place every time he’s here.”

“How’s the business been?”

“Wonderful, hasn’t ever been better. We had a profile piece in The Wall Street Journal and the Los Angeles Times two years ago and the people have just flocked here. We’ve got a waiting list that’s over five pages long.”

Vic looked around. “But you’re closed now?”

“I’m sorry, I keep forgetting that you’re not from here.” The hand on the arm, again. The dude ranch season generally runs from Memorial Day through Labor Day, especially in places as remote and with the altitude of this one.”

“What happens in the offseason?”

“Not a great deal, we’re in the process of winding down now, shipping the horses south to winter pasture and keeping at the general maintenance, which is quite a job in itself for a place this large.”

“Don’t you run a sizable herd of cattle too?”

Turning to me, she nodded her head. “We do, always have. Pepper hated the cattle business, but with the irrigated pastureland we have, it was either lease it out or use it. Besides, it gave Manx something to do year-round.”

“Hard work.”

“You’d know, wouldn’t you?”

I waved her off. “Oh, I’ve kind of let my grandfather’s place go to seed.”

“I heard you were fixing it up.”

Amazing how quickly word got around in open spaces. I eased back in my chair. “Slow going on a municipal salary, but I guess the guilt finally got to me.”

“Us too.” She gazed around at the idyllic surroundings. “No one seems to appreciate the place as much as Gary and me, so I guess we’ve always felt obliged.”

“How about the sons?”

“David loves the place, but it’s awfully remote, and it’s kind of the same situation with Ian working down in Denver, and then there’s Alan …”

“What about Alan?”

She started to speak, stopped, and then began again. “He’s not really of this world.”

Vic smiled. “Sounds like a monk.”

“It’s more than that, he’s always been like that—the peacemaker.”

“Is there a lot of trouble between the brothers?”

“No, but a great deal between them and their father.”

“Were any of the McKay brothers here last night?”

“All of them.”

“And were any of their whereabouts accounted for this morning?”

“If you’re asking if any of them were awake at that hour, the answer is only one. Alan always rises early when he visits, and he has a schedule of prayer and meditation on the back deck, beginning at six when the weather allows.”

“Then what?”

“He usually has breakfast with me after the men have gone their way.”

“Just the two of you?”

She shrugged. “He’s the baby and has always been a favorite.”

“What about the other two?”

“Ian was up by seven and had coffee with us before the two of them left for Durant and the library.”

Vic interrupted. “Why the library?”

“Ian needed to do some research for an article he’s writing for the High Plains Bulletin, and he seemed to think that what he was looking for wouldn’t be in the library here or on the internet.”

“And when did they leave?”

“Around nine o’clock. I think Ian wanted to be there when they opened.”

“What about David?”

“I don’t think Master David has seen the close side of revelry since he was discharged from the army three years ago. I’m not sure when he roused himself, but he usually wanders down and fixes himself something—that is, if he’s alone.”

“Meaning?”

“David is very popular with the local female gentry.”

“Was there anyone else here?”

“Not that I’m aware of, but one never knows.”

I broke eye contact with her and looked out at the gentle slope leading out and into the Powder River Country. “Lynn, I seem to recall that Manx has had a few run-ins with my deputy down in Powder Junction, Double-Tough?”

“He’s high-spirited, Walt. There have been a few instances, but I don’t think anything of any consequence.”

“I hate to disagree with you, but I think there might’ve been an aggravated assault charge and criminal battery, two of them that I know of offhand.”

“There was an instance at the rodeo in Powder Junction, but you know how these things are, Walt. Somebody says something about an Indian, somebody says something back and things escalate pretty quick, and then once the dust settles, it’s always the Indian who ends up in trouble.”

“That doesn’t particularly sound like Double-Tough.”

“Well, I’d imagine that the damage had already been done by the time he arrived.” She hugged herself and shuddered. “You should’ve seen him when they let him out and he got home. It’s a wonder to me that he survived a beating like that at all.”

“And you don’t think an instance such as that was of any consequence?”

She lifted her teacup, taking a sip and avoiding my eye. “I’ve felt as though they’re my boys, Walt, all of them. Ever since they were children, I’ve been the only mother they’ve ever had. Maybe not so much with David since he was a little older when we got him, but Gary has taken him under his wing and he’s a fine young man. They’re all fine young men, and none of them a murderer.”

“Lynn, I’m not sure if I’ve been clear but so far—there hasn’t been a murder. Whenever someone like Pepper dies there are going to be a lot of questions, and we just want to make sure we’ve got the answers.” I stood and walked toward the porch railing to our right, looking out at the moving water of Crazy Woman Creek that had taken Pepper McKay’s life. “I’m going to need to speak with all of those quasi sons of yours, but I think I can still catch Alan and Ian at the library. Would you make sure that when David returns he knows that I need to speak with him?”

She stood as Vic joined me. “I will.”

“And at the risk of sounding overly dramatic, I’ll need you, Gary, and Manx to not leave the ranch here.”

“Surely you’re joking.”

“I’m afraid not. Until I get a preliminary autopsy from DCI on the condition of Pepper’s body, I’ll still need to treat this as a potential homicide.”

“Good Lord.”

“It’s just standard procedure. Everything was simple until we found that second set of prints where the incident might’ve happened, but now we’ll have to look into it. Needless to say, we don’t want anybody going near that area or any other area that Pepper might’ve been in until the DCI investigators have a look around.”

She walked toward me. “Manx has the horses all loaded in the trailer and is supposed to leave today for Patagonia, Arizona.”

“That can’t happen.”

“I don’t know what we can do to keep that from happening.”

“You better, because if you leave it to me, I’ll be sending out an APB with the Wyoming Highway Patrol for his arrest on sight, and I guarantee he’ll never make it out of the state.”

She cocked her head in surprise. “You wouldn’t do that.”

“Yes, ma’am, I will.”

She stood there for a moment more and then went over and collected her teacup, saucer, and newspaper, starting for the door but then stopping to look back at me. “You know, I can’t help but think that more than just a little of this is personal, Walt.”

We watched as she continued inside, the slapping of one of the screen doors a final punctuation to her statement.

Vic took a few steps after her and then looked at me. “Wow, way to finesse her.” She leaned to one side, peeking through the screen. “Now I’m never going to get to see the study or the grizzly bear you wrestled.”

I stepped off the porch and headed toward my truck back at the bridge, making it to the walkway before she caught up.

“So?”

“So what?”

“C’mon.” She stopped there on the walkway as I kept going. “Walt!”

I turned to look at her. “What?”

“What’s all this about the situation with Pepper being personal?”

Stuffing my hands in the pockets of my jeans, I stood there huffing a sigh and thinking about a New Year’s Eve many, many years ago. “It might have something to do with him trying to rape my wife.”
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“Pepper McKay raped your wife?”

“He tried.” I inched forward with the rest of traffic, waiting to get past the remains of the fire and finally reaching down to move my seat belt far enough aside to pull out my pocket watch. “Shouldn’t this work crew be finishing by now?”

“Tried?”

I studied the long line of cars ahead of us and then the mountains, smelling the smoke and gauging how much light there was left in the day. “I didn’t find out about it until much later, and Martha made me swear that I wouldn’t do anything.”

“So, is this a confession?”

I stared at the blackened vegetation by the road.

“C’mon, that was funny.”

Re-pocketing my watch, I inched ahead some more. “There was a friend of ours who advised her not to tell me because I’d likely kill him.”

“Sound advice. Who was that?”

“Lucian.”

“Wait, the voice of discretion, ex-Absaroka County Sheriff Lucian “Shoot ‘em All and Let God Sort ’em Out” Connally?”

“Hard to believe, huh?” I let out a deep sigh, hoping that the cask-strength, double-distilled vintage anger wouldn’t overtake me. “Like any ambush predator, Pepper picked his time carefully, or maybe it was just an unlucky coincidence.”

“Was this before or after wrestling the bear?”

I had to smile, in that it actually was funny. “I wasn’t conscious, but they tell me it took four of them to carry me out to my truck. I guess Martha needed to go to the bathroom and Pepper told her about some redecorating they’d done on the second floor and that she could use the bathroom there and give him her opinion on the decor.”

“Come up and see my etchings?”

“Something like that.” The pilot car circled in front of us and we started off and around the resurfacing. As we pulled out, I could see the young HP, Shane Wilson, sitting in his unit talking to the flag woman.

I pulled to the side and called him over to my window with a wave. “Hey, what’s the word on the two fires up the mountain?”

He squinted in that direction. “There’s a fire on Sisters Hill, and the spotters say they’re seeing smoke down the draw from Poison Creek. I guess it started after that lightning storm the other night.”

“That’s what J. R. Rose said … anything I need to worry about?”

“I don’t think so, supposedly they’ve got it under control, but you know what they say—where there’s smoke …”

“There’s smoke. Well, I hope they’re right.” Rolling the window back up, I smiled at him. “Be careful out there.”

“Roger that.”

Pulling away, I flicked my fingers at him, and he waved back. “In answer to your question, I guess Lucian was the first one to notice that Pepper and Martha were taking an awfully long time and climbed the stairs to check on her.”

“And?”

“He found them in a bedroom adjacent to the master bathroom.” As the pilot car drove back in the other direction, I headed north. “Lucian never has come forward with the details, but Martha’s dress was torn at the shoulder and Pepper had a bloody nose.”

“Good for him.”

“Her.”

She shrugged. “Even better.”

“I guess Lucian ushered her out and had her stay at the top of the stairs while he went and got her coat, but when he got back, she and Pepper were having a continuation of the argument on the landing. Lucian helped Martha get her coat on and then brought her downstairs, walking her out to the truck and helping her in before driving us home.”

“And?”

“I woke up in the bed of my truck the next morning, about to freeze to death. I saw Lucian’s unit parked there in front of the rented house we had and stumbled in to find him and her drinking coffee and talking quietly at the kitchen table—they stopped when I came in and sat down.”

“They didn’t tell you?”

“Not for twelve years.”

“How did you find out?”

Driving past the new high school, I headed for the new library and considered how much my little part of the world was changing, or maybe it was the lack of change in me. “Martha finally told me, and only under the condition that I do nothing.”

“Did you?”

Driving down Main, I took a left and passed our offices in the old Carnegie building behind the courthouse and then took a right past the bank and into the parking lot of the library, slipping in beside a Dodge three-quarter ton with the O-Kay brand painted on the doors. “Did I what?”

“Do nothing?”

I cut the motor and climbed out. “Define nothing.”

The new library was a thing to behold, with rows and rows of books, a special collection room where I’d donated the original county jail logbook, a children’s section, an event room, and a front desk that would’ve looked more at home in a Hyatt Regency hotel.

Walking through the sliding glass doors with Vic in hot pursuit, I cut off the would-be conversation by waving at the library director, Lindsay Belliveau. “Hey, Lin, have you got any McKays in the place?”

She smiled. “Two of them in the special collections room right now. You want me to go in and flush ’em out?”

I leaned against the counter as she smiled at my second-in-command. “Hi, Vic.”

“Hi, Lin.”

“Anybody else in there with them?”

She turned back to me. “No, why?”

“I just think the conversation I’m about to have with them might be better if it was somewhat private.”

“Close the door and flip the sign and I’ll tell everyone it’s not available at the moment.”

I waved again and walked toward the inner sanctum, passing the counter and moving toward the glass door to the right. Allowing Vic to go first, I nodded at the two young men at one of the library tables surrounded by stacks of books.

Vic moved to one side as I closed the door behind me and flipped the sign that read PRIVATE. “Ian, Alan, how are you?”

The one in the corduroy jacket and wavy hair stood, smiling and extending a hand, the green eyes on high-bright behind thick glasses. “Walt Longmire, how the hell are you?”

“I’m good.” I gestured toward Vic, still standing by the door. “This is my undersheriff, Victoria Moretti.”

They both smiled.

“How goes the revolution, Ian?”

We shook. “Better if you were on our side.”

“But I am.”

He continued to smile. “Maybe it’s our fault then.”

I glanced down at the other young man with the same green eyes, and the shaved head of the novice—I couldn’t remember what the hairstyle was called—and the robed cassock as he stood and took my hand with less vigor but the same amount of conviviality. “Alan, how are you?”

“Doing very well, Sheriff. How’s your daughter, Cady?”

I’d forgotten that the two of them knew each other rather than just gone to school together—Cady would’ve been older. “She’s fine, she’s back here in Wyoming.”

“Really?”

“Yep, living in Cheyenne at the present.”

Ian, not one to miss much, studied the closed door. “Something up?”

I gave Vic a quick look and then pulled out a chair. “Fellows, you might want to sit down.”

They did as I asked and glanced at each other and then back at me as I took off my hat and sat it on one of the stacks of books. “I’ve got some bad news …”

“Dad’s dead.”

I looked at Alan. “Um, yes, he is. Do you mind telling me how you knew that?”

“I spoke with him this morning and he was just acting kind of strange, and I was thinking that maybe I should stay with him.”

“You spoke with your father this morning?”

“Yes, briefly, out on the deck, where I do my morning meditation and prayers.”

“He seemed strange, how?”

“Just sad. You know, depressed, but I didn’t think he was suicidal.”

I stared at him. “Suicidal?”

“Is that what it was, did he commit suicide?”

I leaned forward in my chair. “He drowned, as near as we can tell. There’s a traumatic blow to the back of the head and we’re thinking he might’ve slipped and hit his head on a rock, knocked himself unconscious, and then drowned.”

I turned to Ian. “Did you see your father this morning?”

“No, I didn’t but I saw him late last night.”

“And what kind of condition was he in?”

“Drunk.”

“Did he seem depressed?”

“No, but then he was always less likely to confide in me the way he does with the father confessor here.”

Alan shook his head. “You’re sure he’s dead?”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re the second person to ask that.”

“Who was the first?”

“Gary Lyman.”

“Are he and Lynn all right?”

“Upset, but I think so.”

“What about Manx?”

I touched the brim of my hat, watching it spin on the point of the crown like a carousel. “He doesn’t appear to be very upset at all.”

Alan’s lips curled into a sad smile. “Don’t let him fool you, he’s much more sensitive than he appears.”

“Did you see him this morning, Alan?”

“No.”

“What about you, Ian?”

“No.”

“How about David, do either of you think he saw your father this morning?”

“Doubtful, but he saw him last night the same as us.”

“There was supposedly some kind of family meeting last night?”

Ian glanced at his brother and then back at me. “More business than family …”

“You want to tell me about it?”

“Not really.”

“Even if it might give us some indication as to his mental state and why it is he might’ve killed himself?”

“It’s a personal matter and I don’t think it has anything to do with anything we’re discussing here. Besides, it has to do with David, and I wouldn’t feel comfortable discussing it without his permission.”

“I thought you said it was business?”

“It’s a bit of both, requiring some delicacy.”

I studied Ian for a moment and then let it slide, figuring I’d get the answers eventually. “I’m assuming you two are spending the night back at the lodge along with David, perhaps we can discuss it then?”

Ian fidgeted. “I was actually heading back to Denver later today.”

“I’d prefer you stay here, at least until we get some answers.”

He made a face. “Answers to what?”

“Your father’s death.”

He threw up his hands. “You just said it was a suicide.”

“No, your brother did. We’ve got a DCI crew coming in from Cheyenne to examine what we think is the location of the incident along with your father’s body, and I’d appreciate it if you stuck around here until they finish their work.”

Ian ran his fingers through his hair and then gestured toward all the books on the table. “You have got to be kidding; I’ve got a deadline on this story I’m working on.”

Saying nothing, I put on my hat.

He threw his hands up again, but with a bit less enthusiasm. “I suppose I’ll make do. The resources are a little primitive, but I guess I’ll have to make it work.”

I stood. “Sorry for the inconvenience, Ian.”

The two of them also came to their feet, and Ian came around the table to pat me on the shoulder. “Not as sorry as I am for being such an asshole.” He shook his head. “Maybe the old man’s passing is having more of an effect on me than I thought.”

“Well, I’m sorry to be the one bringing you the news.” I shook hands with them both and started for the door. “Just one more thing, was Manx at this meeting last night?”

They gave a fleeting glance at each other again before answering. “No.”

“Okay.” I flipped the sign and swung open the door. “Well, I’ll see you tonight with the DCI folks.”

“Attorney general for the State of Wyoming on line one.”

“Joe Meyer?” I called back into the main office. “Isn’t he retired?”

“Don’t ask me.” Ruby, my dispatcher, came and hung in the doorway of my office with Dog as Vic sat in my visitor chair. “Line one.”

Slipping off my jacket, I tossed it onto my chair and punched the little red button, snarling, “What do you want?”

There was a pause and then a voice I knew very well. “Is that any way to speak to the freshly minted attorney general for the State of Wyoming?”

“I’m sorry, Ruby said that Joe Meyer …” I sat in my chair. “Wait a minute, has something happened?”

“Yeah, the Right Honorable Robert Lang came to his senses and appointed your daughter the most powerful law-enforcement agent in the state.”

I shook my head at the second and third most powerful law-enforcement agents in the state as they grinned like collective Cheshire cats at me from across my desk. “Oh, punk, I am so proud of you.”

“Don’t tell anybody, the public announcement doesn’t come out until tomorrow.”

I watched as Saizarbitoria joined Ruby in the doorway, also grinning.
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