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			To those who have become ill and lost loved ones 
in the place where the bad rocks live.

		

	
		
			Since the creation of the Turtle Island (The North American Continent), the first Nations always knew all things have a Spirit. The four-legged, those that fly, the green growing things, the water, the rocks (stones), and the Earth. The first Nations lived with all these entities as relatives, because we are all born from the Earth, our true Mother. There is not anything bad or evil from these living entities, but are labeled as such from people that do not have any knowledge, by the two-legged that create controversy.

			—Ernie LaPointe 
Great-grandson of Tatanka Iyotake: Bull Who Sits Down 
(Sitting Bull; Hunkpapa Lakota)

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			December 1944

			The faint whisper of wind grew louder in Moses Ten Bears’s ears as the throp-throp-throp of a large aircraft cooking off speed neared. Snow, mixed with cottonwood seeds that made their own breed of snowstorm, swirled around the car as the bomber passed overhead at treetop level. If there had been any trees in the Badlands.

			“You’re sure they’re not bombing here today?” Ellis Lawler’s eyes darted between Moses and the aircraft, which was shrinking in the distance. The frail, little man with skin the color of dirty snow shivered inside the frigid Buick, and his teeth clicked together as he rubbed his hands for warmth.

			Moses chuckled. Here on the Reservation, people would say the Buick they huddled inside was a Big Ugly Indian Cow Killer.

			“You think that’s funny?” Ellis blew into his gloves. “They came pretty close that last pass.”

			“They have not bombed here since last year. Those Army Air Corps flyboys have used this part of the Stronghold for practice so long they could make the run in their sleep. Besides”—Moses snatched a glove from Ellis and held it just out of his reach—“they stopped using cars for targets last year.” Ellis reached for the glove but Moses kept it away, finally allowing Ellis to grab it. He craned his neck out the window in the direction the bomber had flown. “Just the same, I’ll feel better when Clayton gets here. This place gives me the creeps.” But it didn’t give Moses the creeps. It rejuvenated him every time he came here. The Wanagi Oyate, the spirits of those that have passed on, called to him from this place. This was the Stronghold, for so long a Lakota sanctuary, for so long a place where warriors fled to seek safety from invading enemies, for so long a place where spirits of those gone before him still roamed. This was Oonagazhee, the Sheltering Place.

			And he decided this would be the final time he’d guide any wasicu, White man, here.

			Ellis uncapped a mason jar of corn whiskey, the odor permeating the car. Moses retched, as much from the revolting smell as from what revolting things whiskey had done to the Lakota, draining their will, draining their history, like the cold draining the heat from him this frigid afternoon. Ellis took a long pull and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He passed the whiskey jar to Moses, but Moses shook his head. Ellis shrugged and took another drink before capping it and setting it on the floorboard. “Where the hell’s Clayton?”

			Clayton promised to meet them here an hour ago. Ellis’s car had no heat and even Moses shivered as he fought to stay warm from the Waziya, the killing North Wind, which seeped through the cracks in the side window. “He must have had car trouble. He is always on time. He is close, though.”

			“How the hell you know that? More of your medicine man mumbo jumbo?”

			Moses ignored Ellis the Ignorant, as he called him, and shoved his hands in his jacket pockets. When Clayton had asked him to ride here with Ellis, Moses had refused at first, but Clayton persisted. Moses relented, not because Clayton was a sitting U. S. senator, but because Moses never refused his friend. He had agreed to guide the geologist here, an act Moses was growing to regret. He had always suspected the greedy little bastard could not even carry on an intelligent conversation. Now he had his proof.

			The biting wind whistled through a crack in one side window, bringing snow and fine dust inside, accompanied by that same roaring engine sound that grew louder. Moses turned in the seat to look out the fogged-over back window. The B-17 flew even lower this pass, heading straight toward them, following the jagged terrain of the Badlands. “They’re flying too low.”

			“What?” Ellis turned in his seat to look out the back window. His eyes widened and his mouth dropped as he spotted the bomber bearing down on them.

			“I think they are going to drop their bombload,” Moses said, matter-of-factly.

			Ellis screamed and yanked on the door handle, while Moses watched the bomber coming closer. The aircraft was near enough now that Moses saw the turret gunner fog the inside glass with his hot breath, heard the engines drown out Ellis’s screams, smelled the av-gas exhaust from the quad motors as strong as the odor of Ellis’s moonshine.

			Ellis hit the starter button on the floorboard with his foot and the Buick coughed to life. He ground gears and double-clutched just as the first bombs exploded fifty yards behind them. Pressure ruptured their eardrums. Moses cupped his hands to his bloody head and prayed silently to Wakan Tanka, the Great Mysterious, praying that his journey to the Spirit Road would be successful.

			Another bomb exploded closer to the car. Overpressure blew out the windows. Ellis screamed, but Moses could not hear him or the other bombs detonate. All was silent. All was peaceful. All he heard was the prayers in his head, silent and chilling as the killing North Wind.

			The aircrew did not score a direct hit, but that mattered none. Ellis lay slumped against the steering wheel, blood flowing freely from his nose and mouth and lifeless eyes. Moses looked down at the large piece of windshield glass protruding from his own chest. His hand feebly grabbed for his medicine bundle on the thong dangling around his neck. Soon, Wakan Tanka. Soon I’ll meet you along the Spirit Road.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Willie jerked the wheel, skidding the Durango on the loose dirt, the back end of the SUV dropping off the edge. Manny yelled. Willie screamed. The wheel spun in his hands. He stood on the brakes, dust engulfing the Dodge, obscuring the two-hundred-foot drop-off. It rocked to a stop, and Manny opened his eyes. He chanced rolling his window down, chanced a look at the drop-off that could kill them both. Scrub trees on the floor of the Badlands looked like tiny weeds. The alkaline floor below looked like an unwelcome grave, sagebrush sitting like tiny headstones.

			“Now what do we do?”

			Willie smiled, but the sweat rolling down his face betrayed his fear. “We can pray.”

			“You better pray we don’t get out of this in one piece.” But Manny’s idle threat revealed his own fear. He chanced another look out his side window. The Durango teetered over thin air that Manny had no intention of stepping into.

			“Got any ideas? You’re the one that got us into this fix.”

			“Not my fault this road’s so narrow.”

			“Would you have rather have brought my bureau car?”

			“Not with you driving.”

			“Like I could do worse?”

			Willie put the Durango into four-wheel drive and tapped the foot feed. Tires spun without catching, the back end swaying in empty air.

			“Stop! You’re making it worse.”

			Willie put the Dodge in park and sat back in the seat, closing his eyes and breathing hard. “The winch,” he said, opening his eyes and looking around. “There.”

			“There what?”

			He pointed to a large boulder off the path away from the drop-off. “If I can run the winch cable off the front bumper around that rock, we might be able to ease it back on the road.”

			Willie opened the door and started to step out. The SUV tilted more to the open air and Manny grabbed his arm. “You step out and this thing’s gonna drop over the edge. With me in it.”

			“Well, we got to do something.”

			“How much you weigh?”

			Willie shrugged. “Two forty. Give or take.”

			“Well, I’m one eighty…”

			“Diet’s not working, huh?”

			Manny ignored him. “If I slide behind the wheel when you step out, it might not change the balance much.”

			“Worth a try.”

			Manny crawled over the radio console and slid behind the wheel as Willie opened the door and stepped onto the road. The Dodge rocked, threatened to tip off the cliff before it settled back into an uneasy silence. Manny held his breath as Willie unbolted the winch cable from the front bumper and slowly ran it out. He reached the boulder. Manny breathed.

			Willie circled the rock and secured the hook end to the cable itself. He walked back to the Durango. “Hand me the winch remote from above the visor.”

			Manny grabbed what looked like a garage door opener and handed it through the window.

			“When the cable tightens, I’ll signal you and you stick this baby in low.”

			“And it’ll get dragged back onto the road?”

			Willie laughed. “Either that or the cable will break, and you and the outfit will do a double gainer off the side.”

			“You don’t seem too worried about it.”

			Willie grinned. “I’m not the one inside. Here goes.”

			A steady whirring reached the inside of the Durango, and Manny took several deep breaths, his hand on the gearshift, foot on the brake, ready to stick it in low.

			“Now.”

			Willie stepped away from the Durango, remote in hand, cable tightening. Manny stepped on the accelerator. Play in the cable gone, the front tires bit into the dirt, rear tires still dangling over the Badlands. The back tires jerked, the SUV jolted ahead, back tires back on hard ground. Manny skidded to a stop inches from the boulder. He put it in park and sat back in the seat. Sweat had flowed freely, staining his shirt-front, and he grabbed his bandanna and wiped his forehead.

			Manny stepped out and walked to the edge of the dropoff. A chill ran over him as he fought down a vision of him and Willie and the Dodge caroming off the cliff and coming apart in a hundred pieces before reaching the floor of the Badlands. He backed away and joined Willie, who had reversed the winch and stood watching the cable run back on the spool. “Another few inches and we’d be in the Happy Hunting Grounds.”

			“Spirit Road,” Willie called over his shoulder.

			Manny sat on a rock and closed his eyes, aware once again that he had a heartbeat, and that it slowed to normal. If he were a better driver, he’d demand Willie let him take the wheel. But Manny drove crappy, which only recently had been upgraded from driving shitty.

			“Whenever you get around to it, feel free to drive a little slower.” Manny wiped his face and the inside of his Stetson with his bandanna. “The victim’s been dead for years. It’s not like we got to race to get there. Hell, you’ve been racing around all morning. Look at yourself—didn’t even shave. And what you got on your shirt, last night’s pizza?”

			Willie rubbed his hand over his stubble that hadn’t been shaved yesterday either, and he picked at some kind of food dried to the front of his uniform shirt. “Been having things on my mind lately.”

			Manny suspected Willie bordered on full-blown depression, his life teetering over the ledge like the Durango had just been, threatening to drag Willie down. Even his recent appointment to Oglala Sioux Tribal Police investigator hadn’t rescued him.

			Willie shut the remote off and slipped the hook over the cable, securing it. “I got to see a man about a horse.” Willie stepped away from the Dodge to relieve himself. Manny suddenly felt the urge as well, surprised he hadn’t peed his pants as he sat teetering over the edge a few moments ago. As he turned and unzipped, he realized the whole place was his urinal.

			As Manny did dust control on his own side of the car, he marveled at tawny sandstone spires towering a hundred feet above the Badlands floor that had lured people to their deaths in this remote part of the Reservation that George Custer dubbed “hell on earth.” Most people would agree with that assessment. At first glance, nothing could exist in this desolate landscape, no one could survive here for long, in this land that hosted barren hilltops overlooking a million years of change. The siltstone and sandstone and mudstone makeup of the Badlands caused it to change daily, adding to the danger of getting swallowed up and never being found by anyone. As if the Badlands wished it that way.

			“Come back tomorrow and you will get lost,” Uncle Marion had told young Manny every time they ventured here to search for fossils, or pluck herbs for the upcoming winter, or harvest smelly skunkbrush sumac for making the baskets that Unc sold.

			But the Old Ones knew this place teemed with life. The Old Ones only had to walk dry creek beds and gullies to locate the rabbitbrush the elk and deer grazed on to feed their horses, or locate yellow-waving sunflowers to harvest their nutrient-rich seeds. The Old Ones recognized that golden currants grew only on north-facing hillsides and where to pick them, using the summer-blooming plants in making pemmican. Most people saw the Badlands as an unforgiving place. Most people dared take only day trips and counted themselves fortunate to have made it out at the end of the day.

			But to the Lakota, this was the Sheltering Place, the Stronghold, and it had sheltered and protected their ancestors well for hundreds of years. But this Sheltering Place demanded payment for those not strong enough—or savvy enough—to decipher her riddle of survival.

			Thirty feet above them on the side of the hill some ancient Lakota woman had dug a cooking pit. Unc would send Manny scrambling up such a hillside, where he would filter the dirt through his fingers, filter remnants of charcoal from such stone-lined fire pits. And sometimes Manny would be rewarded with a bone scraper, sometimes with potsherds that had survived the centuries. Sometimes he found only a fire pit abandoned in haste.

			Finished with their duty, Manny and Willie climbed back in the SUV and drove slow along the narrow trail. “How do you suppose those ordnance techs found that body?”

			Manny shrugged. When the bomb disposal technicians had called it in, they were certain the skeleton in the car had been there since the Army Air Corps had bombed there during the war. “I’m anxious to find out how a man ended up in a bombing range he must have known was hot.”

			“Unless he died long after this part of the range closed after World War II.”

			They’d get their answer soon enough as they drove over a rise and down the other side, inching their way between two enormous hills consisting of millions of years of volcanic ash and sandstone topped by dried mud shale the consistency of popcorn. A solitary fifty-foot spire, eroded at the base by shifting winds and flash floods, seemed to teeter like a giant mushroom defying gravity.

			Manny thought back to one of the first times he had been there. “Look over there,” Uncle Marion had pointed out when he had brought Manny here to gather herbs. “That’s where Kicking Bear led his band after Big Foot’s Minneconjous were killed at Wounded Knee.”

			Manny squinted, shielding his eyes from the bright sun fighting to stay alive just above the jagged ridges. “Do people drive down there?” he had asked.

			“Why do you ask?”

			“There are cars down there.”

			Unc shook his head. “Practice targets for the Air Corps during World War II. They drug old cars down there to bomb when they ran out of dinosaur fossils to obliterate.”

			Manny turned back. Unc’s mouth had assumed that down-turned look he always got when he was saddened. “What’s wrong, Unc?”

			“The government. Kicked a hundred families off their land to use it for that bombing range,” Unc explained as he looked away. “Paid them little or nothing at all, and most never moved back after the war. Nothing ever changes—the government takes from us Indians and leaves little more than a memory of what we had.”

			Manny remembered—or thought he remembered, though those days grew somewhat cloudy as he aged—that he had seen Unc cry for the only time.

			The Durango dropped into another rut right before the road took a sharp turn away from the venerable sentry and revealed a three-axled van idling beside the rusting hulk of a bombed-out car. Three men sat in the shade of the van, one smoking and staring at the car while the other two slept, ball caps pulled low, feet outstretched. A long boom extended in front of the contraption like the long snout of a dinosaur that swam in the warm waters once flowing here. As the Durango approached, smoker nudged sleepers, and they all stood.

			Willie stopped his tribal SUV a dozen car lengths away from the old car. Sand had drifted in broken windows through the years and covered the heap up to the top of the doors. Weeds and dirt had taken up residence inside the passenger compartment, and a scorpion scrambled out from under a dirt clod. Wind had blown one fender clean of any semblance of paint, and Manny counted three rusted, chrome bullets on the fender: a 1940s Buick. Willie and Manny approached the car, and the three men moved away as if relieved of guard duty.

			“Senior Agent Manny Tanno.” Manny extended his hand to the man who stepped closer, speaker for the other two whose eyes darted from the car to Manny and back to the car. “Damn glad you made it. It’s over there.” Mark Weber pointed to the car. “What’s over there?”

			“The body.”

			Manny stepped closer to the Buick.

			“We’re not used to seeing this in our business. But when we found that arm…” Weber shuddered and stepped back. Manny bent and peered inside.

			“An arm all right,” he called over his shoulder, and used the car to stand. “Tell me how you found it.”

			Weber divided his attention between Manny and staring at the arm. “We’re subcontracted by Native American Environmental to work the bombing range. Cleaning up UXOs.”

			Willie had briefed Manny on the Oglala Explosive Ordnance Disposal company the tribe had contracted for locating and disposing of unexploded ordnance in the Badlands Bombing Range, remnants from bombers that had dropped a variety of ordnance, some of which never detonated. For the past five years, Oglala bomb techs had been working to locate and diffuse the danger, and had recently brought in nonnatives to help.

			“How’d you find UXOs here?” Willie studied the ground as if expecting something to detonate in front of him. “This is pretty remote. You just didn’t happen on to this.”

			“You ever see helicopters flying around Pine Ridge, with big booms going out from the sides?” Weber asked.

			“Crop dusters.”

			Weber shook his head. “Those booms house magnetic detectors. We need the choppers to fly over rough terrain like this.” He swept his hand in a circle. “When we pick up a magnetic anomaly, we throw a GPS marker on our map and return to it once we’re on the ground. That’s how we found the skeleton in the car—he was thirty feet away from a hundred-pound practice bomb that didn’t go off seventy years ago.”

			Weber joined the other two bomb techs staring wide-eyed at the car like they expected the hand to animate. Willie dropped beside Manny. On his knees, he was even with the top of the car, the dirt of a thousand wind storms having all but buried the Buick. A whitened arm and hand with a single finger remaining jutted from the dirt, as if the corpse was flipping the world off, final and defiant. Bits of white cloth clung tenaciously to the wrist bone and fluttered against the wind.

			“What’ll Pee Pee do once he gets here?”

			Manny stood and arched his back, stretching. Precious Paul Pourier was the Oglala Sioux Tribe’s evidence technician. Although he had no degree, Pee Pee had worked with Manny many times. And Pee Pee was a talented tech, if a bit eccentric. “After photos he’ll start excavating the remains. Then we’ll decide if we need an archaeologist from the state to join us. For now we can release those ordnance techs.”

			“Kind of creepy, huh?” Willie whispered.

			Manny smiled. “Guess this is your first old body call.” Willie shuddered.

			Manny slapped his back. “You’ll do just fine. Start by getting their info.”

			Willie turned to the bomb techs and jotted the names of each before releasing them. They wasted no time in leaving the scene, their six-wheeled-drive bomb disposal unit easily climbing out on the two-track. Willie joined Manny already sitting in the Durango. The morning frost had disappeared, and soon the sun would bake dangerously hot. Manny flipped on the AC and leaned back. He closed his eyes, opening them just long enough to tell Willie to wake him when the evidence van arrived, and began checking for light leaks in his eyelids.

			*****

			Whistling awoke Manny and he cracked an eye open. Pee Pee had backed the evidence van close to the car and moved sand and thistles out from around and inside the Buick. Manny got out and stretched. Precious Paul, as his parents jokingly named him at birth, whistled while he moved dirt with a trowel that looked more at home weeding a garden than moving dirt from around a skeleton. He grabbed a whisk broom and half crawled into the car, his thin legs jutting from the window opening. He tossed dirt back over his shoulder like a skinny badger digging for grubs, moving dirt away from the body until a complete skeleton began to emerge. He backed out of the car and dusted off his coveralls.

			“Just like a sculptor,” he said as he stood with his hands on his hips, admiring the bones. “That work of art’s always been there. At least it’s been buried for a very long time. It’s just my job to chip away the dirt, reveal the body for what it is. Or was. I’m like the Michelangelo of the croaker world.”

			“Could you sculpt a little quicker, Michelangelo?” Manny said as he took off his Stetson and wiped his forehead with a bandanna. “It’s getting hotter than hell down here.”

			“Not as hot as it’s going to get,” Willie said. He’d materialized soundlessly beside Manny and chin-pointed to a black Suburban bouncing on the trail toward them.

			“What? Just your acting chief.”

			“And my new partner.”

			“What new partner?”

			“Chief Looks Twice’s niece. She’s going to be a burr under my saddle.”

			Manny watched the Suburban sliding on the loose gravel. “She’s not going to be that big a pain, is she?”

			“Is Chief Looks Twice a big pain for you?” Manny groaned. “That big a pain?”

			“That big.”

			Since childhood, Manny had collided with Leon Looks Twice. They’d wrestled in rival schools, got into fights on weekends. They’d clashed when Manny and he had both worked for the tribal police department, and butted heads during the Jason Red Cloud murder case. Now Lumpy was the acting police chief, and in a position to be an even bigger pain. Apparently, like his niece would be for Willie.

			Lt.–Acting Chief Lumpy Looks Twice had come to a skidding stop. The dust cloud continued in their direction and engulfed Manny and Willie, as if punishing them. A petite woman wearing a starched Oglala Sioux Tribal Police uniform emerged from the cloud like an avenging angel, her gold buttons winking in the light. “You forgot me.” She smiled at Willie, and dimples popped out on her cheeks. “But I’m sure you didn’t mean it.”

			Willie stuttered to answer when Lumpy shouldered his way around her. He stopped with his hands perched on pudgy hips inches in front of Willie. “Forgot my ass. You disobeyed an order.”

			“Had to pick Manny up at the White River Visitor’s Center and…”

			“I don’t care about Hotshot there. You were ordered to take Janet along and snap her in.”

			“So she can take my place?”

			“What, like you’re the only one on Pine Ridge with a college degree? Janet’s more than qualified, and with her academic achievements and natural abilities, she’ll be an excellent investigator. And soon, if the current investigator disobeys another order. Besides, this is a tribal case.”

			“Not the way I see it.” Manny stepped around the Durango and stood next to Lumpy, still with his hands embedded somewhere on his hips. “Major Crimes Act makes this an FBI case.”

			Lumpy snorted. “What major crime? Some dumb White guy got himself lost and died of heat exhaustion sixty-five, seventy years ago? Not uncommon here in the Stronghold.”

			“Homicide falls under federal jurisdiction.”

			Lumpy smiled. “If you think there’s a homicide waiting to be solved in that old heap, hop to it. Until then”—he turned to Willie—“you and Janet give Pee Pee a hand.”

			Lumpy shook his head as Janet followed Willie over to where Pee Pee was busy excavating the body. “Thought if I’d pair them up together, they’d have some solidarity. Make them both better investigators. Lord knows they both need experience.”

			“That’s why Willie brought me along.” Lumpy had thrust Willie at Manny during the Red Cloud case, never dreaming Manny would welcome an opportunity to teach a rookie officer the ropes. “And he’s coming along just fine.”

			Lumpy tilted his head back and laughed. “So he’s learning from the great Manny Tanno, the one who failed to solve the most important homicide of his career?”

			Manny bit his lip, itching to confess to Lumpy that he had solved the last homicide he’d worked on Pine Ridge two months ago. Jason Red Cloud’s murder had been the one homicide in Manny’s career that he hadn’t solved. At least not publicly. He wanted to confess that he had solved the case. He wanted to scream at Lumpy that he had solved Jason’s murder, that the killer had acted in self-defense, when Pee Pee rescued him.

			“We have a winner!” Pee Pee called out as he backed out of the car on his belly. He stood and brushed dirt from the front of his coveralls. Dust and dried gumbo, slick mud and half-wet alkaline dust caked his sweaty face and clustered around his eyes, giving him the appearance of an unkempt raccoon. Pee Pee looked in their direction and smiled. A solitary tooth peeked out from gums devoid of other teeth. Pee Pee had forgotten his dentures again. “Contestants—come on down.”

			“What the hell you hollering about?” Lumpy gathered the hood of his Windbreaker around his face, making him look like a customer at one of those peep shows on East Colfax in Denver. Manny wondered where Lumpy’s towel and quarters were stashed. “Do you have to be so happy digging up dead people? What you got?”

			Pee Pee turned to Manny. “You got your homicide.” He brought a whitened skull, replete with a patch of blond hair still clinging to one temple, from behind his back and thrust it at them. Dirt filtered out of an empty eye socket like an hourglass swapping sand. Janet Grass ran to a clump of sage and got rid of her breakfast.

			Pee Pee’s grin showed even the skull had more teeth left than he did as he placed the tip of his pen in a hole in the skull. “I believe this is a bullet hole.”

			Manny hefted it and turned it to the light. There was nothing unusual about the skull except a clean hole the size of the tip of Pee Pee’s pen in the back of the skull.

			“No exit wound,” Willie said, taking the skull from Manny and turning it over. “Small caliber.”

			“Good eye.” Manny smiled.

			“You get a prize.” Pee Pee grinned and shucked out a PEZ candy into Willie’s hand from an Elvis PEZ dispenser. Pee Pee waved it around so Lumpy saw it before he put it back into his coveralls pocket. Pee Pee had outbid Lumpy on eBay for the original 1960s PEZ dispenser, and Lumpy drooled over it the first time Pee Pee brought it out. Even though Pee Pee was no Elvis collector, he’d refused Lumpy’s offers to buy it. Pee Pee got more mileage out of waving it under Lumpy’s nose.

			“So nearby bombing practice had nothing to do with his death?”

			Pee Pee shook his head and his thin, gray ponytail flopped against the side of his face. “There’s no evidence that a direct hit on this car killed him. I’d say this man died stopping a bullet to the head.”

			Lumpy grabbed the skull from Willie and laughed as he turned it over in his hand.

			“Something funny?”

			Lumpy handed the skull to Pee Pee. “This is what’s funny, Hotshot. This guy’s been dead for a long time, probably since bombing practice in the forties. And like you said, this is your jurisdiction—just identifying him is going to take up a lot of your free time, time you could be using for something else, like being a pain in my butt. I’ll have a nice vacation from your tired ass. Happy investigating.”

			Lumpy turned to Pee Pee. “Help out our federal friend all he needs, though to hear him tell it, the FBI doesn’t need help from us locals. When you finish processing the scene, you can remand whatever you find in that rusted old heap to Agent Tanno here. I mean”—he winked at Manny—“the renowned Senior Special Agent Tanno.”

			“You about done?” Janet asked. She stood and maneuvered around so she stood in Willie’s shadow, looking up at him. “If this were my case, I’d have things underway by now. Guess I’m just a little more organized than you.” Her nose came even with a large stain on Willie’s shirt. “And it looks like whatever organizational skills you had went south.”

			Willie’s face reddened, but once again Pee Pee came to the rescue. “Just freed the long bones of the leg,” Pee Pee called over his shoulder, backing out of the car holding a shin and anklebone with shoes still intact. He handed it to Manny, who turned it over in his hand.

			“Looks like late sixties, early seventies.”

			Pee Pee stepped back, and Lumpy grabbed the bones. Pee Pee talked to Manny with his single tooth sticking out of his upper lip. “What, you got Psychic Friends on speed dial?”

			“Yeah, what makes you think this body’s that recent?” Janet had recovered enough that she was able to act like she knew what she was doing. “Maybe his wanagi told him.”

			Manny shuddered as he thought of the victim’s spirit remaining close behind. He handed the leg bone back to Pee Pee. “Look at those tennis shoes.”

			Pee Pee turned the shoes over and matched Willie’s shrug. “So he wore Keds. They’ve made them since my dad was a youngster.”

			“But not with those closures.” Manny pointed to the Velcro securing the shoe to the foot bone.

			“You’re right.” Lumpy rarely admitted Manny was ever correct. “Velcro didn’t come out until late sixties, early seventies. This stiff’s fresher than we figured.” Lumpy laughed again and slapped Manny on the back. “And with a stiff fresher than we thought, you might just be able to solve this one. At least this croaker will tie you up for a while. That means I won’t be dealing with pain-in-the-ass Manny Tanno for a while. Be like a vacation for me.”

			“I understand with you being the front runner for the appointment to permanent police chief, you’ve had a lot of pain in your ass lately. I’ll bet you can suck start every car driven by the selection committee.”

			Lumpy turned his back on Manny and spoke to Pee Pee. “Make sure you help our federal friend here all you can. We’re just country yokels here, but we’re all he’s got.” Lumpy turned to Janet. “And stick with sloppy boy here like flies on a gut wagon.”

			Janet looked Willie’s uniform up and down. “That won’t be hard, Uncle Leon.”

			Willie shot her a glance and she shrugged. “Family’s got to count for something.”

			Lumpy grabbed the oh-shit handle and struggled to get into the new Suburban with acting chief plastered across the hood. He tromped on the gas, kicking up dirt, pelting the old Buick where Pee Pee still worked bent over, sharp dings from rock hitting the car echoing off the steep canyon walls. Just before Lumpy disappeared over the ridge, he hit sagebrush that knocked a wheel cover off. It caromed off a rock and sailed over the side and into the deep canyon like a silver Frisbee. Another victim lost to the Stronghold.

			Manny bent to help Pee Pee, but he waved Manny away. “I’ll holler if I need you guys. No sense for all of us to sweat our asses off in this heat.”

			*****

			They sat in the shade of the Durango. Manny wiped the sweat from his face and neck and draped the damp bandanna on top of his head to catch the breeze. Badlands in August. Just where I want to be. Shimmering heat waves floated off shrubless spires and turtleback mounds that had eroded with the wind and rain that came upon the Stronghold with sudden anger and chipped away at the land, always angry when men invaded her privacy. Welcome to the wonderful world of National Parks.

			But the Badlands had been wonderful, back when Unc and he would travel to the rim and leave the car on top, walking down to the bottom in one of their yearly pilgrimages. “It’s so desolate down here,” Manny said on one of their hikes. “Nothing can live in this heat. And there’s no water, Unc. No food.” Unc smiled and chin-pointed to silver and red and yellow blooming flowers crowding each other in the shade of a dead cottonwood tree. “Pick those wild onions and bee plants so we can eat.”

			They had eaten over a fire fueled with sacred sage, eating cottontail Unc had snared. He thought then that Unc was the smartest man he’d ever met even though he’d never completed school. Unc had run away from the boarding school in Rapid City so many times they gave up dragging him back.

			It had all been an adventure for young Manny. In retrospect, he now knew it wouldn’t have mattered if he and Unc had done nothing except walk until they dropped, as long as they were together, for Unc always knew where to lead them to show Manny the secrets of the Badlands. As if Unc talked with the spirits that Manny felt even now might be watching them. He rubbed the hair standing on his neck.

			That was a lifetime ago, before Manny’s brother Reuben was sentenced for an AIM-style murder. That was before Manny vowed to do what was necessary to escape Pine Ridge. That was before Manny’s assignment to the FBI Academy as an instructor, and before his fall from grace this summer when he’d failed to solve the Red Cloud homicide case. At least publicly.

			“How did the Old Ones ever survive in this heat?” Janet wiped her face with a handkerchief and dabbed at sweat dripping down her neck. “Especially with no water.”

			“They knew of water holes.” Willie took off his Stetson and wiped the inside with his bandanna. He set the hat on the ground, careful not to dirty the pheasant feather hatband. “They passed on that information to other generations.”

			“Like travel guides.”

			Willie smiled. “Sort of. We Lakota had to rely on each other for survival, and locations of water holes were primary.”

			“But the water in this part of the Reservation is alkaline.

			Undrinkable. Clay can’t settle to the bottom. Uncle Leon tells me nothing good ever came out of the Stronghold, including water.”

			“Old ones sliced prickly pear cactus and dropped them into their full water bladders.” Unc’s teaching came back to Manny at odd times such as now. “It cleared the water enough they could drink it. And survive.”

			Janet rolled her eyes and Willie caught it. “It’s true. If you’d gotten a degree in Lakota history you’d know some of these things. Which brings up: just what is your degree in?”

			“Sociology. Straight 4.0.”

			Willie laughed. “Just what we need on the police force—a social worker.”

			“I’m no social worker!” Janet stood and kicked pieces of volcanic rock and alkaline pebbles as she stomped away from the Durango.

			“See what I’m stuck with? A damned rookie.”

			Manny nudged Willie. “Is that your vast experience talking? Seems like you don’t have much more experience than she does.”

			“Well, she bugs me. Always asking questions. Getting underfoot.”

			“Almost like she’s trying to learn?” Manny hadn’t minded Willie being underfoot. Working Reservation cases with Manny, Willie had shown a desire to be a top investigator. He’d asked appropriate questions during the investigations that Manny had been happy to answer. “Like another officer I work with did recently?”

			“Damn it, you know what I mean. She wants to learn so she can take over my job when Uncle Leon decides he wants to stick me back on patrol.”

			“Over here!” Pee Pee yelled.

			Before Pee Pee’s words died out Willie had jumped to his feet and ran to the car, with Janet and Manny close behind. “What’s the yelling about?”

			Pee Pee popped a PEZ into his mouth and gummed it as his one fang shone through his wind-cracked lips. “Bonus round!”

			Pee Pee used the car to help himself stand and pointed to the windowless opening. “Bonus round. Some lucky contestant will have the pleasure of investigating two more croakers.” Pee Pee gave them a come-hither gesture with his finger and dropped back onto his knees. Red flannel fluttered, still attached to an arm bone jutting up from the exposed sand. Beside the white cloth a brown muslin shirt clung to the remains of a breastbone.

			“When I got to stiff one”—he turned to Janet—“that’s what we call our customers, ‘stiffs’.” He winked at Manny and turned back to Janet. “When I finished digging stiff one out of the dirt, I saw an arm bone with red cloth still attached to it underneath him, buried to the wrist. Now, I got no fancy degree like you three, but I suspected stiff one didn’t come from the factory with three arms, the other two which I had already carted off to the evidence van. So I got to sculpturing some more and uncovered two more lovely souls. My uneducated guess is those two would be that sixty-five or seventy-year-old case that the chief mentioned. I’d wager they’ve been here since the bombing range was active, given the amount of dirt that’s blown into the car.”

			“Sixty or seventy years,” Janet said under her breath. “How will we ever figure out who they are, let alone what or who killed them.”

			“FM,” Willie said, brushing dirt from his uniform trousers. “FM?”

			“Friggin’ Magic. We can do wondrous things nowadays,” Pee Pee said, meeting Manny’s stare as if he were defending his years of evidence experience. “Stuff like DNA profiles, missing persons records, dental records.”

			Janet turned away from the two skeletons. “But if we don’t know who they are, how are we ever going to find out who their dentist was?”

			“If you’d gotten a degree in criminal justice instead of sociology”—Willie smiled—“you’d know these things.”

			*****

			“When’s he going to be done with that mumbo jumbo?” Janet chin-pointed to Willie. He stood beside the Buick, his black uniform shirt coated with white alkaline dust, settling heavier around the armpits and middle of his back where the sweat broke through, his singing rising and falling in time with the gusts of wind that coated the Durango with dirt.

			“He needs to do a Sending Away ceremony for the spirits that still linger.” Goose bumps grew on Manny’s arms, and he wished Janet hadn’t asked.

			“That’s old superstitious stuff they tried to teach us in school. We’ve evolved beyond that now.”

			Three months ago Manny would have agreed with her, before he’d experienced visions of Wounded Knee, and visions of Jason Red Cloud that screamed for Manny to find his killer and allow Jason’s wanagi to travel south along the Spirit Road, the Wanagi Tacanku. He had denied his Lakota heritage then, as Janet did now. He knew how she felt, knew she tossed aside the old ways, just as he had, forgetting where he came from as he lived comfortably in the White man’s world to the east. Now he wasn’t sure, and a part of him sympathized with Janet’s rejection of tradition.

			“What’s he doing now?”

			Willie dipped into his wopiye, his medicine pouch, and tossed peji wacanga into the air. The sweetgrass seemed to hang on the breeze for solemn moments before being carried away. “He’s praying to the four winds. Have you never heard that a man has four wanagi, four spirits? Those victims’ first spirits—their niya—are gone, but the other three are there. Willie’s wishing them well as they travel along the Spirit Road.”

			“Right.” Janet sat back in the seat, arms crossed, looking out the side window. Willie’s voice—singing the lowanpi. The wakan songs rose and fell with an eerie staccato captured by the ashen rock formations comprising the Badlands. Nothing escapes the Stronghold.

			*****

			Manny dozed, his head falling back against the headrest, lulled by Willie’s voice as he performed the Sending Away ceremony under the blistering noonday sun. Manny dreamed of long ago times when the Oglala were one with others of the Oceti Sakowin, Seven Council Fires, strong and able and capable of driving their enemies from this place that sheltered them in times of crises. Old Ones came to this Sheltering Place to pray to the Great Mysterious. And so many would be buried in this Sheltering Place where their spirits would be helped south to the Milky Way.

			Manny sat upright when Willie’s voice stopped, realizing he was here in the Durango, with Janet snoring in the backseat. Sweat beaded on Manny’s forehead and he wiped it with his shirt sleeve. He breathed deep to ease his heart thumping in his chest. Had he been dreaming just now when he felt someone tug at the corner of his sleeve? The hairs stood on the nape of his neck just like they had when he came here with Unc, feelings a boy could never explain, any more than the grown man could now.

			Willie climbed back into the car. Janet leaned over the seat and started to speak, but Manny shook his head and she dropped back, arms crossed, glaring at Manny. Willie started out of the Badlands bottom and was nearly to the top when he stopped and grabbed his cell. “Shit! No signal.”

			“You calling pizza delivery or something?”

			“I wanted to tell Pee Pee to tow that car for evidence.”

			“Don’t you think he knows to do that?”

			Willie shrugged and drove slowly toward the rim. “Even damn cell signals don’t escape the Stronghold.”

			“Then how do those people living down there call out?” Janet had leaned back over the seat and her arms brushed Willie’s neck. He made no attempt to pull back from her.

			“What people?”

			“Those ones living in that cabin down there.” She pointed to a cabin a quarter mile away nestled between a steep cliff and a creek washout. A shallow dirt road led to the cabin.

			Manny grabbed his binos. The sun-bleached cabin showed gaps in the logs where mud chinking had fallen out over the years. A single smokestack leaned at an awkward angle, as if the constant wind had caused the metal to grow that way as scrub junipers did here. But the cabin itself stood straight and proud. “Just an old shack. Doubt if anyone lives there.”

			Willie looked through the field glasses and handed them Janet. “That’s Moses Ten Bears’s old cabin.”

			Janet grabbed the binoculars. “Shit—that the cabin that belonged to that old dude who was such a good artist?”

			Willie frowned at her while he took the binoculars and eyeballed the cabin again. “Moses Ten Bears was one of the last of the great Oglala sacred men, the last of the great wicasa wakan. Not just some old dude.” He put the glasses back under the seat. “Margaret Catches and I tried to find the Ten Bears cabin last summer.”

			“Why would you do that?” Janet asked.

			“We thought his sicun, his spirit, might still linger.”

			“If a sacred man performs the proper rituals,” Unc had told Manny one night huddled around the fire on the lip of the Stronghold, “the sicun of another holy man will enter him, make his own power stronger. Sacred men need other sicun to build their power. Only then can they give it away to help others.”

			Manny had shuddered with the thought, as he did now, thinking of Willie studying with Margaret Catches to be such a sacred man, to possess power that would allow him to help those with Indian sicknesses, sickness of the spirit. Perhaps Moses Ten Bears’s spirit had lingered for so many generations waiting for the right holy man to take possession of his sicun. “Let’s hike down there and see what’s left inside.” Janet grabbed for the door latch, but Willie stopped her.

			“That’d be trespassing. That cabin’s on deeded land that belongs to Marshal Ten Bears—Moses’s grandson.”

			“How you know so much about it?”

			Willie shrugged off Janet’s arm against his neck and started driving up the two-track. “The Heritage Committee tried to pressure Marshal to move his cabin into Pine Ridge Village last year. They wanted to make it part of their Heritage Exhibit, display it directly across from Billy Mills Hall. But Marshal told them to stay off his land or else.”

			“That so?” Janet asked.

			“’Fraid so,” Manny said. “Marshal told the committee he used the cabin now and again. Said his grandfather would have wanted it left right where it sits, there at the edge of the Stronghold. Or so my brother, Reuben, told me one night after a sweat. Marshal said if the money were right he’d sell it, though.”

			“I take it the Heritage Committee told him to pack sand?”

			Manny nodded. “In a polite way. They figure history they have to pay for isn’t history worth displaying.”

			As they made their last half-mile ascent out of the canyon, Manny looked back down at the shack. Angry heat waves fought the wind for control of the valley, and for just a heartbeat the cabin disappeared. When it reappeared once more, a feeling of peace overcame Manny, as if he were welcomed to this place, as if Grandfather Moses welcomed them all and offered his protection from the Stronghold’s brutality.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Pee Pee shucked popcorn into his mouth as he waltzed through the swinging autopsy room doors. He stopped midstride, mouth agape. He looked odd standing there with his full set of teeth, bad fitting with a pronounced overbite, gawking at Manny. “You look like hell.”

			“I feel like hell,” Manny said. “Bad night?”

			“Long night. Let’s just say there were no sheep left to count.”

			“Clara?”

			Manny nodded. “I think she’s trying to make me into an Indian Johnny Stud.”

			“Poor baby.” Pee Pee handed Manny the bag of popcorn. He grabbed a handful, and Pee Pee flashed Janet a toothy grin. “How about you sweet cheeks?”

			Janet shook her head, her eyes transfixed on the sheets covering the skeletal remains of the three victims on the autopsy tables.

			“Might help your green.”

			She ignored him and continued staring at the sheet.

			“I’ll take some.” Willie sank an enormous hand into the bag and came away with half the popcorn. Some spilled on his uniform shirt but he made no attempt to brush it away, or cover the butter stain it made on one pocket. He leaned over and whispered to Manny, “This is my first autopsy. Do we help the doc or anything?”

			“Just watch. Doc Gruesome will record everything.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “But you might keep an eye on Janet so she doesn’t hit her head when she faints.”

			Janet jumped when the medical examiner came whistling through the doors. Doc Grooson slapped Pee Pee on the back and tipped an imaginary hat to Janet. He smiled at the sheet. “And who will we be talking with this fine morning?”

			No wonder we call him Doc Gruesome.

			“Don’t we have to mask up or something?” Janet stammered, moving away from the examination room when Doc Gruesome tossed the sheet aside. “Put on robes?”

			Doc Gruesome grabbed the last of the popcorn and looked at the clipboard hanging from the end of the stainless steel table. “We would if we were talking with fresh bodies, but these have decomposed long before you were born. And gowns and masks would interfere with our snacks. Besides”—he winked at Janet—“I got a cultural anthropologist coming in from University of South Dakota after we talk with these three lovely souls.”

			He crunched down on an old maid as he turned to the first pile of bones on the table. “Since you’re the first one found,” he addressed the body under the sheet, “You’ll be the first we visit with.”

			He turned on the microphone hanging from the ceiling and smiled at Janet. “Just in case this fella says something memorable.”

			*****

			Manny stood beside an elderly couple at the Burger King order counter. They glanced his way, bent and whispered to each other, then looked his way again. At one time, Manny would have felt flattered that they had recognized him, perhaps from a Newsweek article, or a CNN interview concerning some high-profile case he was investigating at the time. Now it just felt as if they talked in hushed tones about the Great Manny Tanno, solver of all homicides. Except the Red Cloud case and the one that dragged him away from his FBI Academy position and landed him this lovely transfer to the Rapid City Field Office.

			Willie slouched beside him and ordered a Whopper and fries, ignoring Janet standing in line beside him, pale and silent since the forensic autopsy. Manny caught the wonderful odor of hot grease wafting past his nose, grease that all things tasty would be cooked in. He was about to match Willie’s order of a Whopper when Clara popped into his mind, and he ordered the chef salad instead. Extra pounds sneaking upon him to match his diabetes diagnosis made him think twice about ordering the good stuff. That and Clara’s scowling face popping into his head.

			Pee Pee followed suit and grabbed a salad. “Out of solidarity for Johnny Stud.” He smiled as he drowned his salad with four packs of full-fat ranch dressing. “Going to eat yours?” He motioned to Manny’s cheese and crouton packs.

			“And invoke the wrath of the Health Nazi?”

			Pee Pee shrugged and grabbed the packets, doubling the cheese and croutons smothering his greens.

			Willie picked at his hamburger and looked at it, nibbling at the outside. Even though he still presented an imposing figure, his trousers were now a size too big and his shirt hung loose over shoulders that slumped more often now. The old

			Willie would have wolfed the burger down in two bites and ordered another. The new, depressed Willie just picked at it. Even visits to his aunt Lizzy in the state mental hospital couldn’t bring Willie out of it. And neither could Manny.

			Janet nibbled at her Chicken Tenders. “How long will DNA take to come back?”

			Pee Pee licked dressing that had leaked out of the small pack and settled on the web of his hand. “Depends. We’ll have it back from the FBI lab in a couple days if Manny can grease the wheels.”

			Grease again. “I’ll overnight the samples today. DNA takes a while to come back, but I’ve still got some pull with the lab.” Manny stabbed his salad with the flimsy plastic fork/spoon combination, the spork, jail being the only other place in the civilized world where you had to eat with one of these fast food instruments of torture. Manny prayed the spork wouldn’t break like it usually did when he stabbed salad. Greens always reminded him of cows grazing. Wakan Tanka had made him a Lakota, a carnivore, and he couldn’t imagine his ancestors sitting around the campfire and diving into a Caesar salad. But the ancients didn’t have Clara’s line of questioning to contend with at the end of the day. “I intend to wrap this up quick.”

			“Why the rush?” Janet finally spoke. “The first body’s been in that car longer than I’ve been alive. And the other two longer than any of us.”

			“I just want to piss Lumpy off.” Manny smiled at her. “I mean, Uncle Leon. He’s got it in his mind that this will keep me tied up for some time. For the record, I’d just as soon be a pain in his behind.” Manny knew that whatever he said in front of Janet would get back to Lumpy. That in itself was worth having Janet around.

			Willie left the rest of his burger on the plate and stood for a soda refill. “That draft card we found in the first stiff’s wallet should get things rolling.”

			“I’d just like to know what caliber the poor bastard was shot with,” Pee Pee said as he heaped more cheese onto his salad, making it slightly less calorie-dense than Willie’s Whopper. “Doc Gruesome said gray matter hadn’t leaked out, which meant the guy lived for some time before he died. A small caliber projectile, most likely.”

			At the mention of gray matter leaking out of the victim’s skull, a young couple in the booth beside them squirmed in their seats. Looking like twins, with their cardigan sweaters and tweed gray golfer hats, they shot Pee Pee a worried look as if they shared a booth with Charles Manson or Jeffrey Dahmer.

			“Do they usually mummify like that?” Janet
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