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  Book One

White men had found gold in the mountains around the land of winding water. They stole a great many horses from us and we could not get them back because we were Indians. The white men told lies for each other. They drove off a great many of our cattle. Some white men branded our young cattle so they could claim them. —Young Joseph "Chief Joseph", 1879
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   Prologue

What is life? It is the flash of a firefly in the night. It is the breath of a buffalo in the wintertime. It is the little shadow which runs across the grass and loses itself in the sunset. —Blackfoot saying


COLORADO ROCKIES
April 17, Tuesday
4:17 p.m.
Breathtaking drops along the road that rimmed Colorado's Dead Horse Canyon terrified Sara Reynolds from the start. Cliffs and gorges stretched on and off for miles, few protected by guardrails. 
"Too expensive," Bryan explained. "Not a priority for lean county budgets."
His advice for dealing with roadway-induced acrophobia was simple:
"Keep your eyes on the center line. Concentrate on the road. Whatever you do, never, ever look down!"
His words sprang from memory, recommendations moot. Ignoring the threat didn't make it go away. Especially when someone T-boned your truck on a blind curve. 
Their mangled Silverado teetered on a ledge twenty feet below. She stared, incredulous, as steam twisted upward from its crumpled hood in a sultry, hypnotic dance. Vapors crawled along the shattered windshield, then teased the heart-shaped leaves of a young quaking aspen—the truck's only ally against a sheer drop of several hundred feet.
The realization she'd been the truck's passenger only moments before sizzled through her like lightning. Why was she weightless, brunette tendrils floating about her shoulders like a storm cloud? Her horrified gaze shifted to her husband, likewise weightless and wearing his signature crooked grin.
"What happened?" Her words were soundless, thought rather than speech.
"We're dead."
"What? Dead? What do you mean we're dead?"
He pointed to their truck. She gasped. Their lifeless bodies were clearly visible through the cab's passenger side window.
He was right—they were dead.
The tender expression in his hazel eyes embraced her heart as affection flowed between them. An unexpected sense of peace  defied what lay below. Time froze, the forest hushed and serene as a leafy chorus offered a requiem in the spring breeze.
What seemed an eternity later, sirens screamed through the canyon. His demeanor shifted.
"I'm sorry, Sara. That didn't exactly work out as planned. I know—I should have listened to you. I love you, sweetheart."
Renewed panic surged. "What are you saying, Bryan?"
"You must go back. Promise me. Don't let them get away with this. Please."
He blew her a kiss, then his personage retreated, fading into a swirling vortex of unearthly light.
"No! Wait. Don't leave me! Bryan, please. Don't go!"
He didn't stop, her plea denied, his only response a wave of farewell as he vanished into the light.

      [image: ]SARA AWOKE TO MIND-NUMBING pain. Her shoulder, neck, and hip screamed, spasms twisting every muscle as if some wild beast had torn them apart. There'd been an ear-splitting crash, a brilliant flash of light. . .
Where was Bryan? Where was she?
Unless someone knew otherwise, surely it was hell.
Somewhere far away a muffled siren wailed. Fear of the truth conspired with her blood-crusted lashes not to open her eyes. Pain vetoed the refusal. Her eyelids trembled open.
A sandy haired, broad-shouldered man in a blue EMS uniform sat beside her, attention fixed on a beeping vital signs monitor. A metallic taste filled her mouth, lips swollen and heavy, her attempt to speak a scratchy whisper.
"What. . .happened? Wh-where's Bryan? Is he h-here?"
The man turned her way, regarding her with dark, concerned eyes.
"It's okay, ma'am. Don't try to talk." He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. "We're getting you to help as fast as we can."
Her breathing quickened, ravaged muscles and nerves on fire, but the agony consuming her heart eclipsed it all. A sob caught in her throat, words an articulated whimper.
"H-he left me. Here...."
"Just relax." He emptied a syringe into the port of the IV line embedded in her arm.
The pain ebbed. Again nothing. Only darkness.

      [image: ]BELTON REGIONAL MEDICAL CENTER
April 17, Tuesday
5:37 p.m.
THE SENSATION OF MOTION breached the persistent fog. Her eyes cracked open as the gurney rumbled through a portal into blinding light. Electronic chirping, then muted voices, the smell of antiseptics.
She forced her query out from somewhere in her chest. "W-what h-happened?"
The pretty black nurse hanging a unit of blood looked her way. "You were in a bad wreck, darlin'. Just rest now. You're in good hands. You're awake and that's a really good sign."
"But my husband—"
"I know, darlin'. Don't worry about him. He's in a better place."
Tears flowed unbidden. It had to be a nightmare. Willing herself awake, however, failed. Abandonment and confusion in the grip of agonizing pain remained.






  
  1
Going Home

Our first teacher is our own heart. —Cheyenne saying


BRYAN & SARA'S CABIN
RURAL FALCON RIDGE, COLORADO
April 17, Tuesday
7:23 p.m.
Charlie Littlewolf regarded Bryan's timbered A-frame through narrowed eyes. Something wasn't right. A few hours earlier a dark, heavy void had crumpled his chest in a suffocating wave. His white brother's truck was still gone. No one answered the door or their phones. He and Sara were supposed to be there all week for spring break. Bryan was the most dependable person he'd ever known—always where he said, when he said. Charlie was the one who operated on "Indian Time." 
Where was he?
He never left without saying goodbye. Or more accurately, Ne' Stae va' hose vooma'tse. Cheyenne for "I will see you again."
Never the finality of "Goodbye."
The rearview mirror of his old pickup framed the sun as it sank toward the Rockies, slivered moon in close pursuit. Maybe something came up back in Denver and they had to leave.
No—he would have called. At least texted.
A week before when Bryan messaged they were coming up, he mentioned he and Sara were going skiing. If so, they should be back by now.
He stiffened. Maybe one of them got hurt. Perhaps they were at the hospital.
He turned the key in the ignition and the old engine sputtered to life. Rear tires spun in slushy spring snow as the truck swung around, then squawked through bumps and washouts troubling the unpaved road. He continued past the turnoff to his own cabin, then turned left at the two-lane highway to Belton.
When he got to Belton Regional he drove around back to the emergency room entrance, then cruised the parking lot, looking for Bryan's Silverado.
Not there.
Nonetheless, the sick feeling in his gut persisted.
He parked and got out. His worn flannel shirt failed to shield him from the chill as twilight conceded to night. The ER's double doors loomed ahead. The smell of antiseptics, disinfectants, and alcohol wipes assaulted him as he went inside. To his left, a local policeman conversed with two ambulance attendants.
"Bad situation all around," the cop was saying. "Think she'll make it?"
"Hard to say," one of the EMTs replied, expression grim. "We had to resuscitate her twice. She's in pretty bad shape."
Charlie swallowed hard, their words impaling his heart like daggers. Heavy feet headed in their direction. The conversation halted.
"Excuse me, officer. Was there an accident?"
The cop's expression clouded as wary eyes met his own. "Yeah. Wreck out one of the canyons. Truck went over the side."
His heart hammered like a ceremonial drum. "Can you tell me who it was?" The cops brows lowered, expression conflicted. "Was their name Reynolds?"
The policeman worked his jaw, then nodded. "Yes, actually, it was. Who are you?"
He introduced himself and the two men shook hands. "Are you a friend of theirs?"
Charlie's eyes closed involuntarily. "Y-Yes."
The man's look softened. "I'm sorry."
Charlie blinked and glanced away, mustering control. "Where?"
"That big canyon out Highway 17. A few miles north of Falcon Ridge. One of those blind turns."
The familiar location appeared in his mind. "Are they both..."
The man hesitated. "No. The woman's alive. So far. Her injuries are extensive, though."
"But her husband's—gone?"
"I'm afraid so. I hate to ask, but do you suppose—"
Intuition's stealthy whisper finished the sentence. Charlie turned and strode away without looking back. He pushed his way through the door, then held it open for a distraught couple carrying a toddler to rush inside. Back in his truck, he clenched the top of the steering wheel and rested his head on his fists, breathing hard. 
Which was more cowardly? Refuse to identify the body? Or cry? He sniffed hard to restrain the tears, forbidding their bid for freedom.
He didn't remember driving home. Only that his heart had become an icy stone, like those tossed aside by the snowplow's unfeeling blade.
A sleepless night followed.
When dawn's grey light tinted his cabin window he got up, slipped on his denim jacket, and drove north on the two-lane highway. Several miles later, his headlights fell upon orange traffic cones strung with yellow police tape.
An indentation in the canyon wall yielded enough space to park a short distance away. He crossed the road, then sat cross-legged between the markers a few feet from the precipice's edge. Blackness filled the gorge beyond, ground beneath him chilled by morning dew.
The location's sordid history gave him chills. Now it had claimed another. Someone he cared about. The turbulence and unrest of the spirits brought hackles to the back of his neck.
Those who died there over a century before had suffered a bad death. They returned to Seana, the world of spirits, by the short fork of the Milky Way. A place from which some returned to cause trouble. Having a violent death, Bryan could be among them.
He remained until the rising sun's rays skimmed the pines, then worked their way into the ravine. At last he arose and stepped to the edge, hoping not to see what was surely there. He gripped the aspen beside the road as he leaned over the edge. 
The familiar tan pickup lay on its side several hundred feet below, partially submerged in the icy waters of Tomahawk Creek.
The undeniable evidence expanded the cavernous gap deep inside his chest. His eyes shifted skyward, fists clenched at his side, no longer able to restrain a primal scream. Keening mingled with a plea for answers reverberated from the canyon walls.
"Why my brother? Everyone has been taken. Everyone! My father. My grandfather. Even my wife, taken by another man!"
Another prolonged wail exploded from his throat. It faded to a growl, grief overruled by anger. "Why are you doing this to me?" he snarled. "What have I done to deserve this?"
Rage spent, but still defiant, he folded his arms and dropped back to the ground. His petitions continued, some aloud, others silent, but always demanding, angry, and bitter.
Cars and trucks whizzed by, some slowing, some not. Sunset came, answers didn't. When darkness fell, he trudged back to his truck. As he drove home a realization struck with the ferocity of a spring thunderstorm. That bad feeling the day before—he should have known.
His brother did tell him he was going home.

      [image: ]CHARLIE'S CABIN
RURAL FALCON RIDGE
April 19, Thursday
6:19 p.m.
THE LOG CABIN WAS a vestige from another time. Within its rustic interior, Charlie sat in a sagging garage sale recliner, mulling over the past two days. Like his thoughts, the room was dark, the only light admitted by two opposing windows. His gut ached, but not from hunger. The few bites of dried venison and an apple had failed to take it away. 
Earlier that day he'd gone by the hospital to check on Sara. She remained in intensive care, visitors restricted to family. He spoke briefly with her father and his wife, who'd taken his number and promised to stay in touch.
Why? Why was his brother taken?
He and Bryan were both thirty-six. Men in their prime. Something felt wrong. 
Very wrong.
He needed the truth, whatever it might be.
He cringed as shades of guilt crushed him in a strangle hold. Such knowledge resided in the world of spirits. Something he'd shunned for over two decades.
Perhaps this was one of those hard lessons his grandfather had warned him about. 
Eaglefeathers tried desperately to convince him to embrace the Cheyenne way of life. He loved and respected the old man. Thus, he listened to his teachings and attended various ceremonies on the Northern Cheyenne reservation in southeastern Montana.
Accepting any of it to heart, however, stumbled over scars left by his Navajo mother's harsh criticism of such beliefs. His ears, mind, and heart closed, acceptance impossible.
He knew deep inside his grandfather could have explained this. A true holy man, patient and wise, who always knew the answers. He could have told him why fate left him forsaken and alone.
The Creator's mind is unlike that of man. His ways are not understood by two-leggeds. You were given this life because you are strong enough to live it.
His head bowed beneath the weight of self-recrimination. His childish behavior the day before was disrespectful and offensive. His throat burned as his anger at the Great Spirit rebounded back where it belonged.
No wonder he was being punished. He'd taken it for granted that he could ignore Eaglefeathers's teachings according to his own selfish timetable without consequence.
Teachings he needed now as never before. 
If you follow the way of Maheo, as I have taught you, then you will never be alone. He will always walk with you and be with you.
He winced as fear and embarrassment shadowed him with shame. He'd ignored Maheo for years. Would the Great Spirit reject him now as well?
Desperation raged.
Was Bryan's death an accident?
Or deliberate?
The sun hung low in the west as he retrieved a pouch of tobacco and a box of matches from the rough-hewn mantle and went outside. The stone-lined pit in front of the cabin was overgrown with weeds. He yanked them out and tossed them aside, then gathered pine needles, small twigs, and a few branches to start a fire.
He arranged the wood upright, struck a match, and held it to the kindling. The needles sparked, smoldered, then a small flame emerged. His need for answers prevailed, subduing what little remained of his pride. He clenched his jaw, ready to accept his punishment, whatever it might be.
He scooped up a handful of soil, pondered it a moment, then proceeded as he'd been taught years before. He rubbed his palms together, the dirt's gritty texture a reminder of life's irritations. He spread it on his arms and face to honor the Earth Mother, then thanked her for the water of life.
The fire's crackle grew steady, its breath warm against his face. He opened the pouch and took out a pinch of tobacco, then tried to recall the proper way to make an acceptable offering.
He closed his eyes, seeking divine direction for the first time in his life.
Moments later, it felt as if a hidden force raised his hand toward the east. It lowered to the ground, then repeated the motion to the other cardinal directions. The prompting continued. He lifted it above his head, then down in four steps, when his hand touched the ground. The tobacco sifted through his fingers to the Earth.
Heart and mind focused on the world of spirits, he implored them to accept his offering and carry forth his request. He pleaded for forgiveness and that he might yet attain the qualities he'd been taught.
Strength—to shun past unhealthy behaviors he'd fallen prey to in difficult times and endure the hardships required to prove his worthiness and intent as a Cheyenne man.
Protection—from evil forces that may have taken his brother's life.
Wisdom and courage—to discover what happened and why.
He inhaled deeply, mind open to answers.
None came.
Silence stretched.
His heart fell.
Of course. He didn't deserve a reply.
Yet still he waited. Being impatient with Maheo was as wrong as ignoring him or his counsel.
What seemed a long time later, he realized why no response had come—he already knew the answer. Eaglefeathers taught him what to do, years before. 
His forehead wrinkled with thought. Did Maheo ever respond directly? Or was prayer no more than finding answers within?
Did it really matter?
He blessed himself again with the Earth, then stared into the dying flames until only embers remained.
A few handfuls of earth put them to sleep.
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Returning

The white man will never be alone. Let him be just and deal kindly with my people, for the dead are not altogether powerless. —Seath'tl "Seattle", 1854


HIGHWAY 17
RURAL FALCON RIDGE
FASTING VIGIL DAY 1
April 20, Friday
5:55 a.m.
It was still dark when Charlie sat before the fire pit the next morning. He made an offering, then began a ceremonial fast. The last time was under Eaglefeathers's direction, prior to leaving for college. It was difficult. He didn't make it through the entire four days, even with his grandfather's encouragement. He berated himself for being young, weak, and foolish. 
Upon dousing the fire, he climbed into his pickup to return to the accident site. The headlights swept the road ahead, beams vanishing as they probed empty space beyond sheer drops. Their lethal potential blared through him as never before, fingers tightening their grip on the steering wheel.
When he arrived the traffic cones were gone. It looked the same as always. Vain hopes flared. Was it only a nightmare?
A cliff face loomed skyward beside the cutout as he pulled in, killed the lights, then the ignition. Darkness consumed the cab. He got out and closed the door. Its report rebounded as his rantings had two days before.
There was no moon, dawn's light occulted by towering rock. Walking blindly bordered on insanity, yet using the truck's emergency flashers or his flashlight felt wrong. Inability to see the dangers ahead fit why he was there.
His footsteps crunched along the pebble-strewn shoulder as he felt his way to the tailgate. Metal screeched as he pulled it open and sat down to wait for his eyes to adjust.
Stars appeared, starting with the brightest. Jupiter lingered toward the west, Mars and Saturn overhead, flanking the Milky Way. Shadows took shape where the celestial dome ended beyond distant trees. It seemed impossible that starlight alone could light the way, yet it did.
He slid from his perch, crossed the road, and resumed the same position as the day before. The leaves of the aspen to his right sang in the morning breeze.
Jupiter faded as the sky greyed with first light.
Like his anger at Maheo.
Grief, however, remained, his gut eviscerated.
His mind shifted to Bryan. He couldn't remember a time when he wasn't in his life. Even when life placed them on opposite sides of the globe.
As adolescents they discovered they had the same birthday and declared themselves twins. They shared youthful adventures, the pains of growing up. Teen crushes, and heartbreak. They encouraged each other through hard times, even when geographically separated. Their ability to sense each other's distress was uncanny, this time no different.
Except this time Bryan couldn't tell him what was wrong.
There was something he should do.
But what?
Why did the accident occur here? Spirits of all kinds occupied the area. Eaglefeathers made sure he knew its history.
Many years before the government forced their people to leave the land where they were born—land that Maheo gave to them. Rather than go to Indian Territory in Oklahoma or other remote reservations, a small band slipped away and came there.
A few years later white men lusting after silver and gold arrived. Conflicts arose that resulted in them forcing innocent people as well as a small herd of horses to perish in that canyon.
Their medicine man, Black Cloud, blessed the area with protection from further exploitation by the white man. Should any attempt to do so, he would not prosper.
Did Bryan stumble onto the curse? If so, how? He never thought of him as white, yet he was. Had he discovered something? His white brother, like himself, was driven by curiosity and clever at unearthing secrets.
His thoughts halted at the sound of a vehicle approaching on the other side of the road. The coming weekend brought increased traffic. He stood when the driver of a white SUV full of kids stopped and rolled down his window.
"Do you need help?" he asked. "Did your truck break down?"
Charlie forced a smile. If only it were that simple. "No. I'm okay. Thank you."
The man waved, rolled up his window and drove away, expression puzzled.
He sat back down and contemplated how Bryan and his grandfather had affected his life while the sun crawled across the cloud-strewn sky. At times it felt as if they were standing beside him, that he could see them if he were to open his eyes. Any comfort it wrought, however, quickly collapsed to another onslaught of soul-crushing anguish.
His thoughts halted at the sound of another car, this time on his side of the road. He got up when it came to a stop and the motorist, an older gentleman, rolled down the passenger side window. The man's grey eyes were kind and sympathetic.
"Did you know them?" he asked.
Touched by the simple words of understanding, Charlie nodded, any response stuck behind the lump in his throat. The man offered him a bottle of water. It was rude to refuse a gift, so he accepted it and whispered thanks.
He no sooner got settled when another vehicle came along, this time a pickup. It didn't slow down, much less stop. The dust it left behind invaded his parched throat and triggered a coughing fit. He eyed the water bottle.
No food, no water.
He toughed it out, grateful it was only the first day of his fast.
The sun crept westward, dropping toward the mountain tops beyond the yawning canyon. Eaglefeathers's absence as well as Bryan's loomed as the night.
The day felt wasted. He knew no more now than when it began.
As he prayed to close the day's efforts, lamenting the loss of his grandfather's guidance, an impression struck at the speed of thought.
Why did you not bring him with you?
He stiffened at the ridiculous thought. How? His grandfather had crossed over years before—
—but still lived in the world of spirits. 
Of course. How could he be so dense?
His teachings lived on as well.
As he considered the source of the mysterious words, a vision appeared in his mind. The old man had given him many things over the years whenever he and his father, Frank Littlebear, traveled to the reservation to attend a ceremonial sweat, a sun dance, sacred buffalo hat, the sacred arrow, or fasting at Novavose, their name for the Sacred Mountain.
He remembered showing them to Bryan, who compared them to Boy Scout Merit Badges he received as he worked toward the rank of Eagle Scout. Charlie didn't argue, but knew his were different. They were sacred. Blessed by his grandfather, a strong and worthy medicine man. Each item retained a measure of his essence. Others were handed down, like his medicine bundle.
All were stored in the chest he and Bryan built from local cedar. He bowed his head, ashamed he'd further ignored his teachings. Again, it made sense no answers had come. He imagined the old man's piercing look, awed when rather than scolding peace surrounded him like a blanket in the cool of night.
Return tomorrow with the sacred items. Do that which you were taught and you will receive answers.
His head bowed in humble thanks. Venus winked as a beacon on a far mountain top, waxing crescent moon trailing in her wake.
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April 20, Friday
5:40 p.m.
SARA DRIFTED IN AND OUT, days measured by diurnal light and nursing shift changes. Even through the deepest of drug-induced fogs, she knew. The unthinkable had happened.
Bryan was dead.
Gone from her life. Forever.
Her heart ached with abandonment, emptiness she'd never known. Sometimes in the dark of night he stood beside her bed. Told her he loved her, that everything would be okay. The comfort it wrought was real, even if his presence wasn't. He expected her to do something.
But what?
Why or how she'd arrived in this ethereal prison was unclear. A vague realization persisted that her father and his wife, Connie, were often there, holding her hand or stroking her face and hair. 
The soft murmur of voices breached her consciousness. Again, the ugly truth blared.
He's dead.
Semi-reclined in a hospital bed amidst the chirp of monitors, heavy eyelids opened on a tangle of IVs. 
Physical pain trailed increased wakefulness. Fiery daggers that mocked the futile yearning in her soul. Tears flowed, as if originating from her empty heart. Her trembling hand wiped them away.
She froze.
An entourage in green scrubs stood at the foot of her bed. A stocky uniformed Hispanic policeman with a Poncho Villa mustache was among them. 
Confusion resumed.
"How are you feeling, Mrs. Reynolds?"
The speaker held a clipboard, probably a doctor, judging by the stethoscope around his neck. Of medium build with curly, brownish-red hair and a nicely trimmed beard, he appeared a decade or so older than she was, probably mid-forties.
Her reply was raspy and lagged her mind like an echo. "Awful. S-someone, please. Tell me. W-why am I here? W-what happened?"
The cop stepped forward, his round face solemn. The doctor waved him off.
"N-no. Please," she pleaded. "I want. . .need to know." The doctor's lips tightened, but he stepped aside, arms folded.
"Hello, Mrs. Reynolds. I'm Mike Fernandez, Falcon Ridge PD. I'm investigating your accident. I hope you remember enough to help. After the EMTs rescued you and removed your husband's body, we went back with the equipment to recover your truck. Unfortunately, it had fallen from that shelf into the canyon."
Her eyes widened. "Our truck fell into a canyon?"
Dark eyes searched her face. "Yes. You're lucky to be alive."
She stared back, speechless, the cardiac monitor's lazy beat shifting to staccato.
A tall nurse with a straight blond ponytail stepped over and took her hand. "We'll take care of you, Mrs. Reynolds. You'll get through this."
"Do you remember anything about the accident?" Fernandez reiterated.
"No. Only that Bryan left me—here."
The cop exhaled hard. "I'm sorry, ma'am. We're trying to figure out what happened. If you remember anything, let us know. I'm sorry we couldn't recover any of your personal effects. Any evidence of how the wreck occurred is also gone. Maybe you swerved to miss a deer, or someone ran you off the road. On a blind turn like that there are several possibilities."
Her heart raced, fear ripping through her. Something deep inside stirred, but her mind shoved it away. "I'm s-sorry. I have no idea what happened."
"Do you remember where you were going? Or coming from?"
She closed her eyes, trying to think. The time prior to Bryan's departure and everything since was blank. Only that blinding light that stole the love of her life.
"No. Nothing. I'm sorry."
Her eyelids drooped, the maelstrom inside her head eliminating lucid thought.
"You're the only clue we have." He placed his card on the tray table. "Call if you remember anything. Even something you think is insignificant could be important. Again, I'm sorry for your loss." He patted her hand, nodded at the medical personnel, and left.
The doctor stepped to the foot of the bed, rehung the clipboard, then came around beside her. "Good evening, Mrs. Reynolds. I'm Kyle Bishop, your attending physician. On a scale of one to ten, how would you rate your discomfort?"
Her eyes closed, then inched open a crack. Every nerve screeched with pain. "A lot," she whispered. "It's r-really bad. Can't you g-give me something?"
"Yes, of course. I needed you to regain consciousness, however, to assess your concussion. Once you stabilized from surgery, we cut back the sedation." He motioned to a nurse, who opened the valve on one of the IVs. "Do you mind if I call you Sara?"
She started to shake her head, but it hurt to move. "No. H-how hurt am I? Is it as b-bad as I feel?"
"You've been severely injured. If you feel as if you've been shoved through a meat grinder, you're not far from the truth. It's a wonder you're alive, Sara."
She groaned, wishing otherwise, though the worst of the pain had started to ebb.
"You sustained multiple injuries including abrasions, bruises, and several severe lacerations," he explained. "You've lost a fair amount of blood and may need another transfusion, depending on if we find any additional internal injuries."
"It feels a lot worse."
A crease formed between his brows. "It is. You didn't let me finish. You have a concussion, broken hip, and fractured collar bone. You're young enough we pinned them both. If you were ten or fifteen years older, we would have given you a new hip. Besides numerous stitches, there's a lot of soft-tissue damage. You suffered a severe whiplash from the impact as well. Impacts, actually. Your injuries indicate there were at least two, one from the side and another head-on."
She shifted in the bed, hand on her chest. Her fingers traced the incision from the collar bone repair. Something sensitive lower on her chest drew her attention.
"What's this?"
"Let me see. It might be from the airbag. They're known to cause various injuries." He lifted the neck of her hospital gown. "Oh. No, that's a burn. From the defibrillator. The EMTs brought you back, you know."
Moisture flooded her eyes. "I didn't want to come back. I wanted to go with my husband."
He placed his hand on her arm. "Now, now. That's not how it works. Tell me—what do you do for a living, Sara?"
"I'm a PT."
"Ah. Interesting." His amber-flecked brown eyes met hers. "Then you understand the importance and benefits of physical therapy. It'll take a while to get over the concussion, possibly as long as the other injuries. Expect dizzy spells, possible black-outs, nausea, and memory loss. But you're young and in otherwise good health. I'm confident you'll get through this."
His eyes were steady and honest. True, some of her accident patients suffered amnesia, then eventually recalled what happened.
Fear's shadow chilled her heart at the thought.
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RURAL FALCON RIDGE
April 20, Friday
7:50 p.m.
WHEN CHARLIE ARRIVED HOME that evening, he turned on the single lightbulb slung from the rafters, then knelt before the chest at the foot of his bed and lifted the lid. A whiff of cedar and tobacco greeted him, triggering a host of memories. Snuggled beneath a blanket reposed his grandfather's medicine bundle, wrapped in a buffalo calf hide.
Many years had passed since he'd so much as touched sacred things. As his hand rested upon it, an admonition shot through him like an arrow. Ignoring spiritual matters had failed to make the void inside his heart go away. His hands trembled as he lifted out the bundle and hugged it to his chest.
Time exists only for those tied to Earth. For eternal matters it is never too late.
He paused as his psyche absorbed the impression.
It felt right.
It was time to humble himself and connect with the Spirits. Where Eaglefeathers, Bryan, his father, and answers resided.
He got up and sat on his bed where he untied the sinew, then unfolded it beside him, revealing several buckskin pouches. One of the larger ones contained offering tobacco. In addition, he found red, blue, black, white, and yellow earth paints, prayer cloths in seven colors, sun dance medicine pouches, and big medicine.
All played important roles in sacred ceremonies. He held each for a moment to recall its purpose. Such were able to release the truth.
Truth.
The Cheyenne, known in their own language as the Tseteshestahese, had a specific way to attain it. His eyes shifted to the pipe bag hanging above the fireplace. His grandfather called it the sacred red pipe and promised it would carry his prayers to the Creator, who spoke only truth and would not deceive.
Grandson, life has hardships. You must turn to Maheo for guidance in your everyday life. You will become a pipe keeper. It will lead your life and bless you with wisdom from Maheo.
The words carried import he'd previously resisted. He retrieved the bag and opened it, releasing more memory-stirring scents— burnt tobacco, seared wood, and leather. The bowl and stem, an ash tree branch to clean it, and another tobacco pouch were inside. 
While the Great Spirit heard all sincere prayers, some answers came more easily than others. Spirit animals, totems, and even plants delivered inspiration to find answers from within.
More serious inquiries that required deeper insights or specific direction demanded such supplications be performed with ritual and ceremony.
Maheo was bound to respond to such requests.
He set the pipe bag down with the bundle and other items, then returned to the chest. A smile formed unbidden when he spotted the red cloth roll that contained his badger hide.
Badger was a revered spirit animal who lived underground and granted special access to Novavose, the Sacred Mountain. To summon his help, he would need it, too. He unrolled it enough to caress its fur, then rolled it back up and set it aside with the pipe.
The prompting at the site had been clear.
Eaglefeathers handed down his pipe to him, and the badger hide was a gift to commemorate the first time he attended a sun dance. He placed them on the kitchen table, then returned the other items to the bundle and put it back in the chest.
The tobacco pouch on the mantle issued another reminder. He picked it up and went outside to make an offering with his evening prayers.
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Fasting

I salute the light within your eyes where the whole Universe dwells. For when you are at that center within you and I am  in that place within me, we shall be one. —Crazy Horse's farewell to Sitting Bull


HIGHWAY 17
RURAL FALCON RIDGE
FASTING VIGIL DAY 2
April 21, Saturday
9:10 a.m.
To show additional respect, Charlie wore traditional buckskin instead of his usual jeans and flannel shirt. Dead Horse Canyon yawned before him, spirits taunting his desperation to know the truth. 
His badger hide lay on the ground before him, pipe bag nestled in its fur. Connecting with Maheo was done in a specific way. He'd attended sweats and other ceremonies where the pipe was used, but only as a helper. Since his arrival before dawn, his prayers and meditation scoured his memory for how to proceed.
It served him right for being a young and arrogant fool. Now he was on his own and had to get it right. Otherwise he'd never find out what happened to Bryan.
Divine petitions were more powerful with others present. Songs and dances enhanced the effects, but that couldn't be helped. His grandfather's promise about "never being alone" rendered a glimmer of hope. The words of the Grandfather Honor Song teased his mind. At first he hummed it, then found himself singing as a show of penance and for help remembering.
When he finished, consumed by peace and gratitude, his chest still ached. He blessed himself with the Earth and made a tobacco offering. A deep, determined breath escaped as he removed the bowl and stem from the bag, then set them on the hide with the tobacco and matches. His grandfather's essence settled around him as he pondered the many times he'd seen him use the sacred red pipe to communicate with the Creator.
In his mind's eye he watched the old man pick up the pipe and hold it aloft, then offer it to Maheo and the circle of life. To summon his spirit helpers, especially Badger, Eaglefeathers then passed it from his left shoulder over his head to his right. After that, he cradled the stem in his left arm and connected the bowl. 
From that point on, it was not to be set down until the ceremony was complete. Bowl in hand, his grandfather proceeded to load it with tobacco, lit it with a single match, then puffed slowly four times, blessing the pipe with the smoke.
Charlie whispered, Nia see, naméšémé to thank the spirits, then followed the promptings of the vision. Lighting it presented a challenge. The persistent canyon breeze extinguished match after match before the tobacco finally ignited. He puffed slowly four times to bless the pipe. Smoke ascended in a steady stream. After that, he puffed only enough to keep it burning, without inhaling.
Prayers flowed from his mind and heart while pungent vapors carried them aloft. He asked forgiveness for his foolishness and gave thanks again for his grandfather's teachings. He poured out his heartbreak at the loss of his brother. Beseeched Maheo for understanding of what had happened, why, and for wisdom and direction regarding what he should do. Gratitude swelled in his breast for each and every thing, large and small, the old man and Bryan had done for him.
As the tobacco burned low, he added more and kept praying. Random traffic passed, some slowing, others not. He remained focused, their presence outside his awareness. Each time the pipe's embers waned, he refilled and lit it again. Eventually it only took one match, his cupped hands shielding it effectively from the wind.
As he set the match box aside, movement caught the corner of his eye. A bald eagle soared high above, identity confirmed by its white head and tail. The majestic birds migrated south in the fall when local lakes froze, then returned in spring, usually early March. He watched, transfixed by its grace and power, then resumed his petition.
It startled him when the bird swooped past his line of sight, diving toward the stream below. His back straightened and brow creased at the feat's absurdity. No fish or game were found in Tomahawk Creek. Mine leachings polluted the water over a century before.
Was the bird daft, seeking prey where none existed?
He continued praying, refilling the pipe as necessary. In late afternoon, as the sun drooped toward the horizon, the eagle dove past again, this time so closely he could count the feathers in its wings and tail. When it didn't reappear he got up to see where it had gone.
The bird's mighty talons clung to the broken trunk of the young aspen on the ledge where the truck first landed.
Sharp eyes met his.
As meaning burst upon him he could almost hear Bryan comparing him to "a chicken watching a card trick."
He, not the bird, was the one who was daft.
Eagles represented a person's grandfather, his own even more so, considering his name. 
The bird cocked its majestic head, then launched from the mutilated tree, flew across the canyon on mighty wings, and disappeared.
Charlie's hopes likewise took off.
His prayers had been heard.

      [image: ]BELTON REGIONAL MEDICAL CENTER
April 21, Saturday
8:14 p.m.
SARA AWOKE WITH A start as a maelstrom of panic exploded in her chest. Bryan was dead. That she knew. She saw him depart. He was gone. But what about his body? What happened to it? Did she miss his funeral? Where did they bury him?
Her father, Will Montgomery, got up from the chair across the room, blue eyes saturated with concern. He stepped to her bedside, Connie close behind.
"What's the matter, Kitten? Does something hurt? Should I call the nurse?"
She gripped the bed rails, eyes frantic. "What happened to Bryan?"
He winced as if struck in the face. "He's dead, Sara."
She hung her head. "No, Dad. No. I know. That's not what I meant. What happened to him? To his body. Did I miss his funeral?"
His hand raked through thinning brown hair, then came to rest on top of hers. "No, no. You didn't miss anything. His body's still at the coroner's. I, uh, identified it for them. The day after the wreck. They just finished the autopsy yesterday. He needs to know what you want to do. Then he can finish filling out the death certificate."
She frowned, confused. "Do? What do you mean, do?"
He took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. "Whether you want to bury or cremate him. The medical examiner's office wanted to finish up the paperwork before the weekend, but I've been stalling. Until I found out what you want. If he had a preference."
Even though they were only in their thirties, they'd had that conversation. When Bryan was in the Air Force overseas on TDY, she lived in fear that something horrible might happened to him. Once he was discharged and came home to stay, that worry dissolved into the expectation of a long and happy life together. They'd barely begun to talk about starting a family someday.
Her best efforts failed to restrain the sob. She wiped her eyes with the sheet before Connie could hand her a tissue. "H-he wanted to be c-cremated. Then he wanted his ashes scattered. Out by our cabin. The place he loved. More than anywhere else on earth."
When her voice broke again, he squeezed her hand. "Okay. I'll tell them. Is there anyone we should notify?"
"No. His parents died years ago. He was an only child."
"What about life insurance? Did he have any?"
"I think so. Through his work, if nowhere else."
"Okay. Do you want me to get that started, too, now that we'll have the death certificate?"
She blew her nose and nodded. "Yes. Please. That would be a big help. Thanks, Dad. The information's in a file cabinet at the condo. Upstairs, in our office."
"Okay. Don't worry. I'll take care of it."
"Do you need the key?"
"We already have one, Sara. You gave us one years ago."
Panic released with a sigh. She closed her eyes and lay back against the pillow. Connie's hand, a lighter touch than her father's, brushed the hair from her face.
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FASTING VIGIL DAY 3
April 22, Sunday
6:40 a.m.
CHARLIE'S GAZE LINGERED ON the forested peaks as he awaited day's first light. The medicine bundle and sacred red pipe rested on the badger hide.
Eaglefeathers explained the purpose of fasting years before. Sacrificing what sustained life demonstrated a person's intent in a tangible way. The discomforts were a reminder of his dependence on the Earth, which invited humility. Then he could approach Maheo with the proper level of respect. Denying physical  demands strengthened his spirit and made it more receptive.
He thought back to his failed attempt to complete a ceremonial fast after he graduated high school. By the afternoon of the second day he'd refused to continue. He was starving and the paint on his body itched. His grandfather assured him he could do it and offered what he referred to as Big Medicine, a medicinal herb used in all Cheyenne ceremonies. He promised it would carry him through.
At the time the only thing he believed could carry him through was a hamburger, fries, and an extra-large Coke. He never forgot his grandfather's pained look when he insisted he was done and wanted to go home.
This time his motivation was sufficient to persevere. Hunger fled, though his mouth was uncomfortably dry. His energy level dropped more each day and he felt increasingly light-headed. Thus, his thoughts turned to the Big Medicine he'd been offered when his will faltered two decades before.
He removed the medicine bag from the larger bundle and took out the pouches it contained. He remembered its unique shape, which resembled a man's hand. He untied the first pouch, finding big root medicine. The next three held bear root, bitter root, and mint tea, respectively.
He spotted something slightly larger secured within a square of cloth with its corners tied together. He picked it up and felt through the fabric. Its hand-like shape revealed what he was looking for. He untied the corners, took it out. Used his pocket knife to cut off one of the root's fingers and strip its outer skin. He placed it beneath his tongue and closed his eyes.
Before long his eyes flew open as saliva returned to his mouth. All this time he'd believed the old man was trying to stall, trick or deceive him.
The simple token of relief reassured him he could do this. He vowed that some day he would return to Eagles Peak, to the place his grandfather designated back then and complete the entire ritual.
Physical discomforts momentarily relieved, he lit the pipe and prepared to send his request skyward. He closed his eyes, contemplating why he was there. Since his grandfather's death, Bryan was the one person he could count on. He trusted him implicitly. Now he, too, was gone, his life stolen. Again, he was alone. 
Admonitions arose from within his soul. Indulging in self-pity was cowardly. This wasn't about him. It was about Bryan. If his death was wrong, he needed to know.
As his thoughts turned to his brother, it dawned on him that five days had passed since his death. Four marked the time when the deceased departed for the land of spirits. He started to sing the Cheyenne Journey Song to help him on his way.
The words stuck in his throat.
Was it too late?
Or too early?
Gooseflesh crept along his arms and neck. The same feeling that alerted him to his death. Was he lingering until his remains were scattered?
Sara's father texted the night before that they would do that after she was released from the hospital. Until then, maybe Bryan was watching over her.
Or could it relate to how he died? Suddenly and unexpectedly, leaving him lost and trying to find his body?
Being caught between worlds was something he understood. The conflict between his parents's cultures was bad enough, to say nothing of the white man's encroaching on both. He'd spent most his life not knowing who or what he was or where he belonged. 
Bryan helped him navigate the modern world, but now that anchor was gone. 
His Cheyenne roots were all he had left. No wonder he was drawn to them like never before. Yet, his connection with Bryan was what brought him there.
Where was his brother?
Whether he remained on the Earth plane or had already gone home, the fact remained that his brother was the only one who could tell him what happened and why.
Dark suspicions surrounded his loss.
Finding those answers was why he was there.
He cradled the pipe in the crook of his arm and sang the Grandfather Song in tribute, as he had the day before. Then, once again he prayed with a fervency born from the assurance he was being heard.
It concerned him when tears fell, not wanting to appear weak. Words of comfort settled as dew on his troubled mind:
When water flows from your eyes, it cleanses your spirit. No prayer is more sincere or pleasing to Maheo than one that comes from your heart.
He waited. At length, another impression came.
Your prayer was heard and accepted. Return tomorrow and your request will be granted.
The sun's rays splintered behind the pines in an explosion of color, then disappeared, ending the third day.
It was not so much hope as certainty that the next day answers would come.
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April 23, Monday
6:28 a.m.
CHARLIE SETTLED INTO HIS usual position overlooking Dead Horse Canyon. He lit the pipe, the ceremony now comfortable and familiar as he repeated his request.
The sun crawled across the sky as his petitions continued. When the westering sun touched the distant peaks, still no answer had come. Disappointment burned behind his eyes. Until now, his prayers, other than the songs, were in English, the language with which he was most familiar.
This time he found himself speaking directly from his heart, aloud in fluent Tseteshestahese.
"I have done as I was instructed," he said. "I have prayed and fasted four days. I beg forgiveness for any mistakes in my asking. Once again I ask in all humility. I ask humbly for knowledge of my brother's fate. Please tell me, Maheo—was it his time, his death intended? Or was the accident a deliberate act that stole his life?"
He focused on listening, all senses poised for an answer. The previous impressions had been whispered, words soft but discernible. Whether they came from within his psyche or without wasn't clear.
A truck roared by, breaking his concentration. Its wake peppered him with coarse dirt and a cloud of dust that triggered a coughing fit. Nearly blinded, he fumbled in the bundle for the Big Medicine. He cut off a piece, stripped its skin by feel, and placed it in his mouth, willing it to bring relief. It helped a little, but not as effectively as before.
Settled again, he uttered another plea from the depths of his soul. He bolted to attention, mouth agape, when the answer slammed into his mind. The voice was unfamiliar, certainly not his own. It surged through him, body trembling in response to its authority and power.
The accident that stole your white brother was the work of evil men. Their hearts are cold and cruel. They think only of their own fortunes, dominion, and control. Their minds are as those who tried to destroy our people. They would have succeeded, were it not for the journey of our Father, Morning Star. Listen to your heart, Okohomoxhaahketa. With your spirit guides it will lead you on the path to retribution.
At last the dark, oppressive weight he'd carried since that fateful day made sense. As he suspected all along, Bryan's death was not an accident.
Dishonorable men murdered his brother. 
Okohomoxhaahketa, Littlewolf in English, was the name his grandfather gave him when he was six years old. His ancestor, Chief Littlewolf, was one of the most revered chiefs in Cheyenne history.
His Diné mother refused to accept, much less use it, however. Her culture's naming conventions were matrilineal, which dictated that his surname be the same as hers. As it turned out, the naming ceremony had been what lit the fuse on his parent's cultural differences.
Differences that tore him apart as well, driving him from both indigenous traditions into a barren no-man's land.
He meditated on the response until Venus appeared above the jagged peaks, the words indelibly etched in his heart. At last he stood, knees weak. The shattered vehicle below was barely visible in the quarter moon's silver light. Reflections danced off the stream's sullied waters like the new barrage of questions trampling his mind.
Why?
An airy, breathless sense of purpose surrounded him as he walked the canyon's edge toward his truck. As he prepared to cross the pavement a vehicle approached, its headlights blinding. Unsteady on his feet, his hand grasped the aspen until the truck sped past.
The light searing his eyes delivered another impression, that of a blazing dawn.
Bryan's death was not an ending.
It was a beginning.
Its scope, vast and incomprehensible, thundered through him as bison crossing the plains two centuries before.
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No matter how paranoid or conspiracy-minded you are, what the government is actually doing is far worse than you can imagine. — William Blum, former employee of the U.S. State Department


BELTON REGIONAL MEDICAL CENTER
April 25, Wednesday
1:23 p.m.
Now that Sara was awake and past the critical stage she felt guilty keeping Will and Connie away from their home in Boulder. They'd been staying at the cabin and claimed they preferred it to being a hundred-plus miles away. Job duties at Hewitt Satellite Imaging required Will to drive back and forth a few times, but he insisted he didn't mind. 
Nonetheless, Sara insisted they return home, reminding them she was on a first-name basis with the nursing staff and slept most the time, anyway. They finally agreed when she asked them to help in other ways, such as picking up Bryan's cremated remains, notifying their places of employment, and taking care of the insurance claim for the truck.
Connie leaned over the bed to kiss the top of her head, mid-length auburn hair brushing her cheek. "I'll text you every day. I won't call, in case you're asleep. Call whenever you feel up to it."
She managed a weak smile for the woman she considered her second mom. "Okay. I will. Before you go, would you mind getting my purse from the nurse's station?"
"Of course," she agreed. She returned moments later empty-handed. "Nothing was there. They said you didn't have any personal effects when you came in."
Sara moaned with a different brand of discomfort. The wreck had stolen more than her husband. Her phone, credit cards, driver's license, tablet, car keys, house keys. . .
Overwhelmed by the thought of replacing everything, her face contorted.
Where would she even start?
Always sensitive to a damsel in distress, Will came forward. "Don't worry, Sara. We've got this. Who's your phone provider? We'll give them a call and get you a new one."
It was more complicated than expected. Establishing her identity wasn't easy without her driver's license, much less any memory of her pin or Social Security number. Fortunately, once they got past that, he drove to the AT&T store a few blocks away and picked up a new phone. Relief at being connected again was realized when, thanks to its Cloud backup, everything was restored.
When at last Will and Connie departed for home she decided to check her phone mail. Two were dated the day of the accident. The number was unfamiliar, which wasn't surprising given she couldn't even remember her own. Her heart raced as she tapped the icon to listen.
It was Charlie.
"Hey, Sara. Bryan's not answering. Where are you guys? I thought we were having supper together tonight. Is everything okay?"  
She swallowed hard. If there was anyone who'd miss Bryan as much as she did, it would be him. Her father mentioned he'd come by while she was in ICU and that they'd texted him updates. At least he knew. She couldn't imagine being the one to tell him.
How did he find out?
The next message, left an hour later, was him as well.
"Sara? Hey. I'm really worried. This isn't like you two. Please let me know if you're okay, no matter how late it is."
The desperation in his voice tore at her heart. Bryan would want her to call. But what would she say?
"Hello, Sara. How are you doing?"
She jolted from her reverie, startled half to death to see him standing in the doorway.
"Oh! Charlie! I just got my phone replaced and was listening to your messages."
He came the rest of the way into the room and stood beside her bed. "Yeah. I was pretty worried. Obviously for good reason. I'm so sorry, Sara."
His dark eyes met hers, the pain behind them triggering a fresh wall of tears. She grabbed a tissue from the bed tray and dabbed them away. "What are we going to do without him, Charlie?"
"I don't know."
She blew her nose and sniffed back a sob. "I don't know, either."
He cleared his throat, then asked, "What happened? Who did this?"
The question made her head hurt. "I, uh, I don't know. It's all a blank. I don't remember anything. Nothing about that day, or even coming out from Denver. I guess it was just an accident. I don't know. The cops have been asking the same thing."
His eyes narrowed, something about their gleam suggesting he knew something she didn't.
"What?" she prompted. "Did he tell you anything before the wreck? Do you know what happened?"
He exhaled through his nose, mouth a hard line. "No. Not really. I just know that something isn't right. If it's the last thing I do, they won't get away with this."
The hair stood up on the back of her neck. 
"Did Bryan tell you that?" she gasped. "That's the last thing he said when he died—not to let them get away with it."
His smile was sad, angry, and somehow saturated with irony. "I'm his red twin brother, Sara. We always thought alike. Constantly. We finished each other's sentences, got the same crazy ideas for our adventures. It is right that I finish this for him as well."
He didn't stay long after that. Once he was gone, she couldn't get it out of her mind how weird it was that he showed up when he did and then repeated Bryan's last words. On one hand, it felt good to know she wasn't alone. On the other, the sinister implications were terrifying.
The strange visit faded from memory as the days passed amidst a continuous medley of medications, x-rays, and CAT scans. At a certain point she wondered if seeing Charlies was another one of those strange dreams she was having, day and night.
Pain killers kept her only marginally aware, but it got better when she started physical therapy. Her own advice to patients came to mind: Measure progress weekly, not daily. The human contact felt good, providing more meaningful conversations than the nursing staff had time to provide. Sharing a profession offered plenty to chat about.
Her PT was a man in his late twenties named Deven. His unruly blond hair and easy manner reminded her of a friend at work. One morning as she shuffled along with a walker, they got into a conversation about natural remedies.
"A few things are good for inflammation," she commented.
His expression brightened. "Seriously? I'd love to know what. Some of my patients don't tolerate muscle relaxers well. I knew one woman who thought she'd come down with colitis. She went through an entire GI series only to find out it was the side effects of a muscle relaxer her doctor prescribed."
One hand pressed to her forehead she tried to think. Her mind was blank, other than the seemingly unrelated impression of a pineapple. "I can't think of them offhand, Deven. After I get back to my room, I'll check the internet."
When her session was over, he helped her climb back in bed. Her thoughts turned to her tablet. Then she remembered. Only her phone had been replaced. 
Determined to deal with it, she got out her phone, went to Amazon, and ordered what she needed. With everything in her shopping cart, she realized she didn't have her credit cards, either. At one time she'd memorized her Discover card's number, but that had deserted her brain along with everything else. Furthermore, its loss needed to be reported, too.
This definitely called for a gripe session with her step-mom.
Sometimes she still thought of her as Auntie Connie, having known her since she was a child. She'd been her mom's best friend and roommate at college. It seemed weird to think of her married to her father, but not in a bad way. It always felt as if her mom could walk through the door at any moment. It was nice that they could sit around and reminisce comfortably, which wouldn't have been possible with anyone else.
It hadn't been her intent, but she didn't refuse the woman's offer to help. Again, it wasn't simple. Nonetheless, her father pulled it off when she signed a power of attorney, he got a copy of her birth certificate from the condo, and the doctor provided a statement describing her situation.
Meanwhile, Connie ordered her a purse even nicer than her old one, a wallet, and a new tablet. They were sent directly to the hospital so Sara received them three days later. Over the next week, duplicates of her credit cards and driver's license rolled in as well. 
Once she had the tablet in hand she felt alive again. On Facebook she found dozens of condolences and expressions of sympathy. She wasn't a huge fan of social media, yet seeing how many people cared touched her deeply. So deeply, it meant more renegade tears. 
What was the matter with her? She'd never been such a cry baby before.
She continued to text Connie and her father along with a few friends from work and check for updates on Facebook, Instagram, and sometimes Twitter. Such mindless activities masqueraded as normal, but that empty place in her heart refused to close.
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"HEY, BOSS. THIS JUST IN. We've got problems."
Taskforce commander, Bernard Keller, gripped his phone and exhaled hard.
"I'm listening."
"The guy's wife survived. She just reactivated her phone."
"What?" His free hand raked his greying buzz-cut. "You're shittin' me, right? How the hell could anyone survive that wreck?"
"Damned if I know, boss. She must be one tough broad. No telling, but she did. The sniffer picked up phone activity. Plus she's texting and going out on Facebook."
Keller groaned. "Terrific. How long ago did this happen?"
"The phone was activated just under a week ago."
"Almost a week? What the hell, Johannsen? You're just noticing this now?"
"Yeah. Report just came in. I guess we're not exactly at the top of the NSA's priorities. Right, boss? Actually, it's lucky they hadn't cut the trace. We were about to have them ax it, then they sent this."
Keller muttered his pet profanity through clenched teeth. "Listen, Johannsen. If there's any luck involved, it sure as hell ain't yours. Why didn't we know she was alive?" Seconds ticked by. "Johannsen? You still there?"
"Yeah, boss. I guess she, uh, looked dead. When they got her out of the truck."
"So, you assumed she was dead."
"Uh, yeah. They bagged the dude and had one ready for her. She was covered with blood, unconscious, and looked it. I've seen dead people, boss. She looked dead. Real dead. D-E-A-D. "
"You know the definition of assume, right?"
"Huh?"
"When you assume you make an ass outa you and me. Get it, numbnuts?"
"Heh, heh. Yeah, I get it. You know, boss, if the goddamn ambulance hadn't gotten there so fast, she would've been dead. I guarantee it."
"So, tell me. What did that teach you?" More silence. "Well?"
"Uhhh. I guess we, uh, shoulda disconnected the telematics. When we installed the tracker."
"Details, Johannsen. You can't pee like a puppy if you want to run with the big dogs. If you'd done it right she would've been dead and you would've been outa there. Truck in the ravine, plus no dealing with the stupid cops." He expelled an impatient breath. "What phone activity has there been? Who's she called?"
"Just family. She calls her father. Either that, or he or his wife call her, at least once a day, usually more. But there's some good news."
"You can't be serious. Hmmph. Like what?"
"Well, from the transcripts, it sounds like she doesn't remember a damn thing. We might be okay."
"Huh. Do you believe in Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny, too?"
"Yeah, boss. Right. Hahaha. Don't worry, we'll keep monitoring the situation and see if we need to take any further action."
Keller rolled his eyes. "Uh, actually, you do. A lot. This is a huge complication. With the chick alive, you need a comprehensive background check on them both. Wire that address in Denver, the one on their truck registration. Have you checked their place for evidence?"
"No, not yet. With the guy dead, we didn't figure there was any hurry."
"Uh, it's been over two weeks. If they were both dead, as you assumed, it could have been cleaned out by now. Get your ass over there. Remember what I taught you about hidey holes. But don't make a big freakin' mess, understand? Be subtle. She can't know she's being watched. We absolutely need to know if their trespassing was a dumbass mistake or intentional. Maybe they actually were cross-country skiing and missed the lethal force posting. It could've been covered with snow. But their being there could've been deliberate. We need to know. Understand? It matters. A lot. If so, we have even bigger problems."
He ground his teeth, not wanting to think about where this was going.
"Depending on what we find, we may need to take her out," he went on. "But carefully. Make it look like complications from her injuries or something. Is she still in the hospital?"
"Yeah."
"Good. Easy hit. Check out her family. See if there's any concern with them if she remembers anything. At most, she's probably only an accessory, unless there's evidence indicating foreknowledge. We just need to be sure. Can I assume that's a no-brainer?"
"Roger that, boss. I'll keep you posted."
"Yeah. You do that."
Keller ended the call, face frozen with disgust. This wasn't the first time he'd questioned putting together a team to bid this job. He heard about it from his mother-in-law, which should have told him something right there.
The main problem was their collective lack of real-life experience. It would help if they had more of their own surveillance equipment, too. Except then he would have been forced to demand a whole lot more money and probably not gotten the contract.
As a disabled veteran with PTSD, a prosthetic leg, and an opiate problem, he hadn't worked in over a year and his wife was ready to throw him out. With a background in special ops, this sounded like a simple perimeter security job out in the boonies. Thus, he recruited some fellow vets and trained them the best he could in the time available.
Johannsen seemed comfortable with their type of work, or so he claimed. He shared some stories his great-uncle Gustav told of his Gestapo service back in Nazi Germany. They made Keller's skin crawl, yet Johannsen found them amusing. He believed the big kraut was as smart as he was cruel.
Apparently not.
He glared out the dust-laden window to the Albuquerque airport. Beyond that, the Sandia Military Reservation stretched for miles, still reeking radiation from nuclear testing decades before. An official business address was required, thus he maintained a tiny office in an aging, mostly unoccupied commercial building. The rent was cheap, so it was good enough.
But was his team?
If they didn't shape up fast he was screwed.
The wreck was only supposed to be a warning. Even though lethal force was authorized for trespassing, it was literally overkill for what appeared to be a couple of cross-country skiers. If their presence at the PURF site was deliberate, however, it would justify their action and save his sorry ass, should any family members make a fuss and find out his team was responsible.
Johannsen wouldn't admit it, but Keller knew damn well what happened. After months of mind-numbing boredom, the team got all hyped up when a chance came along to "do their thing." They were out for blood, justified or not.
He opened his top desk drawer and took out a prescription bottle, noting there were only five pills left. He shook one out, washed it down with the rest of his coffee, then set his good leg up on his desk and exhaled hard.
His service dog, Terminator, raised his massive head from his usual spot under the desk and favored him with a sympathetic look. He reached down and scratched the Rottweiler behind the ears.
It was what it was. Hopefully the chick wouldn't be a problem and there wouldn't be any more unpleasant surprises.
He shook his head and spit out another expletive.
Believing that was right up there with Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, and the Tooth Fairy, too.
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