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			Chapter 1

			Manny popped another CD into the player in the rental and fiddled with the controls. The Six Fat Dutchmen pounded out the “Tick-Tock Polka.” He settled back in his seat, tapping the oomp-ba oomp-ba tuba beat on the steering wheel. How long had it been since he danced a polka? Must have been back in Germany in his army days. Oomp-ba-ba. Oomp-ba. He had tried accordion lessons back then, but he couldn’t read music any better than he could drive. Oomp-ba. Oomp-ba. Tick-tock. Tick-tock. Like the song was ticking away at his life.

			He bent forward to adjust the bass to accentuate the heavy tuba and caught movement in his periphery. A teen, wearing a T-shirt missing one sleeve with jeans threatening to fall down his meatless hips, stumbled between two parked cars and started across the road. The gaunt young man looked up. Eyes wide. Mouth open. Manny slammed on the brakes, and the tires of the Taurus bit into the hot asphalt. Things kicked into slow motion, like his academy instructors said happened under great stress.

			The car skidded. Tires pleaded and screamed. The boy yelled, his face bombarded with loose gravel from the road. His hands hopelessly covered his face and he tried jumping out of the car’s path, but he was too slow. Too drunk. The houses beside the road. Abandoned cars. Trees. All blacked out. Manny focused in front of the car, the kid walking in slow motion on instant replay. The car rocked to a stop. The seat belt bit into Manny’s shoulder and held him inches away from the steering wheel. Burnt tire smoke rose up, dark and dense. It assaulted Manny’s nose with its bitter accusation, and he rubbed his eyes. The boy was gone. Manny opened the door and stepped out as the boy stood from the pavement in front of the car. Eighteen going on forty: his face red, splintery, broken capillaries. He glared at Manny through eyes watery with wine and stinging with indignation. Hate replaced terror. He picked up his hat and slapped it against his ripped jeans. Dust fell off the cap as he jammed it on his head, and he jutted his middle finger high in the air as he scowled at Manny. With that gesture their sole conversation, the kid turned and staggered down the road.

			“Screw you!” Manny said. “Watch where the hell you’re going.”

			Manny’s heart pounded as forcefully as the beat of the Six Fat Dutchmen still reverberating in the car. He took deep breaths and began to see trees and weeds at the side of the road as his vision returned to normal. He watched the kid stop beside an abandoned pickup by the Pronto Auto Parts store. He climbed in the bed and lay down to start his afternoon pass-out, the top of his ball cap visible above the tailgate.

			“Damned drunk.”

			Manny’s legs still shook as he sat back in the car. The arteries in his neck pounded oomp-ba, oomp-ba, to the beat of the polka music, and his hand trembled as reached for the player and tapped the power button. The music died, and he closed his eyes and willed his breathing to slow. “Damned fool would have deserved it,” he said aloud. “Walking with his head in his ass.”

			Manny fingered his medicine bag, held his wopiye to the light. The blue and black beaded deerskin turtle had become faded and tattered around the edges from being carried so long. It was always with him. Unc said his wopiye had powers to help him through life, though he fought hard to believe it even as a boy. When the yuwipi man had given him his inyan, somewhere in the recesses of his Lakota soul Manny wanted to believe that this bundle with the black spirit stone would protect him. As it had now. As it had then.

			“That could have been me.” If Unc hadn’t taken me in when the folks died, that could have been me.

			Manny drove into Pine Ridge Village. Shanties and shacks and trailer houses, missing so many windows that they looked like schoolkids who’d been busted in the chops once too often, were spaced erratically on both sides of the road. What shingles remained to protect tattered tarpaper roofs gave the shanties the illusion of a bad haircut. No one should live in them, but people did. Just as people used the abandoned cars along the road to sleep in. Or to trade sex for booze. Or to hid bodies long dead. All these things had not changed. Manny had known this even as he accepted the assignment.

			The buildings stood crumbling and bowed, like the broken spirit of the Lakota people. The Reservation was one hundred years of history unmarked by progress, and things were worse than when Manny lived here. Pejuty Drug Store, where he had often bought candy as a boy, his patched dungarees full of change after finishing a chore his uncle Marion had given him, was gone. And the Wright and McGill snelling factory. It had employed more than four hundred people, but the owners found poor people overseas willing to work for even lower wages than the Indians. Now the fishhook factory stood as vacant as the stares of out-of-work Oglala.

			Then he laughed. “Who the hell ever gives me a choice of assignments?” Whenever Ben Niles called Special Agent Manny Tanno to his office, it was to assign him an investigation no one else wanted. Usually on some Indian reservation no one wanted to go to. “Some choice.” There was a bowling alley then, as well as a moccasin factory, and Gerber’s Hotel, all boarded up now. Manny guessed that travelers were shit out of luck if they wanted a place to stay for the night.

			Special Agent Manny Tanno cursed Jason Red Cloud for getting killed and dragging him back here. He cursed Ben Niles for assigning him every dispute on every Indian reservation in the country because he was the FBI token Indian-of-the-moment. And he cursed himself for accepting this assignment on Pine Ridge: He had not thought of the Reservation for so long that he had become comfortable thinking it was a place where other Indians lived, not the place where he was from.

			*****

			It was midday and the customers at Big Bat’s gas station and convenience store stood three-deep at the food counter waiting to place their orders. The counter-girl, wearing an Angelica name tag, took orders and handed them back to the cook through an open window into the kitchen. Bacon crackled on the grill, and the odor of grease and frying eggs made Manny retch. The drunk in the street was still strong in his mind, the boy’s near-death lingering. He was still pissed. That kid had nearly cost Manny his career, nearly missed getting himself hit—and the news would have been reported that an FBI agent ran an Indian down on his own reservation.

			“Order.” Angelica grabbed a stub of pencil from behind her ear and held it poised over a paper pad. He didn’t recognize her, couldn’t recognize her, it had been so long since he had been home. He guessed her age at eighteen, probably just out of high school, if her parents had enough discipline to send her to school. She was rushing, though, so maybe she’d had enough gumption to graduate.

			“I’ll just have coffee.”

			She smiled at him as if he’d just placed the biggest order of the day and directed him to the coffee urns along one wall. He stood in line as a couple alternated filling their sodas and pinching one another on the butt. They eyed Manny’s starched white shirt, then worked their way down to his Dockers and wingtips. One whispered to the other and they both laughed. They started for a booth when one nodded to the counter. Manny followed the nod. He turned and saw a boy, younger than the counter girl but nearly as big as Manny, elbow a woman aside. Her breakfast burrito fell to the floor.

			The boy ignored her and tossed two sandwiches onto the counter. “What the hell’s this slop?” He asked belligerently as Angelica backed away. “Get that cook off his ass and have him make me a new order.”

			“That’s enough, Lenny.” The cook, wiping his hands on his apron, emerged from the kitchen. “I’ll make a new order.”

			Lenny reached across the counter and grabbed the cook’s shirt. Manny set his coffee on a table and approached Lenny, who had one foot on the counter ready to climb over.

			“Maybe you ought to chill out.”

			Lenny put his foot back onto the floor and shifted his threatening stance toward Manny. The kid’s fists clenched and unclenched, and the adolescent stubble rippled on his cheeks as his jaw tightened. “Maybe I don’t want to chill out.”

			“Let it alone, kid.”

			“Just who the hell are you to tell me what to do?” Lenny stepped closer, and his breath stank of cheap whiskey. “You ain’t the cops.”

			“But I am.” Manny flashed his badge and ID wallet.

			“This here’s an FBI agent,” Lenny yelled. He staggered back, then turned and started climbing back onto the counter. “Ain’t that something.”

			Manny grabbed him by the arm, twisted it behind him, and pushed him out the door into the heat of the parking lot. Lenny jerked his arm away and stumbled on the curb. Manny caught him before he fell.

			“Leave me alone. What the hell’s the FBI doing here anyhow?

			I thought we run you off years ago.”

			“There’s no one to hear you out here, so you can drop the macho bullshit. I don’t know what your problem is…”

			“Course you don’t. You ain’t even from here.”

			“But you better get a handle on it. It’s summer and you should be working instead of killing the day killing beer.”

			“I got a job.”

			Manny didn’t want to talk to the kid any longer than he had to. He’d been assigned to Pine Ridge just for the case, and he didn’t have the time to be a social worker to these people.

			Lenny stumbled down the street and Manny returned to the store. His coffee had been overturned and the cup still lay in the brown puddle on the table. Someone behind him laughed. He ignored it and walked back to the coffee urn and filled a fresh cup. This time he took it and walked back to his car.

			He put the coffee in the cup holder, started the car, and drove toward the justice building. He should have ordered some food, since Big Bat’s was the only place in town to eat, but he had to be careful. Nearing fifty, his six-pack had become a round keg sitting on top of a tap he rarely used anymore. When he woke up one morning four months ago, he entered a quit smoking program sponsored by the FBI and forced himself to put on his Nikes and running shorts, something he’d not done for years. Running came back into his daily routine and allowed him time alone to work out problems by himself.

			Manny caught the only traffic light on Pine Ridge. The light made him wait, made him watch. Four young men stuffed into a tiny Mazda coupe careened around the corner. The driver half hung out the window, yelling as the other three joined the chorus. They skidded to a stop just as a 1970s Country Squire wagon, backyard converted into a pickup, jumped through the light. The back end was cut off above the fenders, the makeshift bed topped with channel iron. A piece of plywood, which covered the hole where the back window had been, was held into the opening by bailing wire. The converted wagon bounced through the intersection like an out-of-place lowrider from East L.A. The lot lizards sitting on car hoods on the other side of the road whooped and yelled. Out-of-work Indians with nothing else to do on a 101-degree day on what used to be called Bullshit Corner. By the looks of things, it still was.

			Then the light winked. Or rather, it changed. Manny passed the girl in the homemade pickup. She lit up a bowl of what he was certain wasn’t tobacco. He coughed as he tasted the oily exhaust smoke and hastily rolled up the window.

			He entered the chain-link-enclosed back parking lot of the justice building and parked between an Impala with a sizeable dent in one fender and a Crown Victoria with a bloody dimple on the trunk. Little had changed here since his own days as an Oglala Sioux tribal cop. Dents were worn like badges of honor, since resistive prisoners were often educated on the trunk of a cruiser before being jailed. “Wall-to-wall counseling.” Manny chuckled to himself. He stepped from the rental and stretched his back. Eighteen years had made little difference in his old stomping grounds. The lot looked as if it had been paved about the time he left for D.C. Weeds still grew through cracks in the asphalt. Most of the tribal police vehicles sported old rusted dents and scrapes bleeding through the fresh ones. One cruiser was missing a front fender. Another thrust its bent radio antenna toward the building as if it were half of some divining rod.

			Two officers charged through the door. They glanced at Manny as they ran to a Dodge Durango, spinning gravel on their way to a family fight. Or an accident. Or a gun call. Manny thought of the times he had answered those calls, remembered, and thanked God the FBI employed him now rather than the Oglala Sioux Tribe.

			He opened the door of the justice building, stepped inside, and let his eyes adjust from the sun that filtered through his Gargoyles. He looked past the long, narrow counter through the bullet-resistant glass. It was the American Indian Movement turmoil that had forced the tribe and Bureau of Indian Affairs to harden the building on Pine Ridge, and violence frequented the police station even now.

			A girl half Manny’s age rose from her desk and walked to the audio port behind the glass. Manny read her name tag: Shannon Horn.

			“Any relation to Verlyn Horn?” Manny asked as he pointed to her name tag.

			“My grandfather.”

			“Small world.” Manny read her questioning look. “I used to work for him when he was police chief.”

			“And you are?” 

			“Manny Tanno.”

			She sucked in a quick breath. “Grandfather always talks about you. He was always proud that you left here and made good.”

			“How is Chief Horn?”

			“He retired years ago.” She dropped her eyes. “He fell in love with White Clay.”

			Unc always warned Manny to avoid White Clay. “Some of your young buddies will find their way down there,” he told Manny on the day he got his driver’s license. “Just as their parents did and their parents before them. But don’t you fall for that. Nothing good will ever come out of drinking.”

			White Clay sat just across the Nebraska border within walking distance of Pine Ridge Village and, since the sale of alcohol was illegal on the reservation, most Indians went there for liquor. The store owners bragged that Pine Ridge made millions for them. A recent mutual aid agreement between the tribe and Nebraska allowed Oglala Sioux Tribal Police to cross the state line, but short of making alcohol legal on the reservation, nothing would change.

			Given all the years Chief Horn had worked as a lawman and seen the effects of alcohol on Lakota lives, Manny couldn’t understand how the chief could succumb to the lure of the bottle. “He went the way so many of our people do.” Shannon swallowed hard, and her eyes watered. She dried them with the back of her hand. Nothing Manny said could help. It was that same desperation that had shone in the eyes of Oglala men and women when he had lived here; resignation sapped their will. He damned Ben Niles again for ordering him back here.

			He changed the subject and asked for Chief Spotted Horse. “Chief Spotted Horse had an accident. Lieutenant Looks

			Twice is in charge while the chief is on sick leave. He’s expecting you.”

			“Lumpy made Lieutenant?” 

			“Pardon?”

			He shook his head.

			She buzzed him through the door, and he followed her through the outer office. She glanced sideways at Manny and wrinkled her nose. Some of the younger agents said his cologne smelled like old feet. But he liked it.

			Officers in black Oglala Sioux Tribal uniforms looked up from computers, but Manny was certain no one recognized him. At five-foot-eight he cast an unimposing shadow, and his paunch and thinning hair with its distinct widow’s peak of scalp poking through was typical here. Only his khakis and the cufflinks on his ivory shirt set him apart. Of course no one had seen him on CNN last year investigating that double homicide at Standing Rock, or on FOX when he solved that infanticide in Crow Creek. It had been so long since he had been back to Pine Ridge, even his renown didn’t betray him. It was his plainness that dropped people’s guard. His plainness allowed them to trust him even when they shouldn’t, and people often trusted him with that small piece of information that would convict them.

			He spent ten active years in Violent Crime in Chicago before Ben Niles wooed him out of the field and into an academy teaching slot. Manny was slow to admit it, but he might just enjoy being back in the field until the next academy class began. He just wished it was someplace besides Pine Ridge.

			Shannon motioned to the lieutenant’s office.

			“Lieutenant Looks Twice must have stepped out. Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

			“Thanks.”

			By the time she returned, Manny had settled into a large, padded velvet Elvis chair. The King, guitar in hand, hips gyrating, smiled at him from the chair’s cushion. It was almost a shame to sit on him, but Manny did, and the chair swallowed him in its comfort. He smiled. This was the first time he had ever sat upon a velvet Elvis, and he tilted his head back as Shannon walked away. He resisted the urge to prop his feet on the desktop, even though his feet couldn’t be any more insulting to the desk than age had been. Lumpy had been a tribal policeman for twenty-five years, working himself up to the rank of lieutenant. His desk should have represented his accomplishments, should have projected a symbol of his success. At any other agency even a rookie would have been ashamed to have that piece of trash belittling him every day.

			It was only Lumpy’s desk. But Manny felt sadness for him. A cheap-motel-room Charles Russell print hung on one wall, next to a spider-webbed photo of a young Leon Looks Twice.

			He wore his finest Western duds: a shirt with pearl buttons and a Stetson placed at the obligatory rakish angle. Manny strained to recall him as a young officer. Lumpy had always taken a liking to stars of the Western screen—John Wayne, Jimmy Stewart, Ben Johnson—and had fancied himself looking like those old greats. A real Hopalong Lumpy.

			On the opposite wall hung a picture of him that Manny remembered best. Lumpy stood in a sharply pressed Oglala Sioux Tribal Police uniform with arms crossed. His eyes projected the look of a bully who scratched a line in the sand and dared anyone to cross it. Those eyes seemed to follow Manny as he checked out the rest of the office.

			Behind Manny, two pictures framed in gold leaf were perched on a Catholic Bible on a shelf. He got out of the chair to look at Desirée Chasing Hawk in her white lace wedding dress. Lumpy hugged her, looking too short and too fat in his tux. Manny heard they got married after he left for Quantico. Manny and Lumpy had courted Desirée all through high school. But Lumpy had always impressed girls with his flamboyant clothes and extravagant gifts, and he had wooed and won her.

			In another gilded frame, Desirée straddled a bicycle. A short skirt caressed shapely legs, and a low blouse revealed what Manny never had. She smiled into the camera, and his heart raced for a moment, old feelings returning.

			“That was taken the summer before Desirée left me.”

			Lumpy blocked the doorway. He stood with his hands on pudgy hips, black hair slicked back. “She stayed beautiful until the day she ran off with that siding salesman from Wisconsin.”

			“What happened?”

			“She always had the roving eye. You know, it’s supposed to be the man that sleeps around. She was on the make before our first anniversary. I wish the hell you’d have walked down the aisle with her instead of me.”

			“And some siding salesman lured her away?”

			Lumpy smiled. “He owned seventeen siding companies in the West and Midwest. Worth millions. He promised her a future in acting.”

			“She ever act?”

			“Just in his company commercials.”

			“Well, she must be happy with him and his millions.”

			Lumpy’s grin faded. “It didn’t last. She and her prenup moved back after a couple of years. Took back her own name just to spite me.”

			“Ever see her?”

			The grin returned. “Once in a while.”

			Manny looked at Desirée with regret, turned to Lumpy, and offered his hand. Manny wasn’t a tall man, but he felt six feet next to Lumpy. “Been quite a while, Lumpy.”

			“It’s ‘Lieutenant Looks Twice’ now.”

			“I’ll remember that.” His little-man attitude snatched Manny back twenty-five years. He was fresh out of the army, working as a tribal cop with a roly-poly, beside-himself rookie the others called “Lumpy” for the lumps of fat sticking out from under his duty belt. Now, he looked twice as lumpy. Manny wanted to laugh out loud. Lump Lump. “So you’re in charge while the chief’s on sick leave.”

			Lumpy grinned. “Chief Spotted Horse got thrown from his spotted horse and broke his leg.”

			“You don’t sound too broke up over it.”

			Lumpy shrugged. “Let’s just say I’m the chief-in-training while he’s out. That’s why I got the call this morning that you were coming here to assume the Red Cloud investigation.” Lumpy ran his hand through his thick hair. “We already began an investigation, and Pat Pourier’s already processed the crime scene. Contrary to your boss’s opinion, we’re no rubes here. But I got ordered to remand the investigation to the FBI. I figure it would take something high-profile like Jason Red Cloud’s murder to pry the legendary Special Agent Manny Tanno from his cushy academy job.”

			Manny wanted to tell Lumpy that he had little say in the matter. With two years until retirement, Manny couldn’t refuse any request of the agent in charge. Manny had not wanted this investigation, didn’t want to come back to Pine Ridge, but Ben Niles insisted.

			“Besides, the press will expect Manny Tanno to investigate it. Demand it.”

			“I’m not going.” 

			“Sure you are.” 

			“Piss on you.”

			“I got faith in you. You’ve solved every homicide you’ve ever worked in the bureau. The media’s screaming for a suspect, and you’ll have this wrapped up by the time the next academy class starts two weeks from now.” Niles smirked. “Besides, Jason Red Cloud’s a household name.”

			Manny agreed, but he wouldn’t admit it to Niles. The papers called Jason Red Cloud the “Donald Trump of the West,” with holdings and developments from Denver to Minneapolis, Sun Valley to Salt Lake. Jason had been a hometown celebrity, an Oglala who made good, and Niles insisted this was one Pine Ridge homicide that had to be solved.

			Two weeks wasn’t much time to conduct an investigation on hostile ground. Lakota or no, the Oglala Sioux were distrustful of federal authorities. The government’s subjugation of them went back to the repressive policies of the mid-to-late 1800s, when the government’s word was freely given and just as freely broken, when treaties were flamed the moment they were signed, and when the great Sioux Nation was reduced to land one-sixth the size of the agreed-upon acreage.

			“Maybe I asked for this assignment because I missed you so much, Lumpy.” Lumpy’s face flushed, and he balled his fist up beside his leg. “But now you say it’s ‘Lieutenant Looks Twice.’ I’ll remember that.”

			The years of rivalry as kids, the tension between them as tribal cops, returned in this one moment. Lumpy glared at Manny, and Manny took the bait, playing a juvenile game of stare down. Finally Lumpy blinked and bellowed to the dispatcher, “Where the hell’s Willie?”

			In the parking lot a car door slammed, and an officer burst through the door. He ran into the room just as Lumpy stared at Manny again, demanding a rematch. The young policeman walked directly to Manny and held out his hand.

			“This is Willie With Horn.” 

			“William,” Willie corrected.

			Lumpy ignored him. “Willie here’s your, shall we say, liaison officer while you’re here on Pine Ridge. He’ll be assisting in your investigation. Feel free to use his vast expertise. His innumerable contacts.” He winked at Manny. “I handpicked him myself.”

			Manny ignored Lumpy as he eyed the young tribal officer towering over him. Willie was uncommonly heavy in the chest and shoulders and hadn’t yet developed the paunch that identified him as a Lakota. He would be right at home handling any bar fight or family dispute, but he was young. Manny had expected to work with a veteran, since Niles wanted the case wrapped up in two weeks. Manny could have asked for someone else, but William threw off good vibes, and Manny often relied on his intuition.

			“Fine. Officer With Horn will do just fine.”

			Lumpy’s smile faded. He walked around the desk, sat, propped his feet up. His ostrich boots, so big that they hung over the desk, made him look like a caricature. He strained his short arms to reach into his top desk drawer and tossed a folder on the desktop. “Crime scene photos, Hotshot. You might take a look-see before Willie shows you to the scene.”

			Manny handed Willie the folder. “All the same to you, I’ll wait until I view the scene. Maybe make some observations of my own. If that’s OK with you.”

			Lumpy shrugged. “Suit yourself. Just a suggestion. And by the way, you need anything here that Willie can’t get you, you come see me. With the chief laid up, I’m the go-to man around here.”

			“I’ll remember that.”

			“And here.” Lumpy pulled a key ring from his pocket and tossed it onto the desk. “This is for the apartment the tribe’s letting you use while you’re here. Willie will show you where it is in the housing.”

			“That’s thoughtful of you.”

			“It’s the least I can do. I picked the apartment myself.” Lumpy grinned. “You might find it quite enjoyable while you’re here.”

			Manny thanked him and turned to Willie. “I’d like to view the scene while it’s still light out.”

			“Sure thing, Agent Tanno. Your ride or mine?”

			Lumpy tilted his head back and laughed. “If you’re smart, you’ll do the driving. Agent Tanno here was never the best driver in the world.”

			He’d tell William about his accidents some other time. “Your car will do fine. And it’s ‘Manny.’”

			Willie grinned. “Sure thing, Manny.” As they walked through the front office, everyone stopped typing and watched him leave the station. Indeed, by now the masses were all aware that the “Living Legend” of Pine Ridge had come back home. At least for one last case.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Willie started east out of Pine Ridge on Highway 18. “He doesn’t like you very much.”

			“Lumpy?”

			“Lieutenant Looks Twice.” 

			“No, he doesn’t, William.”

			“I’d like the lieutenant to call me by my Christian name, but he doesn’t. I always thought it sounded more dignified. But you can call me ‘Willie.’”

			“OK then, Willie, but don’t let that man back there take anything from you. And no, Lumpy doesn’t like me. It goes way back.”

			“From when you lived here before?”

			Manny nodded. “We wrestled the same weight class when we were kids.” Public Pine Ridge High versus Catholic Red Cloud School was a match-up people anticipated. “Each time we met Red Cloud, I had to wrestle the only boy in my weight class:

			Leon Looks Twice. I beat him on the mat every time. He’s held on to that grudge all these years.”

			And they competed for the hottest girl on the reservation, Desirée Chasing Hawk. Manny had even gone out for cross country his freshman year, confident that Lumpy would never be in good enough shape to be a runner and get close to Desirée. The girls’ and boys’ cross-country teams traveled together, something that Lumpy resented.

			Manny also wanted to tell Willie how he had gone out of his way to torment Officer Looks Twice when they were both rookie cops. From the time Manny poured putrid coyote lure into the heat vents of Lumpy’s squad car, to the time he sent a gay porn subscription to Lumpy at the station house, he had made Lumpy’s life miserable. Even though Lumpy couldn’t prove it, he’d known it was Manny, and he had never forgotten it.

			Highway 18 was newly paved and smooth, the traffic nonexistent, yet Willie fidgeted in his seat. He said nothing as he was avoiding looking at Manny, wanting to say something. “You know I was assigned to help you just ’cause I’m the rookie, don’t you?” he blurted out. “The same reason they give me this old beater to drive.”

			Manny smiled. “Don’t worry. You’ll do just fine.”

			“Jeeza. I got no experience. I’ve never done an investigation. The lieutenant threw you a bone with me, and a not-too-juicy bone either. I got nothing to offer you.”

			“You want to help me?” 

			“Of course I do.”

			“Then that’s more than I had when I walked into Lumpy’s office this morning. I got me a sidekick.”

			“Like Gabby Hayes.” 

			“Or Hoot Gibson.”

			They drove past summer hay, baled and waiting pick up from feed buyers in a five-state region. In most places of the country, the hay would have been a sign of prosperity for Indians, but here non-Indians farmed the bulk of the reservation. Indian reorganization of the last century had stripped most Lakota of land ownership. Most families’ paltry section of land was divided and subdivided through the decades until the average Indian on Pine Ridge owned one-one-hundredth of a section of the land his ancestors were deeded originally.

			“You know, not everything you see belongs to Whites. Some belongs to Oglala. That’s one of the reasons I decided to stay here.”

			“You ever want to leave? See what’s over the next hill?” 

			“Once,” Willie answered. “Once I wanted to be an FBI agent.

			So I went to college in Vermillion right out of high school. Belted out my criminal justice requirements. I even filled out a federal application. But whenever I’d come back during break, I’d always hear dead elders calling me, like they wanted me to stick around. You ever get that feeling, that some lost soul was tugging at your arm, forcing you to return?”

			“Not really,” Manny lied.

			“Well, I’d get those feelings, like something digging at me, something was holding me tight and wouldn’t let me go.”

			Since crossing onto the Reservation yesterday, something had tugged at Manny, too. He couldn’t identify it, and the gnawing persisted.

			“So now I’m enrolled at the Oglala Lakota College. Someday I’ll be an investigator with the tribe.”

			“So you don’t intend leaving the reservation like I did? Accept a cushy federal position with the bureau? Maybe the Marshals. There’s not many Indians in federal law enforcement. You could name your ticket.”

			Willie blushed, and Manny lightly touched his arm. “Don’t feel bad, I’ve heard it all before. Uncle Tomahawk. Apple Indian—Red on the outside and White on the inside. I’ve been called everything from a stinking bureaucrat to an out-and-out traitor to the Red race.”

			“I didn’t mean…”

			“Of course you didn’t,” Manny answered, and changed the subject. “How long have you been on the force?”

			“Be a year next month.” A grin lit Willie’s face. Manny had Willie’s enthusiasm for law enforcement—once. “With the college credits I already have, and some online work, I’ll have my bachelor’s within a year. Even though I’m the newbie, college will help when an investigator slot opens up.”

			As long as Lumpy isn’t the one deciding.

			There wasn’t a campus on Pine Ridge back then, in Manny’s college days as a tribal cop, and he had to drive to classes at Black Hills State in Spearfish twice a week. Lumpy had ridiculed him, taunted him, told him good cops didn’t need college. Even though Lumpy still had no education, his intelligence, combined with his ruthlessness and ability to play reservation politics, had allowed him to float to the top. Like a turd in a toilet.

			“I’ve been studying the old ways, too,” Willie volunteered. People told Manny things, all sorts of things, most times without his asking. His balding hair and potbelly dropped people’s guard and they opened up to him.

			“Who are you studying with?” 

			“Margaret Catches.”

			“One of the Porcupine Catches whose dad was a holy man on the Rosebud?”

			“The same. She’s a true Winyan Wakan, perhaps one of the last of the sacred women here. My aunt Elizabeth studied the holy ways with Margaret. She had to give it up when her finance officer position got to be too many hours. Aunt Elizabeth is the only reason Margaret agreed to take me under her wing and teach me the old ways.”

			The old ways. Uncle Marion had taught Manny the old ways once, taught him the four Lakota virtues of bravery, fortitude, wisdom, and generosity, and breathed them daily. Unc believed that Lakota children chose their parents, not the other way around. Lakota call their children inipi, sacred, and Unc lived that as well. He’d never hit Manny, never demeaned him, never made comments that would harm him in any way. If Manny had to choose his parents, he could have done no better than his uncle Marion. Not to say that Unc’s hand didn’t occasionally find Manny’s backside, but Unc never had a smile on his face when he did it.

			Unc had been a contradiction in cultures. He had converted to Catholicism when the Jesuits determined the Lakota needed something deeper than their traditional beliefs. Unc and Manny attended every Sunday mass and every Saturday confession. He had enrolled Manny in catechism and lorded over him to ensure his lessons were to the Brothers’ satisfaction. But despite all Unc’s efforts, Manny had rebelled against traditional teachings. Like his brother Reuben, who’d rebelled against authority all his life. If Reuben had been raised by a man such as Uncle Marion, perhaps he would have taken a different path. Reuben’s Red Road wouldn’t have landed him that long stretch in prison.

			Yet, Unc’s teachings remained with him always, and it was those lessons that caused him to choose this fork in his own Red Road. “There but for the grace of that loving man,” he whispered to himself, “I could have gone Reuben’s way and been on the opposite of the law…”

			“I was lucky.”

			“I didn’t catch that,” Manny told Willie.

			“I was lucky that Margaret knew Aunt Elizabeth so well and agreed to tutor me.”

			“And who is your aunt Elizabeth?”

			Willie smiled. “Most people call her ‘Lizzy.’”

			Manny turned sideways in the seat. “Reuben’s ex-wife Elizabeth?”

			Willie nodded.

			Manny whistled. “I didn’t realize she was your aunt. How is my sister-in-law?”

			“Just fine. Doing a great job as finance officer for the tribe the past eight years.”

			“Finance officer. Now that’s impressive.”

			“She went to night school, and worked her tail off. She won’t admit it, but she was floundering after she and Reuben got divorced. She needed something in her life, so she got her degree and began working for the tribe. When her boss died in a car wreck, Aunt Lizzy was the only one qualified for the position.”

			Before Manny could learn more about Elizabeth, they approached the crime scene. Willie drove toward the hill where Jason was murdered.

			“Stop here for a minute.” Manny left Willie in the cruiser and stepped close to the mass grave that overlooked the Wounded Knee massacre site.

			Unc taught him that this site overlooking the shallow valley below was sacred, and Manny had rebelled against even that. Yet as he stood looking at the grave site, he knew it was sacred. Hairs rose on his arms, numbness weakened his legs, and his ancestors tugged at Manny’s soul. Something else haunted him, taunted him. Something else he couldn’t identify.

			Below Cemetery Hill, a tall slender marker jutted skyward like the finger of a dying warrior proclaiming the mass grave. Manny walked up the hill to that hallowed ground. When he reached the top, he stood with his head bowed, praying to the Wakan Tanka of the Lakota, and to the Christian God of the Jesuits. He prayed for purity in doing his job and for wisdom not to violate this place where so many unarmed Lakota were slaughtered that frigid December morning in 1890.

			Wakan Tanka unsimalaye. Wakan Tanka pity me. Tears distorted his visualization of the ancient crime scene, for this had been the scene of a crime. A crime that the Lakota had never resolved, a crime that Unc had never resolved.

			He closed his eyes. Unarmed Sioux reached out to him for help, but there was no help as Seventh Cavalry troopers cut them down in volley after volley of gunfire. A young mother ran terrified past him as blood spurted from the infant she cradled in her arms, moments before was shot in the back and fell to the ground.

			Screaming mothers and stumbling elders sought refuge in dried creek beds, but the soldiers pursued. Faces leered with anticipation as they chased their prey and gleefully finished them off with rifle fire, then turned to look for more victims.

			Wakan Tanka unsimalaye. But there was no pity for Manny, no relief as he envisioned the burial detail recovering bodies. With rude shovels, soldiers pried corpses from the frozen ground and drug them over to the edge of a single deep hole. There would be no Sending Away ceremony for these people. Manny cried.

			“This was the last stand of a proud race,” Unc had told him every year that they made their pilgrimage here. “The last hope of people torn from their nomadic roots, people separated from everything that nature had gifted to them.” Manny had fought his feelings back then as he fought his feelings now. These dead were not like him. He was a modern man, melding what Lakota remained with what the Whites taught.

			He fought the urges dragging him back to what he once was, but they jerked him back. The wind. Always the wind. It blew from everywhere. It blew from nowhere. The ghosts of long dead Lakota rode those winds, dead ancestors that kept yanking him back where Unc had always wanted him to be. Back where he resisted until his soul tore in shreds.

			“You OK, Manny?”

			He hadn’t heard Willie come up behind him. “You zoned out there. You all right?”

			Manny faked a smile while he dabbed at the tears. “My uncle Marion brought me here once a year. Unc would pass an eagle feather through sweetgrass smoke, and ask Wakan Tanka to protect those buried at this spot. Now there’s the Big Foot Memorial Ride for people to remember the massacre, but back then this is how we paid homage.”

			Willie nodded. “Been on that trail ride. Colder ’n a witch’s tit riding two weeks from Standing Rock. But when we got here, we connected with the old ones. You feel it, too?”

			“No,” Manny lied again, and he turned away down the hill toward an incongruous round rock building with a concrete roof shielded from the wind. Inside the Information Center, devotees of the American Indian Movement stood eager to hand out brochures and flyers to anyone who came. The Indians who manned the center thought things would be different if the progressives were not in office; if traditionalists ruled Pine Ridge their power would return. Those people dreamed of a return to the 1970s when AIM was at its strongest. But those people were not Manny’s people, and they didn’t speak for the majority of the Oglala on Pine Ridge.

			Manny shrugged. “Better get to looking at the crime scene while there’s still light.” He put his sunglasses back on to hide his red eyes and climbed in the car. Willie drove to a spot between the memorial and the village of Wounded Knee, with its dozen or so houses and trailer homes. Yellow police tape flapped loose from its stakes, waving as if to get their attention.

			Willie parked just outside the tape and led Manny around the plastic perimeter. “This is where the Red Cloud Resort was gonna be built.” Manny admired Jason Red Cloud’s optimism at the venture, at his ability to secure such a vast amount of privately owned land. The resort was going to cover an area as big as ten football fields. By anyone’s standards, and especially by reservation standards, it represented a substantial undertaking.

			“How did Jason ever get the tribe and landowners together?

			They never agree on anything.”

			“You’ll have to ask Aunt Lizzy about that. This is the first time this has been tried here on the rez.”

			They stayed just outside the yellow tape as they walked around the meadow that was to be the Red Cloud Resort. Manny nodded to metal chairs placed in a semicircle facing a lectern in the center of the field. “Expecting an audience?”

			Dry Dakota dust swirled around. The gunmetal-hued grit that settled on the chairs grated on Manny’s lips and he spit.

			“Jason was to break ground here tomorrow. The media and dignitaries planned to be here in droves. That’s another reason the lieutenant’s furious about the murder. He was supposed to introduce everyone. He claimed it’d help his career, and he spent days memorizing everyone’s name.”

			Manny remembered too well Lumpy’s memory. As tribal cops, Lumpy kept everything anyone did wrong in his own special scorecard in his mind, to be dredged up at a later date when it suited him.

			Manny studied the area, and fought the urge to swear at Lumpy. “Didn’t he assign anyone to guard this place until I got here?”

			Willie shook his head. “He said the evidence tech got all he could when he processed the scene. ‘Even a Hotshot federal Apple couldn’t find anything else of value here,’” he told me.

			How much evidence had been destroyed since the tribal cops left? Powerless to rectify Lumpy’s screw-up, Manny breathed deeply to calm himself. “Where was Jason killed?”

			“Over here.” Willie led Manny to a shallow dip in the field where the crime scene tape was held fast by a wooden stake.

			Even before they got to the spot, Manny pinched his nostrils shut. Putrid blood from corpses left rotting at a hundred crime scenes bred familiarity with that smell, and he never got used to it.

			Willie started to cross the tape, but Manny stopped him. “Were you here this morning when the scene was processed?”

			“Sure. Just after sunrise.”

			“Then show me where the evidence tech and everybody else walked in and out.” We don’t need any more of the crime scene tainted.

			Willie retraced steps where other officers had entered and left the scene. Manny squatted and looked into the sun as he studied the ground. Shadows cast by the late-afternoon light provided the right contrast to reveal impressions in the dirt. He squinted: An outline made by evidence paint had been nearly blown clean. The paint depicted the faint outline where Jason had lain in death. A substantial amount of blood had soaked the dirt under Jason’s head. The sun revealed distinct tire tracks.

			“Is this where Jason parked his truck?”

			“Yes. The lieutenant thinks he backed it in here and waited for the killer.”

			Manny bent low and ran his hand over the impressions. The wrecker’s tire marks, where the dually had backed up to hook onto Jason’s truck for the ride to the police impound, remained clear and deep. Other tracks beside the wrecker’s were faint and growing fainter. “Rapidly aging,” as Unc taught him. Jason’s lug tires had made deep impressions. The other tire tracks beside it were narrower, lighter. “Anyone working the crime scene drive up here?” he asked.

			“Jeeza! No way! My job was to make sure no one drove up here and messed things up.”

			“Then whose car made these tracks?”

			Willie stepped closer, careful not to disturb them, and squatted beside Manny. “These are the tracks the evidence tech cast this morning. We didn’t know anything about them except they weren’t any of our outfits. What do you make of them?”

			Manny’s reputation often caught up with the real-life Senior Special Agent Tanno. He knew Willie had read his case write-ups in the FBI Bulletin, because he was asking about recent cases on the drive up here. Willie asked about the child abductor Manny caught at the Rosebud four years ago, and about the serial rapist and murderer at Lower Brulé two summers after that. Those cases set him apart from other investigators, and made them look at him with awe. Willie expected him to conjure up some insightful analysis, like the tracks belonged to a 1999 Chevy Lumina, and the tires are R78x14 Firestones. With one bad shock and driven by a midget transvestite missing two toes. But Manny didn’t have any magic answers. “All I know is they’re new mud-and-snows. And by the clarity of the impressions, they haven’t been run very much.”

			“Jeeza. New tires. That’ll narrow it down.”

			Manny nodded. How many times had Unc sent him out to help a friend who had blown a tire? Everyone around here rode skins on their cars, and people called them “maypops,” because they may pop at any time. Manny called them “willpops,” because with cords poking through the treadless rubber of the tires, flats were inevitable. Even government cars rode baldies. Only high-ranking folks with some stroke had new tires.

			“You know anyone around here running new rubber?” Willie shook his head. “The lieutenant bought a new Mustang last month, and there’s a few other new cars I’ve seen now and again. Could be a rental. Bet your Hertz got new tires.”

			“Bet it does. What else did forensics find?” 

			“Sweetgrass,” Willie answered. “I thought that was odd.” 

			“Sweetgrass is pretty common around here.”

			“But not crushed up. Like someone conducted a ritual. That’s what Margaret uses in her ceremonies, crushed sweetgrass.”

			“And nothing was said of the cutgrass?” Willie’s smile faded. “What cutgrass?”

			“Here.” Manny squatted and grabbed a spindly green stalk from the middle of the tire print where it had been run over and embedded in the dirt. He touched the sharp slender leaf, and instantly blood appeared on his finger. “Now where does cutgrass grow in these parts?” he mumbled with his finger in his mouth.

			Willie dropped his head. “Riverbanks. Ponds. Places that are a hell of a lot wetter than this place.”

			“Well, we haven’t found the Holy Grail.” Manny nudged Willie. “Just one more thing to keep in mind, though. Now show me precisely where Jason died.”

			Willie pointed to a spot three yards from where Jason had parked. The depression in the dirt was blown clear, but the large pool of blackened blood showed Jason’s position where he was killed. Manny knelt and ran his hand over the dirt.

			Willie knelt beside him. “Find something?”

			Manny looked into the light and studied depressions around where Jason had lain. Someone had walked around the murder scene to make those prints; their flatness stood in contrast to the deep V marks made by Willie’s boots. “These are shallow but they should have been obvious hours ago. Did the tech take a cast of any?”

			Willie shrugged. “Not while I was watching them. What is it?” 

			“Shoe prints. Blowing clear pretty fast. They’re older than the tech’s footprints, and the soles are flat. Hard to age, Unc told him. When the wind blows strong, tracks can fool you into thinking they’re older than they are. Sometimes he and Unc would close on the animals they tracked, then let the animal go its way. Other times they killed the animal for the food, but always with a deep respect for the gift of its life. It had been years since he had to study tracks such as these, but something about these footprints gnawed at him.

			“It’ll give you a chance to reconnect with your roots,” Niles had told him when he explained Manny’s temporary assignment to Pine Ridge. “Practice up on that tracking you are always so good at.”

			“But I got a class starting up. I’ve got prep work I have—” 

			“Reconnect like you did a couple years ago when you went to the Rosebud Reservation.” Niles ignored him.

			“Screw you. I got no desire to reconnect with
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“Wendelboe has introduced a powerful new character
- to Western crime fiction.”
—CRAIG JOHNSON, New York Times bestselling author
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