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			Death on the Greasy Grass

			 This complex procedural, Wendelboe’s third outing for Manny Tanno (after 2012’s Where the Bad Rocks Live) takes the Lakota FBI agent to Crow country. Manny and his tribal cop buddy, Willie With Horn, have traveled to Montana to watch a Little Big Horn reenactment, but end up on the case after Harlan White Bird, local auctioneer and participant, is shot and killed during the “battle.” Willie returns home to the Pine Ridge Reservation, trying to chase down a re-enactor captured on camera loading the responsible firearm with live ammunition. Manny, meanwhile, stays behind to investigate the murder and the possibly related disappearance of a valuable historical document, a Crow scout’s eyewitness account of Little Big Horn. Wendelboe’s years in law enforcement lend verisimilitude to his writing, and the banter between characters adds humor. Fans of Native American mysteries will welcome this new tale. Agent: Bill Contardi, Brandt & Hochman Literary. (June)

			    Publishers Weekly

			Death Along the Spirit Road

			“A mystery novel that grabs you by the lapels and refuses to let go … This is storytelling at its best and C. M. Wendelboe is a new author to watch.”

			—Margaret Coel, New York Times bestselling author of 
The Perfect Suspect

			“The pacing of the novel … is distinctly native, something I haven’t read since the departure of the old master, Tony Hillerman.”

			—Craig Johnson, New York Times bestselling author of 
Hell Is Empty

			“Wendelboe paints a vivid portrait of life on the reservation and deftly mixes history with a satisfying mystery.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“The absorbing first in a new … series.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“This Native American police procedural is a strong whodunit because of the powerful backdrop in which Tanno investigates.”	

			—Midwest Book Review

			“A solid first novel from a promising new author.”

			—Gumshoe Review

			Praise for Death Where the Bad Rocks Live 

			“An exciting and quirky mystery that seamlessly shifts between past and present, offering a number of finely delineated characters and a strong sense of life on the reservations and the beauties of a hostile land.”	

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Manny Tanno is not your typical hero. He’s a horrible driver, doesn’t like to rush into a gunfight, suffers from diabetes, isn’t the stud in the barn he used to be, and doesn’t have all the answers. I can’t tell you how refreshing this is. He’s an imperfectly perfect hero … Death Where the Bad Rocks Live isn’t simply about murder but about reconnecting with the past, with ourselves, and protecting what is ours. Perfectly paced, intricately woven, and fascinating are just three phrases that come to mind for the second book in the Spirit Road Mystery series. Truly worth reading.”

			—Fresh Fiction

			“The investigation is engaging and the locale symbolically fascinating.”	

			—Genre Go Round Reviews
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			The Crow country is a good country. The Great Spirit has put it exactly in the right place: while you are in it you fare well; whenever you go out of it, whichever way you travel you fare worse.

			Arapooash (Sore Belly), Apsa’alooke Chief, c.1830

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			June 25, present

			Sun-bleached wood creaked under Willie With Horn’s weight as he made his way up past others who were sitting in the stands waiting for the Real Bird Little Big Horn Reenactment to begin. He took the steps two at a time, balancing an iced soda in each hand, careful not to spill any on other spectators. He dropped beside Manny Tanno in the top row and handed him a Pepsi.

			Manny pressed the cold cup against his forehead. He was sweating but not nearly as badly as Willie was in the broiling afternoon heat. He took a bandanna out of his back pocket and dried the sweatband of his Stetson before placing it on an empty space beside him.

			“You should have listened to me and dressed for the weather.” Manny sipped lightly, careful not to drip any on the camera dangling from the strap around his neck. “Don’t see me sweating my nuts off, do you?”

			Willie laughed. “What?”

			“Don’t see me sitting around looking like some damned tourist.”

			“We can’t be tourists: We’re Indians.”

			“No? Just look at you.” Willie exaggerated looking Manny up and down.

			“What?”

			“An FBI agent should have some dignity. Especially one as mature as you.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“For a man your age, you look silly. Just silly. And half the people here must think so,  too,  the  way  they’re  gawking at you.”

			A ten-year-old boy in the row below had turned in his seat and stared slack-jawed at Manny. An elderly couple several feet over and a row down gave Manny the once-over, as did another couple huddled together on the other side of Willie. Their heads snapped around when Manny caught them gawking. “I don’t see a thing wrong with how I look.”

			Willie shook his head. “For starters, no one else in Garryowen, Montana, would be wearing a damned Hawaiian shirt. For another thing, your scrawny legs jutting out of those baggy shorts make you look like you’re riding a chicken. And it wouldn’t hurt to lose that Kodak relic hanging around your neck.”

			Manny sipped his soda. “I don’t care what people think.

			I’m on vacation.”

			“Don’t get me started on that again.” Willie’s face turned a darker shade. “I can think of a dozen other places we could have gone on vacation. We could have driven through Yellowstone. Or hiked up to the Medicine Wheel like I always wanted. Maybe gone rafting Sharpnose or Washakie Falls in the Wind River. But no, you had to drag me up here to Crow Agency.”

			The boy a row down sat backward staring at Manny. Manny scowled back at him, and he turned back and retreated to the safety of his mother’s ample arms. “But this is history.” 

			“I can read about history. What I can’t read about is what’s it like to have a grizzly nipping at my butt in Yellowstone.” 

			“Just be grateful we can be here,” Manny said. “Wasn’t too many generations ago we wouldn’t be welcome on Crow land, let alone see Lakota involved in the reenactment.”

			As if to punctuate Manny’s speech, men dressed in cavalry uniforms, sitting astride equally uniform brown horses, trotted onto that patch of ground between the bleachers and the river where the action was to play out. A gelding toward the front thrust snapping jaws at a mare beside him, the rider jerking the reins, the horse rearing for a momentary protest before settling down.

			The announcer emerged from behind the bleachers, tapping the PA mike as he walked. The boy in front of Manny clapped his hands over his ears against the feedback, then the noise was gone, replaced by the soft voice of the MC. He waved his hat toward the far end of the field. A dapper cavalry officer, sitting tall wearing a gray fringed jacket, rode parallel to the bleachers, leading thirty cavalry officers past the spectators. The MC introduced Steve Alexander in the role of Custer. Manny joined the crowd clapping and Willie elbowed him. “You’re supposed to root for the Indians.”

			“I’m on vacation. I’ll root for whoever I want.” Alexander,  the  announcer  continued,  had  been playing

			Colonel Custer at the Real Bird reenactment for twelve years, and the crowd clapped again. Alexander took off his hat and bowed for the crowd, his long, blowing blond hair slapping his horse’s face. He put his hat back on and led the troopers off the field.

			“Where’s us Indians?” Willie asked.

			Manny jerked his thumb behind them, and turned in his seat. On a field behind the bleachers, Indians in various costumes assembled. Some wore only loincloths barely covering muscular legs, while others wore full leggings adorned with geometric designs and beaded bottoms. Red and yellow and blue face paint contrasted with the dark skin of the Indians.

			Where the cavalry horses were uniformly plain, the Indians’ horses showed off their own unique prairie palette of colors that matched the style of their riders. Black and yellow lightning bolts were hand painted in descending strikes along the flank of one horse, yellow and red dappled another’s neck, black paint circled another’s eyes, blue streaks on yet another’s rump faded to white all the way to the tail tied tight with red and yellow dyed leather.

			“The cavalry used .45-55s back then.”

			A voice behind the bleachers boomed over the announcer. A cavalry reenactor stood in front of a trooper’s half-tent in back of the bleachers, cradling a Springfield rifle in his arms. The gun’s muzzle carelessly covered a half dozen people gathered in front of the man. Yellow ribbon sticking out of the rifle’s action added color to the man’s talk. The soldier, wearing sergeant stripes on his muslin sleeves and leather suspenders tight over a bulging stomach, twirled a long white handlebar mustache. “Yeah, fifty-five grains of black powder in these babies could shoot an Indian from his horse at five hundred yards. In the hands of the right man.”

			“And if you were that man …” A teen in short shorts winked and let her comment dangle.

			The sergeant looked around, took a nip from a hip flask, and quickly hid it. “If it were me, those Indians wouldn’t have made it as close as Custer let them.” His eyes locked on Manny’s and he quickly turned away. Even dressed in his disguise of Hawaiian shirt and khaki shorts, Manny looked Lakota. “That’s why I’m supposed to shoot one of the chiefs first.”

			“Which chief?” a man nibbling on a corn dog asked. He wiped mustard with the back of his hand onto his trousers, to match the dried mustard dotting the front of his Billings or Bust T-shirt. “Looks to me like there’s more chiefs than there are Indians.”

			The sergeant began laughing, but stopped abruptly as he glanced up at Manny. “Why, the same chief as every year: The one with the yellow face paint, riding a gray pony with blue lightning bolts on its neck. Soon as I shoot, he feigns being hit and slumps in the saddle. That’s the cue for the other Indians to come riding down on us, toward the river.”

			The sergeant leaned his rifle against a tent pole and excused himself. “Got to see a man about a horse,” he told his impromptu audience as he began unbuttoning his suspenders while he made his way to a blue Porta-Potty. “Just sit in the bleachers and enjoy the show,” he called over his shoulder.

			Manny turned back to Willie. “Last call before the show starts. Sure you don’t need to go to the crapper?”

			“Quite sure.”

			“Hate to have you miss any of it ’cause you had to run to the big-hole potty.”

			Willie shook his head. “My bladder’s quite healthy. You just want me to fight my way through all these people to get you another soda.”

			Manny drew back. “I’m ashamed of you, thinking that.” He held his cool soda to his forehead. “I’m good here. But if you’re going to get yourself another pop, grab me an Indian taco. Light on the hot sauce, please.”

			Willie sighed and stood, excusing himself as he stepped down each flight of bleachers on his way to the taco stand.

			Manny turned in his seat. The fifty or sixty mounted Indians had assembled on the field behind the bleachers, and they trotted toward the field in front, which only a few moments before had been occupied by the soldiers.

			More feedback, more squealing that caused the boy in front of Manny to cover his ears again. As he had with the cavalry, the announcer introduced those who would play the Lakota. Manny recognized the names his Uncle Marion had held up to a growing boy as true heroes: the Minneconjou warriors, Flying By and White Bull; the Oglala warrior, Low Dog; and the Cheyenne warriors, Wooden Leg and Two Moon. Out of respect for the memory of their greatest warrior, the MC didn’t introduce Crazy Horse, for no one in this reenactment could have played him, a warrior like no other, a warrior who had never even sat for a photo.

			The rest of the Indians were represented by teens, some younger boys, from Crow Agency, sitting on their horses as if they were born together. The ponies shook and their sleek muscles twitched, not from the heat or from the proximity of other animals, but from a desire for the action to begin. Like their riders. Muscles tensed as reenactors kept their horses in line with just the pressure of their knees, with a loving pat on the neck, with a special word whispered into an ear. Manny marveled at the control the boys exerted over their horses, recalling a time in his life when he’d held such power over a pony. A time when Unc showed him the old ways, which included the time-honored talent for riding bareback.

			The announcer’s voice abruptly fell silent, and he tapped the microphone. He motioned to a kid who was sitting beside singers with drumsticks who were poised around a drum.

			The boy ran out onto the field in front of the bleachers, and began chasing speaker wires to find the open line.

			Manny set his soda beside him and grabbed the camera from around his neck. He saw the Indians ready to ride after the cavalry, and looked around for the chief with the dubious honor of being the first to get shot to start the reenactment. Manny spotted the chief with half his face painted yellow, sitting on a gray gelding with blue lightning bolts painted on its neck. He was looking toward the bleachers, towering above smaller warriors. He was older by far than the others, and his gray was bigger than the other horses to support the man’s bulk. His belly hung over his fringed trousers, and his manboobs jiggled as he fought to control his horse. He picked at the face paint streaked with sweat.

			“See, I told you: you look like a damned tourist, taking pictures like you never saw Indians before.” Willie handed Manny the Indian taco. “Satisfied?”

			Manny nibbled at it. “Could have used more salsa.”

			Willie began to argue when the announcer’s voice once again boomed loud over the speakers. He started telling the story of Lewis and Clark as two men in buckskins walked onto the field in front of the bleachers. Two Crow Indians in full regalia, feathers flicking the wind, joined the buckskins from the opposite side of the field.

			The mock meeting between the Indians and the adventurers over, the MC continued to explain to the crowd the Treaty of Ft. Laramie in 1851, and how it contributed to the Great Sioux War and later the destruction of most of Custer’s 7th Cavalry.

			“When does the action start?”

			“Shush!” Manny wiped taco meat from the corner of his mouth.

			The announcer finished with treaties made, treaties broken. He stood for a moment in silence, before turning to an American flag waving beside the drummers. “Our National Anthem,” he proclaimed, and everyone in the bleachers rose, the sudden shifting weight making the old wood groan. After the National Anthem was finished, the MC spoke into the mike. “Now, the Crow Nation Anthem”—he smiled—“the good guys.”

			The singers’ voices began high at first then dipped low, in tune with the drum, the heartbeat of Indian Nations. The singers seated around the drum struck with precision, eagle feathers tied to drumsticks, bouncing hair falling in eyes. Their beat reminded Manny of polka music and in some deep way, he was certain that was why he liked that music so much. Thum. Thump. Thum. Thump. Manny found himself tapping the bleachers with his shoe, much as he had done that first time he heard the beat, that first time as a boy when he had fallen in love with the music.

			The song over, the MC donned his Stetson. “I give you the 7th Cavalry,” he said, and stepped off the field.

			“Now we’ll see something.” Manny took the dustcover off the camera lens as he waited for the show to begin. Two abreast, the cavalry soldiers trotted onto the field. The sergeant with the loud mouth and empty whiskey flask rode at the front. They unsheathed rifles as they rode, took Remington and Colt pistols from holsters, waiting for the charge of their sworn enemy.

			Loud whooping and hollering accompanied the Indian with the yellow face paint. He kicked his horse, and rode full gallop toward the troopers. The sergeant dragged out his role, carefully taking aim at the chief, waiting until he’d ridden close before firing. Even though Manny knew the round was stage ammunition, he jumped just as he got off his own shot with his Kodak.

			The chief slumped over his horse as the sergeant predicted, then rolled onto the field. On cue, the rest of the Indians charged the cavalry, smoke filling the field, yelling drowning out gunfire.

			“Garryowen,” Custer’s field song, filled the air as the trumpeter in front of the line of cavalry raised a brass bugle to his lips, signaling troopers to make a  charge  of  their own, with both sides firing en masse. Soon, the reenactors disappeared in the black powder smoke that hung low over the field.

			Alexander in the role of Custer rallied his troops as the final charge by the Indians began. Shooting. Yelling. Smoke lingering on the field. Thick enough that Manny could taste the powder, seemingly untouched by the wind, as if staying there to remind spectators of the carnage that day in 1876, as if the smoke were playing a role in obscuring the soldiers’ dead bodies from those who would come after to mutilate them.

			As suddenly as the firing had started, it stopped, replaced by an eerie silence. Fallen cavalry and Indians lay motionless on the ground, their horses milling about as if waiting for the fight to start again. One bay lit out across the Little Big Horn with a splash, while a riderless paint dropped its head to graze at the edge of the field.

			Clapping spectators arose from their seats, high-fiving the reenactors for their performance. When the clapping subsided, people grabbed their padded stadium seats along with empty bottles and paper plates, and began the treacherous descent from the bleachers. Manny was finishing his Indian taco while he and Willie waited for the crowd to disperse.

			“Looks like one wasn’t so lucky.” Willie chin-pointed to one of the Crow youngsters, red and yellow war paint smudged with grass stains, sitting on the ground and rocking back and forth, holding his wrist that turned at an odd angle. One of the soldiers squatted beside the boy, talking to him as they waited for the paramedics. “Casualty of war,” Willie said, finally starting down the bleachers.

			The chief with the yellow face lay where he’d been “shot,” while his gray nickered over the top of him, wanting more action. Another Indian walked past him, nudged him with the toe of his moccasin, and said something in passing.

			Two women dressed in Lakota patterned deerskin dresses walked toward the boy with the broken wrist. One bent to yellow face as she walked by.

			And screamed.

			Manny stood on tiptoes to see over the heads of those still making their way down the bleachers. The woman backed away and her hands flew to her face to muffle her screams, blood dripping between fingers and smearing her cheeks.

			Paramedics responding to broken wrist diverted to yellow face. They dropped their jump bag beside the body and gingerly rolled him over. One grabbed a stethoscope from around his neck, while the other one cut away the man’s shirt. Within moments, they put their gear back into their bag and stood. Paramedics are interested only in the living.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			June 25, 1876

			Levi Star Dancer reined his lathered pony beside White Crow. Levi’s horse snorted to greet the taller man sitting on his paint gelding as if he’d been born to it. But then, Crow warriors were born with horses’ withers beneath them. “Took you long enough to catch up. Levi.”

			Levi swatted at his friend’s head, but White Crow laughed and ducked.

			“You know I do not like that. I am Star Dancer of the Whistling Water clan.”

			“It is what the White man calls you. Levi.” 

			“I do not like it.”

			“You liked it when they gave you the name and the blankets.” White Crow was right. The horse soldiers had given him a name and blankets and food in exchange for his scouting. But Levi would have scouted for nothing had he known they were going after the sworn enemy of the Apsa’alooke, and he need never have been saddled with a White man’s name.

			White Crow extended his long brass glass and looked out across rolling hills that seemed to move. Buffalo grass and gamma grass, tall this year, undulated with the rising and falling of the wind that blew over from the mountains to the west.

			Any other day, it would have been serene. Any other day, Levi would have thanked the Creator for such wonderment. Any other day: except the day that Colonel Custer chose to die. “Any sign of the others?” Colonel Custer had dismissed his Crow scouts before the fighting began, and they had scattered to parts unknown.

			White Crow shrugged and handed the glass to Levi. “I saw them ride to where we fought the Lakota at the Rosebud eight days ago.”

			Levi extended White Crow’s looking glass. The Lakota, enemies of the Crow, had fought ferociously under the command of Crazy Horse at the Rosebud. Levi wanted no more run-ins with that warrior.

			Levi squinted against the sun as he put the long glass to his eye. Puffs of smoke from a hundred guns showed like puffs from a pipe across the valley. The pop-pop-popping of gunfire reached them, and Levi counted the seconds between the puffs and the sound: a mile. Perhaps more. He and White Crow had ridden out just in time.

			“Colonel Custer is a fool. We told him …”

			“We told him not to attack the camp.” Levi adjusted the telescope and tried to spot where Custer and his men were fighting for their lives. Warriors like ants wiggled through wind-moving prairie, while the Greasy Grass, bright light shimmering off its shallow water, meandered below the battle, oblivious to the fighting going on above it. “The river will be stained red this day. Just be grateful the colonel ordered us to leave.”

			White Crow bent to his paint’s neck and grabbed the water bladder tethered to the pony’s mane. He took a long pull and handed it to Levi. “Those Lakota and Cheyenne will have Custer’s liver for dinner. I wonder what happened to the others?”

			Levi shrugged and allowed the cool water to snake its way down his parched throat. He handed the deer bladder back to White Crow, and glassed the battle. “The last I saw Goes Ahead, he was on the heels of White Man Runs Him and Hairy Moccasin.” He closed the glass and handed it back. “And they were as angry as we were.”

			White Crow brought a white muslin tobacco pouch from his saddle bag. He opened the drawstring and started rolling a smoke. “I could have killed Custer myself. Accusing us of being cowards.”

			Custer had done them a favor telling them to leave, telling them he would not fight with cowards. But Levi and White Crow, as well as and the other Crow scouts, would have stayed. And they all would have been dead, just like Custer’s soldiers would be dead before the sun settled over the rolling hills. More popping. More soldiers dying, though at this distance, Levi could only imagine which group of fighting men was the horse troopers and which was the Lakota and Cheyenne.

			Levi spat, his throat dry, and he bent to his own water bladder, the sudden familiar groaning like meat boiling inside his bowels. He doubled over as he leaped from his pony, dropping his rifle on the ground. He ran bent over clutching his belly.

			He cursed the running sickness, feeling the food sloshing in his gut, praying he would make it over the hill before he messed his pants. Again. White Crow’s laugh followed close behind him, but it did not matter: He had made it to the far side of the hill, away from his friend’s prying eyes, and he tested the wind before he squatted. His afternoon meal shot out of him like some of those hot gushers in the mountains to the west, his cramping instantly gone as it always was after an episode. Always he prayed for an ak’bari’a. Always he prayed for a healer who could cure him.

			Finished, his muscles felt as if he’d just completed a footrace and he remained squatting, the tall grass hiding his embarrassment. He grabbed his journal and began tearing off a page before he caught himself. He closed the book, and instead yanked out a handful of buffalo grass. Paper was far too scarce to use to clean himself. He stood on shaky legs as he pulled his pants up and cinched the drawstring. He took deep breaths before he made his way back, knowing White Crow would needle him.

			Cries. Loud, angry cries. War cries!

			Levi dropped to the ground. He scrambled to the edge of the hill, keeping low, peering between tall prairie grass just as White Crow fired his muzzle-loader. Its sound was so different from the repeater Levi carried, which he had left beside his pony when he had run for the grass moments ago.

			White Crow stood, powder horn plug in his teeth, shaking violently. He spilled powder over his arm. He frantically rammed another ball down the barrel, as two Lakota rode hard up the hill. They kicked their horses’ flanks, rifles shouldered. Both fired as one. The bullets struck White Crow full in the chest, dust kicking off his breastplate. He dropped the buffalo horn, spilling powder onto the earth. He fell faceup, his lifeless eyes, accusing eyes, finding Levi’s stare.

			The short, stocky Lakota dropped off his horse, knife in hand as he ran to White Crow. He dropped and skidded on his knees beside the corpse. Pooling blood from the chest wound was clumping beside the Lakota’s knees. He lifted White Crow’s hair to make the scalp cut, just when the tall Lakota, still sitting on his pony, shot his shorter friend in the back. The tall one swung his leg over his pony and dropped to the ground. Levi drew in a breath that he feared would be heard, and his hand went naturally to his gut, where this man had shot him two years ago while trapping beaver near the Valley of the Giveaway. This one called Eagle Bull.

			The stocky warrior rolled over onto his face, gathering his arms beneath him, looking back, his pleading, disbelieving eyes watching Eagle Bull lever another round and shove his rifle barrel against his head. Blood and gray matter spilled over the stocky man’s back and peppered White Crow’s bare legs.

			Eagle Bull looked around and nudged his dead companion with the toe of his moccasin before turning to White Crow. Eagle Bull slid his knife from the sheath, made the scalp cut in one motion, and lifted White Crow’s scalp. He tucked it into his fringed shirt and stood. He walked to the place where Levi had dropped his rifle and picked it up, blowing dust from the action.

			Levi unsheathed his own knife and crouched, judging the distance, judging the time it would take to rush Eagle Bull. Eagle Bull stopped, his hand tightening on his rifle, his head turning toward Levi hidden in the grass. He realized he would not get two steps before Eagle Bull saw him and shot. A Crow—enemy of the Lakota since oral history told of their conflicts—was understandable. But why had Eagle Bull killed his own friend? Levi held his breath as he wiped sweat from his hand on his trousers. Anyone evil enough to kill a comrade for the honor of a Crow scalp and his pony would gladly kill an enemy.

			Eagle Bull, his head swiveling and eyes darting like an owl listening for the mouse, stepped toward Levi. He relaxed his muscles, for he knew tight muscles reacted slowly, and prepared to rush Eagle Bull. Another step. Eagle Bull lifted his head up, testing the wind. Levi thanked the Creator his mess was downwind from where the Lakota stood with rifle clenched, looking for someone else to kill.

			Levi looked away. The eyes draw the eyes, as he had learned from a lifetime of hunting the same type of warrior that now had the upper hand mere feet away.

			Eagle Bull shrugged and relaxed his grip on his rifle. He turned to Levi’s and White Crow’s ponies and gathered their reins. He swung his leg over his own pony’s back, leading the other horses down the hill. He stopped and looked over his shoulder, as if taunting Levi, before resuming the slow walk toward the huge enemy camp just across the Greasy Grass.

			Levi waited until he could no longer hear the snort of Eagle Bull’s pony before he stood and walked to his friend. White Crow lay with blood clotting in his open eyes from the insulting, bone-deep cut encircling his head.

			Levi shuddered. He jumped at the screech of the owl. He jerked his head around, but he saw no owl plying its grisly trade near his dead friend. Levi shuddered anew. White Crow’s Ira’xaxe, his soul, remained near his body.

			But he knew he had heard it. He had heard the owl’s lament, the soul grieving for the man, who moments before had breathed the air of a free-ranging warrior. And Levi would forever hear that cry as it wrenched at the fringes of his consciousness.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Willie skidded to a stop, narrowly missing a suicidal doe antelope crossing the road. The dust settled just as she reached the ditch on the other side. She stopped and looked back over her shoulder before snacking on gamma grass. Willie breathed deeply and turned to Manny. “Maybe if you’d had your brake shoes replaced this heap would be able to stop safely.”

			“You’re the one that wanted to drive.”

			“Only because I want to come off this vacation alive.” 

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“You know just what I mean.” Willie looked sideways and continued down the gravel road. He didn’t have to explain: Manny’s crappy driving continued to scare Willie. Since Manny had returned to Pine Ridge from Virginia, he had seriously wrecked four cars, and he’d had a minor accident with Willie’s truck. Okay, so it wasn’t minor to Willie. But I fixed it. And if they had mass transit here in the outback, I wouldn’t have wrecked those. Willie wisely insisted on driving to Crow

			Agency from Pine Ridge, and he wouldn’t let Manny near the wheel. Of his own car.

			“At least let me change the music.”

			Manny reached for the CD, but Willie slapped his hand away. “You said come up with some compromise, and I have. Now sit back.” Before leaving on their vacation, Manny told Willie he’d have to shitcan his powwow CD. And Willie countered that he wouldn’t ride all the way to Montana listening to Manny’s polka.

			“Then come up with something else,” Manny had told him. And Willie had. He turned up Three Dog Night, the back woofers thudding the rock song. At least it was easier on

			Manny’s ears than ZZ Top.

			Willie turned the music down a notch. “Don’t you beat all.” 

			“What?”

			“This.” Willie motioned to the road. “I’m supposed to be on vacation and I’m stuck here with you.”

			“We could have been stuck here with the ladies.”

			Willie rolled his eyes. “Another of your great ideas. ‘Get away from the women for a week,’ you said. ‘If we miss them, that’ll tell us if we love them,’ you said. Now I’m at Crow Agency with you for God knows how long.”

			“Is it my fault the SAC called me?” 

			“You didn’t have to answer your cell.”

			“He knew I went to the reenactment. He knew I was there when the yellow-faced reenactor got killed. What better way to start an investigation than actually witness the death.” The Special Agent in Charge of the Rapid City Field Office had agreed to “lend” Manny to the Billings office for the duration of the investigation. The Billings office had no Native American agents. The SAC felt Manny would be an asset to cut through Indian red tape and thought, mistakenly, that Manny preferred working reservation cases. “Besides, this looks like nothing more than an accident. Some boob put the wrong ammo in the gun. A day at Crow Agency and we’re out of here. Maybe catch Old Faithful before heading back to Pine Ridge.”

			Willie shook his head. “Must be more to it than that, or the SAC wouldn’t have pulled you off vacation.”

			Manny looked away but Willie caught it. “There is more.” Manny nodded. “BIA here says the victim, Harlan White Bird, owned an auction house in Lodge Grass specializing in Indian artifacts. Had a huge auction at the end of the reenactment every year. They think there might be some connection.

			They think it was no accident.”

			*****

			A dispatcher smiled at Willie, then frowned when Manny showed his FBI ID wallet. Dispatch was directly inside the front door of the Justice Building, and the dispatcher looked the part of the building guard. She flexed muscles beneath her denim shirt that Manny was sure she could back up, and she held her glare long enough to tell Manny that federal law enforcement wasn’t any more popular here than on Pine Ridge. She pointed toward a conference room down a long hallway, her smile lingering on Willie a moment longer.

			A black-uniformed Bureau of Indian Affairs officer sat at a long table across from a Crow Agency tribal policeman. The tribal policeman, with thin legs sticking out of jeans frayed where the bottoms met his scuffed boots, sat crooked in a chair, one foot on the table, picking his teeth with a pocketknife.

			“Chief Deer Slayer.” The BIA chief stood and smoothed his black uniform before offering Manny his hand. He towered over Manny, his grip strong, but not crushing, He held the air of authority Manny had seen in other BIA chiefs. He jerked his thumb toward the tribal policeman. “This is Matthew LaPierre. We call him Stumper.”

			Stumper looked up from his all-important tooth picking and caught Deer Slayer’s scowl. He swung his leg down and stood. He was shorter and thinner than Manny, and the tension in his grip, as tight as the coil of braided hair hanging down his back, belied his small stature. He grinned at Manny’s shorts and Hawaiian shirt. He ignored Willie as he dropped back into the chair, picking his teeth as he counted ceiling tiles.

			Manny accepted the iced tea Deer Slayer’s secretary handed him, and Willie and grabbed a chair opposite Deer Slayer. “So what do we got? Word is, you fellas think there’s more to White Bird’s death than accidental?”

			“Stumper.” Deer Slayer pointed at his subordinate.

			Stumper dropped his boot from the tabletop and slid his chair close. He tossed a manila folder across the table. Inside were preliminary photos taken by the BIA evidence tech, along with Harlan White Bird’s information.

			“Looks like Harlan was a busy man this year. Spent three months in jail this spring. Thought he owned an auction house?”

			“He did,” Stumper answered. “Being a drunk was just his hobby.”

			Deer Slayer glared at Stumper and turned to Manny. “Even though Harlan was an alkie, he was the foremost expert on Plains Indian artifacts from here to the West Coast. He owned the only auction house in the Rocky Mountain region specializing in genuine Plains Indian items.”

			Manny flipped through Harlan’s file. “He have an auction every year at the end of the reenactment?”

			“When most tourists are here.” Stumper grinned at Manny’s garb. “When most gullible tourists are here for the Real Bird reenactment.”

			“So Harlan sold to us ‘gullible’ tourists’?” Manny envisioned Harlan hawking fake Indian artifacts on the sidewalk in front of an auction house. “Did he sell imitations?”

			“He sold enough of those.” Stumper smiled at Manny and Willie. “To fools that wanted authentic Indian artifacts. But after the repros and the stuff slapped together by workers in Hong Kong were sold, he’d start with the real McCoy. Artifacts that would cost me a year’s wages to bid on.”

			Willie thumbed through the file. “How is it that Harlan could have been shot with a live .45-55 round? Don’t they have people checking guns before the show?”

			Deer Slayer stood and walked over to a card table. Next to a bronze buffalo skull a coffeepot was steaming. He picked up the pot and held it out to Manny and Willie. They shook their heads, and Deer Slayer replaced it for the next unsuspecting coffee guest. “That’s the problem. The folks organizing the show have prop men that check and double check the guns right before the action starts, making sure there’s only blanks in them. They’ve never had an incident involving live ammo.”

			“Then what makes you think it was something more than an accident?”

			“Him.” Deer Slayer nodded to Stumper. “He thinks he had a vision that Harlan was murdered.”

			“It wasn’t a vision.” Stumper locked eyes with Deer Slayer. “It was a hunch. Call it police intuition.”

			“And why didn’t any other officers with twice your experience have these intuitions?” Deer Slayer turned to Manny. “Stumper here’s been on the force four years, and sometimes he acts like your garden-variety rookie.”

			Stumper ignored Deer Slayer and turned his chair to face Manny. “Someone replaced blanks with live rounds. I’ve got two officers asking everyone leaving the grounds if they have any photos or videos of the reenactment.”

			“You sound sure the ammo was substituted.”

			“Of course it was switched,” Stumper snapped at Willie. “Whether or not it was on purpose—with the intent of killing Harlan—is another matter.”

			“Then I suggest you three take a look at Harlan’s shop.” Stumper scowled at Deer Slayer. “Us three? I thought the

			FBI did their own investigations. I got my own methods.” 

			“Being  Agent  Tanno’s  liaison  while  he’s  here  at Crow Agency, you’ll assist him any way you can.”

			Manny turned to Stumper. “Then we better take a look at Harlan’s shop.”

			Stumper glared a last time at Deer Slayer. “Sure, Agent Tanno. Just as soon as we talk with the killer.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Stumper stopped in front of a door marked Interview.  “Don’t mind if I sit in on this, do you? It might be entertaining.”

			“Entertaining?”

			Stumper smiled. “Wait till you see this guy. He’s a candidate for the rubber room.”

			Stumper held the door for Willie and Manny. The cavalry sergeant Manny saw earlier, whose shot started the reenactment, sat in a captain’s chair holding his head as his elbows rested on a long, oval Formica table sporting numerous cigarette burns along the outside edges. The sergeant’s own cigarette had burned down, threatening to scorch the side of his head, and it was only a matter of time before the smoldering butt would add another insult to the embattled table.

			Manny eyed the cigarette and patted his empty pocket. Even after he’d quit last year, he still craved a smoke. “Put your cigarette out, please.”

			The sergeant dropped it into an empty Orange Crush can.

			It hissed and a small tendril of smoke rose from the can.

			Manny nodded to the other door opening into the squad room area. “Make sure that’s locked,” he told Stumper.

			The sergeant jumped as if he expected rubber hoses and bright lights to come out. “We just need to make sure no one interrupts us.”

			The sergeant said nothing and nodded. Or did he shake?

			Manny introduced himself and Willie, and the sergeant started to rise when Manny put his hand onto the man’s shoulder that shook as much as his nicotine-stained hands. One of the sergeant’s suspenders had fallen off his shoul der, and he’d missed two buttons on his fly. Stumper was right: The man was a basket case, and the last thing Manny needed on vacation was to pick a basket case up from the floor. “Just sit back and relax, mister.”

			The man considered Manny’s shirt and shorts. “Don’t you FBI agents usually wear a suit and tie?”

			“I’m in disguise,” Manny answered.

			“Ian Tess.” He seemed to accept Manny’s explanation as he offered his hand, which lacked the firmness of Stumper’s and the strength of Deer Slayer’s, instead feeling lifeless like the body of the man he’d just killed. Manny wiped his sweaty hand onto his shorts. “This never happens at Gettysburg.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Gettysburg,” Tess repeated. “I participate in the reenactment there every year, and nothing like this ever happens.”

			“You mean you never killed anyone at one of these before?”

			Tess looked through reddened eyes from Stumper, smiling as he leaned against one wall, to Manny. Manny rolled the only other chair in the room close to the card table and sat, careful not to gouge himself on the broken chair arm. Manny had long ago learned that the best attribute of an investigator was silence, knowing when to wait until the person decided to get their burden off their chest.

			“Back there they check our loads before the shooting starts,” Tess said at last. “We never have anything on our uniform belts except powder. Never a ball to ram on top of the charge. And they check it many times before the battle begins.”

			“And this is the first you’ve killed anyone?”

			Tess sat back in the chair and his face flushed. He leaned across the table, and Manny smelled the whiskey on his breath. “Of course I never killed anyone,” annoyance entering his voice, and Manny was glad Tess was starting to come around to the land of the living. He reached for his cigarettes, but Manny placed his hand on his arm.

			“You didn’t know someone had switched a live round with the dummy. Tell me what you did this afternoon leading up to the battle.”

			Tess slumped back in his chair, his eyes softening, grateful that someone confirmed he was no murderer. “After I loaded the Springfield, the prop man checked my rifle and stuck the yellow ribbon in the action.”

			“And the rifle was in your possession the whole time?” 

			“Whole time?”

			“Even when you went to the port-a-potty?”

			Tess straightened up and a smile crossed his face. “No, it wasn’t. I left it there when I got the twominute warning and ran to the blue house.”

			“I saw you run for the port-a-potty,” Manny said. “There were people around your tent.”

			Tess nodded. “People come to these events ’cause they love history. They love it when I fold a little history into the events. Some background on cavalry equipment. Weaponry. Stuff like that. Anyway, I finished in the crapper just in time for the reenactment to begin. Everyone had cleared out—probably sitting in the bleachers. Even the safety man was gone.”

			“Safety man?” Willie asked. “As in the man that checked your rifle?”

			Tess nodded. “The second safety check of the day.” Manny scooted his chair closer to Tess. “Like Gettysburg, multiple safety checks?”

			“Just like Gettysburg.” Tess shook his head. “Making sure no accident happens. But it did somehow.”

			“Tell me about this second safety man.” Manny took a notebook from Stumper, not to actually take notes, but to appear to be taking notes. It’s what people expected an interviewer to do.

			Tess looked at the ceiling before dropping his head and nodding to Willie. “Tall guy, like him. But not nearly as heavy. And sloppy, too.”

			“How so?”

			“Wore an old T-shirt that looked like he served last night’s dinner on it.”

			“Indian?”

			Tess nodded. “But don’t ask me what kind. They all look alike.” Tess looked to all three men in the room and slid his chair back from the table. But there would be no escaping his stupidity. “Sorry, but you guys know what I mean?”

			Manny waved it away. “What did the  second  safety  man do?”

			“Well he checked my rifle, of course.” 

			“Did you watch him?”

			Tess laughed nervously. “What’s to check. He opens the rifle’s action and checks that there’s a dummy chambered. Then sticks the yellow ribbon back in the gun.”

			“Did you watch him?” Willie asked. He leaned over the table, and Tess backed up as he craned his neck up.

			“I went in my tent for a moment while he did that.” 

			“To take a nip?” Manny asked.

			Tess’s hand automatically went to his back pocket. “You know they don’t allow booze at the reenactment.”

			Manny shook his head. “I don’t care about that. Could you give a description to a police sketch artist?”

			Tess rubbed his eyes. “Wouldn’t do any good. All I know is he was an Indian.”

			Manny stood and started for the door when Tess stopped him. “What happens to me now?”

			Manny looked to Stumper and Willie. “Somebody that looks Indian will come get you soon. Just sit tight.”

			Tess leaned on the table and once again cradled his head in his hands as he rocked back and forth. “Nothing like this ever happens at Gettysburg.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Manny squirmed in the seat as he tried to stretch out his legs. “I offered to sit back there,” Willie said. “I don’t feel sorry for you.”

			Manny leaned over and rested his arms on the seat back. “If I can’t fit back here, just think what it’d be like for you.” He tapped Stumper on the shoulder. “How far is it to Lodge Grass?”

			“Twenty minutes,” he said as he turned onto I90. Stumper retrieved his can of Copenhagen from his back pocket and stuffed his lip. He started putting it back when Willie reached over and snatched the can. He started filling his own lower lip, and Manny scowled at him. But just for a moment. Willie was fighting his other addiction, alcohol, and Manny could overlook his tobacco habit for the moment.

			They started around a ’60s International pickup missing the hood, the seventy-year-old-going-on-ninety driver pedaling as fast as she could. She glared at the tribal Tahoe as it went by and thrust her middle finger high out the door as they passed. Stumper chuckled.

			“That funny?” Manny asked.

			Stumper shook his head. “Not that, it’s us. It’s ironic that you and this big ugly Lakota sitting beside me are working a criminal case with me, a Crow. Wasn’t but a century ago and we’d be fighting for each other’s scalps.”

			Willie reached over and flipped Stumper’s braid. “Who’s to say we won’t come away with a scalp today?”

			Stumper flipped his hair back and slapped Willie’s hand away.

			Manny was quick to intervene. “Hate to have pulled you away from anything important.”

			Stumper shook his head. “The only thing you pulled me away from is another methamphetamine case. I get tired of working those.”

			“Same as us.” Willie worked the snuff into his lower lip. “Not a week goes by that we don’t have some new meth case dumped in our laps.” He rolled his window down to spit. “It’s ruining our kids.”

			“But it comes onto the rez at odd times. Keeps us second guessing where it’s coming from, who’s bringing the shit onto Crow Agency.” Stumper rolled his window down and spit. Manny scrambled to the other side of the seat just as droplets of tobacco juice splattered where he’d sat. “And if that were my only problem, it would be bad enough. But we got Della Night Tail.”

			“Meth head?”

			“Pain in the ass. She’s our chronic bitcher.”

			Willie laughed. “I’ll put our Crazy George He Crow or Henry Lone Wolf against any complainer you got.”

			Stumper started passing a stock truck hauling yearling heifers, and he quickly rolled up his window against the odor.

			“There’s no bitcher like Della. She’s a professional. She reports her old man, Little Dave Night Tail, missing about once a month. Like she did this morning.”

			“Little Dave use meth?”

			Stumper shook his head. “Little Dave just doesn’t come home about every other payday. He lays carpet for an outfit out of Hardin, and claims he needs to tie one on now and again. Claims the carpet kicker trashes his knees, and he drinks to kill the pain.”

			“But you don’t believe him?”

			Stumper looked at Manny in the rearview mirror. “If I were married to that witch Della, I’d manage to stay away every chance I could, too. What I think is that Little Dave got himself some stray tail in Hardin, which makes it hard for us. Every time he doesn’t come home, Della gripes to the tribal council, and we all know what direction shit rolls.”

			Willie drew his legs under him and tried to turn in the seat. He just didn’t fit. “If he’s anything like our drunks, he’s on the backside of a twelve-pack of Budweiser, and he’ll stagger home when the beer runs out. I know.”

			Willie caught Manny’s eyes in the rearview mirror and he quickly looked away. Willie struggled daily with the booze, and talk of Little Dave Night Tail only reminded him of the comfort a bottle of whiskey or a cold six-pack could bring.

			They took the off-ramp to Old Highway 87 onto Main Street. If a town of five hundred souls had a Main Street. “Where’d you get a nickname like Stumper?” Manny asked.

			“Yeah.” Willie slapped his arm. “Where’d you get that goofy name?”

			Stumper leaned his head out the Tahoe and spit. The wind caught it and blew brown tobacco juice back onto his arm. “Some dude from Billings robbed the Little Big Horn Casino my first year on the job. I got there in time to shoot the guy as he ran out the door.”

			“Doesn’t explain your name.”

			“My aim was a little off.” Stumper turned onto Hester Street. “I was shooting a .357 Magnum then, and the ER docs in Billings couldn’t save the guy’s arm. He’s working in a prison laundry folding clothes one-armed.” Stumper laughed. “Or should I say one-stumped. So the name stuck.”

			Stumper drove past a rusting street sign proclaiming they had turned off Hill Street when they reached Taft. They turned down a gravel street and Manny caught sight of yellow crime-scene tape encircling a large pole building. Harlan’s gray-sided auction barn sat at the end of a dead-end street. In Manny’s last home in Arlington, Virginia, such faults of street planning would be referred to as cul-de-sacs. Here at Crow Agency, it was just one more street that ran out of money before it was connected to another.

			Stumper pulled up in front of police warning signs that had been posted at Harlan White Bird’s auction house. The sign proclaimed the business had been seized as evidence. “Odd for a business to be located on a dead end.” Manny unfolded his legs from the backseat and stretched his hamstrings. He needed to get some road miles in his running shoes, even on vacation. “Wouldn’t think that’d be good for business.”

			“Didn’t matter,” Stumper stuffed his can of Copenhagen in his back pocket before Willie could grab it. “Harlan did enough business that people came from all over the country. He could have held his auction in an outhouse and still drawn a crowd. Besides, Harlan was paranoid as hell. Insisted it was easier to watch anyone coming up if the  place  set  on  a dead end.”

			Willie walked to the corner of the windowless building and back. He tapped the security keypad hanging on one side of the door. “Did Harlan have a reason to be paranoid?”

			“The quality of the artifacts he gathered for auction would be reason enough for someone to break in.”

			Stumper walked to the door and stood on his tiptoes as he felt for the key above the jamb. Willie reached up and grabbed it, smiling as he handed it to Stumper. “Don’t say a word,  big man.”

			Willie backed up, feigning hurt feelings, his hands held out in front of him. “All I was going to say is that’s a hell of a place to hide a key. For someone so paranoid.”

			“Who else knew Harlan stashed his key there?” Manny asked.

			Stumper paused. “Probably everyone on Crow Agency.

			Certainly everyone in Lodge Grass.”

			Stumper inserted the key when Manny stopped him. “Aren’t you going to disable the alarm?”

			Stumper turned the lock and opened the door. “Security system’s been shot for the better part of a year. Harlan never got around to having it fixed. And yes, most everyone knew about that, too.”

			They followed Stumper into the building as he felt his way around the wall for the light switch. The fluorescents flickered for a moment before catching, a steady humming filling the huge room.

			Stumper caught Manny’s slack-jawed stare. “Winter was Harlan’s slow season, and he’d clear the tables so the local kids had a place to play ball.”

			Manny nodded to basketball hoops on portable stands on one end of the building. “It’s certainly big enough to play ball in here.”

			Stumper led them to where Harlan had arranged wall-to-wall display tables clustered together according to the type of relic. They’d been set so close together that there was just enough room for prospective bidders to walk between them as they inspected the artifacts. Manny walked awed among the tables, the largest collection of authentic Indian artifacts outside a museum he’d ever seen.

			“Did I lie about Harlan’s annual auction being impressive?”

			Manny turned away from Stumper and started walking the displays. “You didn’t lie.”

			“Look at this.” Willie stood hunched over a table two rows down and Manny joined him. Willie pointed to a cradleboard, Crow by the beaded diamond pattern at the top and bottom of the board, tapering slightly
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