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“A cave is total darkness, not like an unlit room, darker. It’s not just your vision that’s affected; the darkness engulfs and disorients until your mind starts playing tricks. The caver’s version of desert mirages are sounds, like the whisper of a breeze, people talking, or animals scampering where no animals exist. You become engulfed by gut-wrenching terror. You can scream, but no one will hear you.” – Author Unknown
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August 2026

WORKING FROM MY HOME office in Port Aransas, I created a spreadsheet of US Park Service open cases, hoping to find something that stood out as worthy of further investigation. Even narrowing my focus to the cases in the previous twelve months, the number of missing hikers and open death investigations was overwhelming. By eliminating the obvious suicides, I’d cut the list in half. Sitting back, I asked myself, Why would someone drive to a National Park to commit suicide?

Returning to the spreadsheet, I set aside obvious accidents, like the forty-nine stupid people who died taking selfies while ignoring the hazard behind them. I was about to close my eyes and randomly select one of the one hundred remaining open cases when Jill, my wife and investigative partner, walked into the room with a cell phone to her ear. 

“Let me put you on speaker so Doug can hear this,” she said before setting the phone on my desk. “Doug’s on the line, too. Repeat what you told me, Susie.”

I frowned and mouthed “Susie?” A moment later, I recognized Jill’s cousin’s voice. She’d become our South Dakota family caregiver. I wondered what medical catastrophe had occurred with one of our parents or Jill’s Uncle Chet. 

“I’m assisting with an arson investigation at Jewel Cave National Monument. We initially thought an illegal campfire got out of hand. Upon closer inspection, it’s clear someone torched a brush pile, which spread from the Jewel Cave property onto the Black Hills National Forest. Once the main fire was contained, a hotshot team dismantled the brush pile at the fire’s site of origin to kill the last embers, and found a body buried under the burnt branches and ashes.”

“Do you think the victim was the person who lit the fire?” I asked.

Susie chuckled. “It would’ve been hard for that guy to light the fire, then pull all of those burning branches over himself. The coroner collected the body a couple of hours ago. His initial examination was inconclusive.”

“How badly was the body burned?” I asked.

“Our colorful local coroner said John Doe was, ‘well-done on top, and medium rare on the underside.’ The backside of his clothing was still intact.”

“Did he have a wallet?”

“No such luck. His pockets were empty.”

“Fingerprints or dental records?” Jill asked.

“That was strange. His fingertips are missing, and his teeth might’ve exploded in the fire. Even without those sources of easy identification, the coroner said there’s a lot of tissue for DNA analysis.”

“His fingers are missing, as in burned away?” I asked.

“The victim had stumps of fingers. The tips were gone.”

“Has the local sheriff taken over the investigation?” Jill asked.

“Sheriff Wilson said his people are spread a little thin because it’s Sturgis Bike Week. When I mentioned that Jill Fletcher was my cousin, the sheriff’s face lit up as if I’d told him he’d won the lottery. He suggested I give you guys a call.”

“You make it sounds like bike week is a local holiday.”

Susie and Jill exchanged a look. “Sturgis Bike Week sales are bigger than Christmas for the local businesses,” Susie offered. “Unlike Jewel Cave which is found mostly by people trying to punch all of the National Park Service locations off their bucket list.” 

“Where exactly is Jewel Cave?” I asked.

“The cave entrance is about forty miles southwest of Mount Rushmore, near the South Dakota/Wyoming border. The fire started along one of the unimproved roads on the north edge of the park’s timber-covered area, then spread into the Black Hills National Forest, which is how I got involved. My old US Forest Service boss knew about my history as an arson investigator, and he hired me as a consultant.”

Jill ended the call and looked at my spreadsheet. “Where does this rank compared to the other crimes you’re reviewing?”

I sensed her interest in accepting an investigation that would take us back to the Black Hills. “The body is hardly cold. This case holds a lot more potential for a solution than anything on my spreadsheet. I’ll call Jack and tell him we’re packing our bags and heading back to Rapid City.”

Jill smiled, which brought out her dimples. “As much as I hate the thought of another dead body, I’d really like to see our folks instead of relying on Susie for verbal updates.”

I picked up my phone. “Pack our bags while I call Jack to let him know we’ve found a hot case.”

Jill paused at the door and wrinkled her nose as I punched in Jack Pardee’s phone number. “Really? You’re going to tell our boss we’re on a ‘hot’ arson case?”

I made a go-away gesture with my fingers as Jack answered the call.
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Susie met us at the Rapid City Regional Airport baggage carousel. After exchanging hugs, I waited for the bags while Jill and Susie walked to a secluded corner, presumably for an update on our parents’ medical issues. Susie is short and curvy, compared to Jill, who is taller and slender, making it hard to believe the two of them are cousins. After a divorce and a job elimination at the US Forest Service, Susie moved into Rickowski’s ranch bunkhouse, where she got free use of the accommodations in return for acting as our parents’ medical advocate. It was intended to be a temporary arrangement while Susie looked for employment, but the longer her job search dragged on, the more Susie became a ranch fixture. 

My mother, Ronnie, was living with Jill’s Uncle Chet on his nearby ranch. I hadn’t commented on their living arrangement and avoided entanglement in their evolving medical issues. I chose to think of this arrangement as a delegation of our parental obligation to Susie. Jill referred to it as dumping our parents on Susie. Jill’s pained glances while I waited at the baggage carousel made me think Susie was earning her keep.

With our suitcases in hand, I walked toward the women. When their concerned looks turned into sly smiles, I briefly considered the familial fallout I would create by running to the rental car kiosk and driving away alone. Although I knew escaping the unfolding drama was impossible, I also cringed at the prospect of becoming a partner in whatever parental management plan they’d developed.

“The pickup is in general parking,” Susie said, taking Jill’s roller bag and pulling it along as we exited the terminal. She bumped elbows with Jill, glanced at me, then they both smiled.

“What’s funny?” I asked. 

“Baggage humor,” Jill replied.

Susie chortled, “I told Jill about Chet’s prostate.”

“Let’s deal with the arson/murder case first,” I suggested.

Susie tapped Jill with her elbow. “You were right. He’s going to totally blow off any medical discussions.”

“The National Park Service is paying us to investigate a suspicious death, not to deal with Chet’s prostate,” I protested.

“The doctor says it’s the size of a grapefruit,” Susie offered.

“That’s bad?” I asked.

Frowning as if I was supposed to know the answer, Susie replied, “A normal prostate is the size of a golf ball.”

“Does someone think Jill and I are supposed to shrink it?”

Susie scoffed, “Pfft, no. I’m just making you aware of the issue.”

We stopped at the curb to let a dozen motorcycles pass. Intrigued, I commented, “I’d think people would pick up their visitors in a van or SUV, not on a motorcycle.”

“As I told you on the phone, it’s Sturgis bike week,” Susie replied. “There are bikes everywhere.”

“Are you taking us to Rickowski’s ranch or Jewel Cave?” I asked.

“I told your folks you are needed at the investigation. They’re not pleased, but they accepted that explanation for not delivering you to the ranch.”

“Good argument,” I replied.

Jill looked at me. “You know that’s only a temporary reprieve. We have to make an appearance at the ranch sooner or later.”

“Did you guys book a motel room?” Susie asked as we crossed the parking lot.

“The government travel office said we’ll have to find something locally. They were surprised to find no rooms available in Rapid City among the motel chains offering a government discount. They don’t know about the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally.”

Gesturing toward a pickup that looked like the vehicle from the Rickowski ranch, Susie nodded. “During bike week, every motel and campground in western South Dakota and eastern Wyoming is booked up a year in advance...and at exorbitant rates.”

“Do you know of other options, maybe some mom-and-pop motel off the beaten path?” I asked as I lifted the suitcases into the pickup bed.

“I remember a campground just east of the...”

I cut her off. “No. I am NOT sleeping on the ground.”

Susie stopped with her hand on the door handle and glared at me. “If you’d let me finish, Doug, there’s a campground with cabins and trailer hookups not far from Jewel Cave’s entrance. If worst comes to worst, we can haul the horse trailer down from the ranch, and you can stay in the living quarters.”

“I apologize. Do you think that’s the best of the available options?”

“We can call every motel daily to see if there are any cancellations or early departures. I suppose the other option would be to look at the Airbnb and VRBO websites to see if someone has a rental available.”

“We may have to stay at the ranch,” Jill suggested as she buckled her seatbelt. “That’d be a long daily commute to the park, but it would at least be a comfortable bed.”

“There must be some rooms available as we get farther from Sturgis. The cave is near the Wyoming border. Maybe there’s a motel across the state line.”

Jill and Susie looked at each other and smiled. “Doug’s never been here during bike week.”

“Actually, a motel near the park might be perfect,” Jill conceded. “The rowdiest bikers like to stay at the Sturgis campgrounds that host the wildest all-night parties, not the remote places.”

“Wild, all-night parties aren’t really my thing anymore,” I replied.

“And they never were my thing,” Jill added.

Laughing, Susie suggested, “Maybe one of the rangers has a hide-a-bed. By the way, unless the Park Service has a spare pickup, I’m your chauffeur for the time you’re here. There are no rental cars anywhere nearby.”

“Are you being paid for this?” Jill asked. “I thought the Forestry Department had eliminated your job.”

“Hell, yeah, I’m being paid!” Susie replied. “As a contractor, I’m making more than I was as a forest service employee. In addition to the generous hourly salary, my meals are reimbursed, and I get paid overtime for anything over forty hours a week.” Susie turned at a blue sign with a large H. “The pathologist said he’d meet with us whenever you arrived.”

“Have you seen a postmortem report?” I asked.

Susie shook her head. “He is performing the autopsy this morning, so his official report won’t be released for a day or two. He offered to share his informal observations with us.”

“Have you ever attended an autopsy, Susie?” Jill asked.

“That’s never come up in my years as an arson investigator.”

I looked over my shoulder at Jill, who was suppressing her smile. We both knew Susie would be unprepared for the sights and smells of an autopsy, especially one involving a burned body.

* * * 

JILL AND I HAD VISITED the Rapid City Hospital morgue on a previous trip, so we led Susie from the parking lot to the pathology department in the hospital basement. A young woman dressed in blue hospital scrubs looked up from her computer when we walked into the office. Noting our badges and guns, she rose and gestured to a door next to her cubicle. “Dr. Mandani is expecting you in the morgue.”

The morgue’s negative air pressure, designed to keep odors from escaping, made it difficult to open the door, and our entry was accompanied by a rush of air. As soon as the door closed, our noses were assaulted by the stink of decomposing and burnt tissue. The central structure in the room was a stainless-steel table supporting a badly burned naked body. Susie grimaced and turned her head. I wondered if she was reacting to the sight, the odor, or the combination of the two. A man dressed in blue scrubs was washing his hands in a deep sink to our right, his caramel brown skin and dark hair reminded me of the Lakota people who lived in western South Dakota. He pulled a few paper towels from a metal dispenser and turned to us.

“Ah, you must be the investigators,” he said with a slight Middle Eastern accent. He looked at Susie with concern, “Are you going to be okay?”

Holding her hand over her nose and mouth, Susie replied, “I think so.”

The pathologist turned to Jill and me. “You are?”

“Doug and Jill Fletcher, investigators from the National Park Service.” 

Jill nodded toward the sink, where Susie was bracing herself with both hands over the basin. “Susie Rickowski is a US Forest Service arson investigator.” 

“Dr. Mandani,” the pathologist replied.

I gestured to the body on the table. “What can you tell us about John Doe?”

The doctor walked to the table, then clasped his hands as if trying to keep himself from touching the corpse. “As you can see, the left side of the corpse was badly burned. The body core and right side were relatively untouched by the fire.”

“I assume the fire was not the cause of death,” I suggested.

“There was no smoke damage to the lungs, so he was already dead when his body was placed in the brush pile.”

“What was the cause of death?” I asked.

“The body had multiple contusions from a savage beating and a gunshot wound. The fatal blow was blunt force trauma to the skull.”

“Have you identified the victim?”

Unable to refrain from touching the victim, the doctor pulled a pair of surgical gloves from a wall dispenser. He returned to the table and lifted the victim’s right hand. “His attackers didn’t want the victim identified. They cut off his fingertips with a tool like a garden shears.”

Susie lost it at that point and vomited into the sink.

The doctor glanced at her, then looked back at us. “Are you two okay?”

“I’m fine,” I replied. Jill shrugged as Susie vomited again.

“I question the...wisdom of the attackers. They removed the victim’s wallet, which could’ve been a robbery, but it also leaves us with no driver’s license or credit cards. All of the victim’s teeth were broken, possibly during the beating or possibly post-mortem, to make identification more difficult. And they threw him in a brush pile and lit it on fire, presumably expecting the body to be consumed in the fire.”

“But the body wasn’t burned up,” Jill commented.

“Again, that reflects the killer or killers’ knowledge of fire dynamics. The victim was likely placed under the combustible material. When the fire was lit, the fire’s heat rose, pulling in cool air from below, where the body was. If they’d put the body on top of the combustible material, as is done with a funeral pyre, the body would have been consumed. By putting him on the bottom, they actually preserved the underside of the remains.”

“Even destroying the teeth and removing the fingers left you with a lot of tissue for DNA comparison.”

“That’s only useful if the person’s DNA is in the federal NDIS or FBI NDDU. We’ll run the chromatography and hope for a match in one of those.”

Susie returned to our group, holding a paper towel over her mouth. “The Custer County Sheriff’s Department is checking missing persons reports.”

“If a jilted lover or angry family member did this, they wouldn’t report him missing,” the doctor opined.

“What does your exam tell us about the victim?” I asked.

“I estimate that he was between twenty-five and thirty-five years old. He was six feet tall, with brown eyes, dark hair, and a lean physique. His liver resembles that of a heavy drinker, and he was a smoker. His job didn’t involve physical labor, even though his boots and clothing were appropriate for a cowboy.”

“An urban cowboy,” Susie said. “The bars are full of them on Friday and Saturday nights.” Seeing our surprise at her observation, she added, “I’m divorced, not dead.”

The pathologist smiled. “I take it you three have known each other for some time.”

“Susie and I are cousins,” Jill explained.

“Is there anything else that might be useful for our investigation?” I asked, hoping to direct the conversation back to the victim.

Dr. Mandani motioned for us to join him at the exam table. He turned the victim’s arm, exposing a simple tattoo of a longhorn skull outlined in black ink. “This is a very basic and relatively inexpensive tattoo. I’m sure any competent artist’s apprentice could’ve done this.”

“What are your thoughts about his last meal?” I asked. “Is there something that would lead us to a specific restaurant?”

“He ate macaroni and cheese. His last meal was about as generic as you can get.”

“Comfort food for someone down on their luck,” Susie suggested. “When I was first divorced, I ate a lot of ramen noodles and mac n’ cheese. They were cheap, easy, and filling.” 

Jill shuddered. “You must’ve eaten an apple or a salad once in a while.”

“Produce is expensive. A box of mac n’ cheese is less than a buck.”

Stripping off his gloves, the pathologist said, “It sounds like we’re done.”

“Let us know if you get a DNA hit,” I suggested as I handed Mandani my business card.

“I’ll call if there’s a match. But don’t hold your breath.”

* * * 

THE DRIVE FROM THE hospital took us through much of Rapid City and past the tourist attractions in the town of Keystone. We got glimpses of the Crazy Horse Memorial and Mount Rushmore before descending out of the timber and into open prairie. We spotted a herd of buffalo near the turn-off for Wind Cave National Park and continued west.

Susie slowed as we passed the Hell Canyon Campground. Their sign advertised cabins, trailer hook-ups, and horse corrals. “I didn’t check with these guys when I was trying to find lodging. I don’t know if they rent to people who aren’t camping with their horses and riding.”

Jill pulled out her phone and dialed the number on the sign as we passed. It was difficult to determine if she was able to confirm accommodation from her hushed conversation in the back seat. “Hang on.” Jill leaned forward. “Turn around at the next road. They’ve had a cancellation.”

Susie found a wide area in the road. With no traffic in sight, she made a 3-point turn and drove back to the campground entrance. After passing a dozen campsites occupied by horse trailers, we pulled up to a rustic barn-red building with a small hand-painted OFFICE sign. Jill was out of the back and walking up the steps before I had my door open. 

From the steps, Susie and I took in the campground, which included a barn with covered and open corrals with space for fifty horses. “This is quite an operation,” I said as I held the door for Susie. Campsites with horse trailers circled the barn. Across the dirt driveway from the campsites was a ring of small cabins.

Jill was talking to a gray-haired woman standing behind a counter. The interior of the office was comfy tongue-and-groove knotty pine, with a big couch facing a fireplace, and shelves arrayed with t-shirts, shirts, and jackets printed or embroidered with the campground logo. One wall featured a cooler with frozen pizzas and ice cream treats. Next to the coolers were shelves covered with basic groceries.

A tall man with a bushy white moustache, looking like he’d stepped out of a South Dakota tourism commercial, sauntered out of the back room and approached Susie and me. “Help you?”

“My partner is checking in,” I replied, nodding toward Jill. “This looks like quite an operation.”

“It’s not fancy, but it suits the people who stay here.” He nodded to my badge and gun. “I assume you folks won’t create any problems.”

Susie made a choking sound, which made the man smile. 

“Am I missing something?” he asked.

“My partner and I are Park Service investigators,” I replied. “Our job is to solve problems, not create them. I can’t speak for our forest service colleague.”

Susie snorted. “Trouble seems to follow you, Doug. As I recall, the last time you were in a horse campground, two women were kidnapped.”

“That was not my fault.”

“Whether it was your fault or not, that type of crime seems to show up when you do.”

The man raised one eyebrow and smiled, amused by our banter. “Does it, now?”

“Susie is my cousin, and she loves needling Doug,” Jill explained as she turned to join our group.

The campground owner’s wife rounded the counter. “There are actually a couple of options available to you. I’ve booked Jill and Doug into a one-bedroom cabin. If your horses are needed, you can bring them down and keep them in a corral here.” 

Jill nodded. “There isn’t an available campsite with a hookup for water and electricity, but we can park Dad’s horse trailer beyond the barn and sleep in the living quarters and let Susie have the cabin.”

“I vote for the cabin,” I replied, without hesitation. I saw Jill’s glare and rephrased my response. “I’d prefer the cabin if Susie wouldn’t mind staying in the trailer.”

Jill turned to Susie. “Are you willing to stay in the trailer?”

The owner raised his hand to stop the conversation. He looked at Jill, then at me. “It’s a one-bedroom cabin with a queen-sized bed and one bathroom. I understand that you, Park Service folks, are partners, but the cabin might be better suited for you two women, with Doug in the trailer.”

“Doug and I are married,” Jill explained as the woman nodded.

Understanding swept over the owner’s face, and he smiled. “Okay. I didn’t want to misrepresent what we had and end up with one of your rangers sleeping on the couch, here.” He nodded to the leather sofa opposite the fireplace.

“The trailer will be just fine for me,” Susie replied, “as long as you let me shower in the cabin.”

“No problem,” Jill replied. “I’m sure Dad will be willing to deliver the horses and trailer for us.”

I grimaced. “Are the horses really necessary?”

“Most of the burned area is timber,” Susie explained. “It’s a lot more accessible by horse than it is by a 4-wheel drive pickup. I could ask Jill’s dad to bring the trailer and three horses.”

The cowboy frowned, accentuating the deep furrows in his brow. “Just what are you three up to, anyway?”

I offered my hand. “I’m Doug Fletcher, and my partner is Jill. Susie is the US Forest Service’s lead arson investigator. Jill and I are here to investigate the death of the man Susie found at the forest fire’s ignition point near Jewel Cave.”

“Colt Gibson,” the man replied, shaking our hands. “My wife, Cindy, handles the office and bookkeeping.” The man paused, then added, “As for horses being useful, the Black Hills National Forest is 1.2 million acres. Susie, your forest service expert, is right; most of the forest is inaccessible except on foot, ATV, or horse.”

“Do you have space for three more horses?” Jill asked.

“No problem,” Colt replied.

“Is there anything special we should know about the campground?” I asked.

“I don’t put up with any shenanigans. Which is why we have an open cabin. I asked the last folks to leave after their partying became...objectionable. We run a family-friendly operation. Their drinking and cussing got out of hand.”

Susie checked her watch and interrupted. “Are you checked in and ready to move on? We’re supposed to meet the park superintendent and the forest service regional manager shortly.”

Colt gestured to the door. “I’ve shaken your hand. That’s as much as we need to hold that cabin for you.”

Cindy cleared her throat to get his attention. “Jill signed the paperwork, and I ran her credit card. We’re all set.”

Colt looked at Cindy and shook his head. “You’ve taken care of the paperwork. I’ve checked out their suitability.” I turned to leave when Colt put his hand on my shoulder. “If you two are rangers, why aren’t you in uniform?”

“We’re US Park Service Investigators. We usually wear civilian clothing.”

Colt weighed that. “And you obviously carry sidearms.”

“We’re federal law enforcement officers with the same training and arrest powers as US Marshals and ATF agents.”

“So, you’re not going to shoot someone by accident.”

Jill responded before I came up with a witty rejoinder. “If we shoot someone, it won’t be an accident.”

A smile spread over Colt’s face, and he nodded to Cindy. “I like these three.” Turning back to us, he said, “Plan to be here for supper on Friday. I boil up a batch of jambalaya for our visitors.”

“Jambalaya doesn’t seem like a South Dakota menu item. Don’t you need shrimp and seafood?” I asked.

“I have my own secret recipe.”

Jill grimaced. “We’ve eaten Kentucky burgoo. We’d been told the other name for it was roadkill stew.”

Cindy stifled a smile. “Trust me, there’s no roadkill in Colt’s jambalaya.”
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Although the Jewel Cave visitor center parking lot was two-thirds full with nearly half of the parking spots taken by motorcycles, Susie found a space reserved for law enforcement. Walking toward the entrance our attention was drawn to a group of laughing teens standing around a guy who was squirming through a small concrete arch in the courtyard. The laughter died when one of the boys spotted my badge. He elbowed another boy, who shushed the rest of the group.

After we passed them, Susie whispered, “They must have guilty consciences. They all got quiet when we passed.”

“That’s because Doug looks like a cop, even when he’s in civilian clothing,” Jill explained.

“It seems like every teenage boy has a guilty conscience when he encounters a cop,” I whispered.

“I think it’s because we caught them letting down their sullen, downtrodden façade,” Jill countered.

“What’s up with the concrete arch?” I asked Susie after we had passed.

“Visitors have to be able to squeeze through that opening before they’re allowed on the Wild Caving Tour. Some of the openings on the tour are that tight.”

I looked back at the arch as the teen stood and wiped his hands on his shorts after pushing himself through the arch. I think that’s only nine inches high and twenty-four inches wide. There is no way I’d fit through that.

Reading my mind, Jill tapped me with her elbow. “You’d have to lose
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