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Dedication

To Clem, Lorna, and Rosa

“There are three kinds of men. The ones that learn by readin’. The few who learn by observation. The rest of them have to pee on the electric fence for themselves.” 


― Will Rogers
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Prologue
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The leafy camouflage of Jake Foster’s outfit was out of place among the pines and junipers surrounding him in the Black Hills National Forest. Enjoying the sun and southerly breeze brought by January Chinook winds, Jake felt invisible hiding behind a clump of junipers. Seated as he had been for the previous two days, he picked up his binoculars and focused on the rear of the few buildings making up Aladdin, Wyoming, population 15. Lulled into daydreaming by boredom, he was startled by a man’s voice.

“Whatcha doing?”

Lowering the binoculars, Jake turned to face a man and horse who’d walked up behind him. 

“Hunting.”

The interloper wore stained Carhartt coveralls and a red and white plaid wool cap with earflaps that hung down like a basset hound’s ears. He glanced around the area where Jake was sitting. “You don’t have a gun and all the hunting seasons are over.”

Lifting a camera, Foster sighed. “I’m camera hunting.”

“What kind of game do you expect to walk out of the door you’re watching through those binoculars?”

“There are lots of birds this time of year.”

The newcomer cocked his head and looked past Foster toward the Aladdin General Store, down the hillside from their perch. “It seems like you’re looking at the window of the RV parked behind the store. Are you some kind of pervert window peeper?” After a pause, he added, “You’re trespassing.”

Jake sighed, “I’m on national forest land. It’s public property.  I’m not trespassing.”

“What are you up to?”

Grumbling, Foster tucked his binoculars inside his coat and picked up his camera. Standing, he said, “Fine. I’ll be moving on.”

“You haven’t explained what you were up to.”

“I don’t owe you an explanation. I’m leaving.”

Jake had taken only two steps when something flashed past his eyes, and he felt a rough rope bite into his neck. Before he could pull the rope free, he was jerked from his feet and dragged through the timber. Struggling to crawl fast enough to relieve the pressure, he clawed at his neck. An ATV engine roared, then the forest raced past him as he bounced across the ground hitting rocks, branches, and stumps.
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Chapter 1
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April 2024

––––––––
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PEGGY LANDIN’S CREW arrived at Vore Buffalo Jump to begin the spring cleanup. With her group of volunteers, they had previously locked the buildings and closed the entrance gates after Labor Day. They were now reversing the process before the first spring school tours arrived before Memorial Day. Although the Vore Buffalo Jump Foundation operated the facility, it was designated a National Historic Site. The US Park Service affiliation with the non-profit foundation was largely symbolic because the foundation’s volunteers funded, cared for, and staffed the park.

The archaeologically significant site was “discovered” during the survey prior to construction of I-90 when holes were bored to determine the suitability of underlying rock for support of the future highway. The bore samples revealed a layer of buffalo bones over 100 feet deep. Subsequent evaluation by the University of Wyoming determined that the site had been used by local tribes from 1400-1800s as a location to trap buffalo where they could be killed easily with arrows and spears.

Peggy turned on the interior lights, exposing the dusty displays to be cleaned prior to the arrival of spring tourists. Before she could even contemplate the work to be done, Charlie Smith rushed in. “We’ve got a problem, Peggy. Follow me.”

Following Charlie to an area behind the building, Peggy found three of her volunteers staring at a non-descript lump tangled in the chokecherry bushes lining the steep slope behind the building. Charlie stopped on the fringe of the group and gestured toward the lump.

“What is it?” Peggy asked as she stopped behind Charlie.

“I think someone left us a body.”

Peggy focused on the heap, recently exposed by the melting snow. Frost covered the surface, but the distinctive shape of a foot extended from the otherwise nondescript pile. Taking time to examine the remainder of the pile partially hidden by shadows and brush, she discerned a camouflage coat and pants. Moving to the side, she saw an ear and hair through the chokecherry branches. With a sharp intake of breath, she reached into her back pocket for her cell phone. She punched 911 into the keypad and waited two rings before the dispatcher answered, “Crook County emergency services. How can I assist you?”

Not having considered what she was going to say when the phone was answered, Peggy stated, “I’m looking at a dead body. Could you send someone over to fetch it?”

“Is the body human?”

Peggy cocked her head to examine details that became clearer as her eyes adjusted to the shadows behind the building. “It appears so.”

“You can’t tell?” the dispatcher asked.

“It’s complicated. It’s kind of tangled in some brush partway up a hill.”

“Do you need an ambulance?”

“No, this soul is well past the ambulance stage.”

“Where are you, ma’am?”

“I’m standing behind Vore Buffalo Jump’s Museum building.”

“Where exactly is that?”

“It’s along the interstate, between the Beulah and Aladdin exits.”

“I’ll dispatch a deputy to your location. The nearest officer is in Hulett, so it might take him the better part of a half hour to get there, if he’s through with lunch.”

“There’s no rush. Whoever this is, isn’t going anywhere.”
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Chapter 2
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I looked at my watch as I set a flat of plants next to my wife, Jill, who had decided it was the day to plant flowers in front of our new Port Aransas home. As I brushed dirt from my hands, the cell phone rang displaying CCSD with a 307-area code. If not for my suspicion that the acronym might represent a sheriff’s department, I would’ve dismissed the call as spam and gone back to dealing with the next flat of yellow and blue flowers.

“Doug Fletcher.”

“I don’t know if you remember me, but this is Hank Stoddard. I’m the Crook County sheriff in Wyoming.”

“I remember you, Sheriff. Have there been any shootouts lately?”

After a chuckle, Stoddard replied, “Well, we haven’t had to shoot anyone, but a body was found on a National Park Service site. I was wondering if you happened to be in the neighborhood and would be willing to take a look at it.”

“I’m in Texas right now. But you’ve intrigued me. Did you have another person fall at Devils Tower?”

“This time a volunteer found a body at Vore Buffalo Jump during their spring cleanup.”

I vaguely recalled a sign for the historic site but couldn’t remember its location. “Where is the Buffalo Jump?”

“It’s just west of Beulah, within sight of I-90.”

“That’s just across the border from South Dakota, right?”

“That would be the spot. I was hoping you were visiting your South Dakota in-laws and might be willing to take a peek at the mess that was once a person.”

“As tempting as that sounds, I’m helping Jill plant flowers in Texas, and we’re nowhere near you.”

Stoddard sighed. “I’m down a deputy and stretched a little thin right now. Since the body was found on a national historic site, I was hoping the Park Service might be willing to give us a hand.” The sheriff paused. “The locals would be happy to see you again. We haven’t heard much about you and Jill since the Devils Tower investigation. How are your in-laws? Are they still living on the Spearfish ranch and trying to get you on a horse?”

“Yeah, they’re still on the ranch. The horse riding is still up for discussion.” Pausing, I reflected on our most recent phone call with Jill’s mother who was frustrated over what she saw as her slow recovery from a recent fall. “Let me make a couple of calls, Sheriff. We may need to make an unexpected trip to Spearfish.”

“I’d be mighty appreciative if you could make that happen. This death is strange. The coroner and I have stewed over this a lot. It appears the victim was dragged across the prairie like a horse thief, then dumped at the Buffalo Jump site at some point over the winter.”

“Dragged like a horse thief?”

“Dragging a horse thief across the prairie was called western justice. Our victim is missing his boots and hat. His clothes are ripped to shreds. The coroner says the victim, who he’s unable to identify, apparently died of asphyxiation from the rope tied around his neck.” The sheriff chuckled. “Considering the scrapes and bruises on his body, I think he’d rather have been shot. His death wasn’t quick or pleasant.”

“I’m intrigued. Let me make some calls, Sheriff. I’ll get back to you in a bit.”

“Vore Buffalo Jump is just a few miles from a small motel in Aladdin. It’s not the Ritz, but they have clean rooms, a café, and it’s near the murder scene.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks.”

Listening to half the conversation had piqued Jill’s interest. Pulling off her gardening gloves, she sat on the steps with her back against the house. “Which sheriff called?”

“The Crook County sheriff may have an investigation for us.”

“Why would Hank Stoddard call you instead of contacting the FBI?”

After recapping my discussion with the sheriff's office, Jill said, “Mom’s been hinting she’d like us to visit. I think she’s getting tired of relying on your mother’s cooking since hurting her wrist.”

“I’ve been talking to the superintendent at Glacier National Park about a pair of missing hikers. His law enforcement rangers are handling the investigation. I thought we should assist them.” I waited for a response.

Jill got a sly look, which signaled an imminent change in my plans. “Let’s talk to Jack about this Wyoming death. The sheriff has requested assistance, and there are no Park Service employees on the site. The Vore Buffalo Jump Foundation operates the park with volunteers, so they have no one other than the local sheriff for law enforcement support, and Stoddard told you he’s short a deputy.”

“The sheriff said it looked like the victim had been dragged across the prairie like a horse thief. That’s intriguing you, isn’t it?”

Jill raised her eyebrows. “It kind of sounds like something out of Gunsmoke or Bonanza. Call Jack.”

“The boss might say no.”

Jill slid across the step until we were seated hip to hip. “I’d really like to see my folks and ride the horses.”

“Vore Buffalo Jump isn’t even operated by the Park Service.”

Leaning against my shoulder, Jill looked up at me. “My folks replaced the squeaky mattress. A trip to the Black Hills might make me very romantic.”

“Jack said you’d missed your calling when you didn’t go to work in the diplomatic corps. I’ll call our boss while you plant the rest of the flowers.”

My conversation with Jack was brief. “If a local sheriff is requesting your assistance at a Park Service property, you should get your butts on a plane and do whatever you can to help him. You know how hard it is to build bridges with local law enforcement agencies. Get yourselves to Wyoming and give them your usual charm...” Jack chuckled. “It’s Jill who charms them, isn’t it? You’re the one who tries to stay in the background.”

I watched Jill gather the last of the plastic flower containers and put them into a recycling bin as I ended the call. Pulling off her gloves, she said, “I’ll call the travel agency and book a two-week trip.”

I held the phone out to Jill. “Call our mothers while I shower.”

Instead of reaching for the phone, Jill put her hands on her narrow hips. “Call your own mother. I’m taking the first shower.”

As she walked into the house, I called after her. “She’d rather talk to you.”

“She’s your mother. It’s your turn to call her.”

My mother, now living with Jill’s Uncle Chet in South Dakota, answered on the second ring. “Is this really my son calling?”

“Yes, Mom. It’s really me.”

“What’s wrong?”

I paused. “Nothing’s wrong. Why would you ask that?”

“You never call unless Jill’s been hurt or there’s some crisis and you want to soften the blow before we hear about it on the news.”

“Everything is fine. We’ve got an investigation in eastern Wyoming. We’ll be in the area for a couple of weeks, so I’m sure we’ll see you.”

“You’ll SEE us? You’d better plan on staying with us unless your investigation takes you farther away than Cheyenne.”

“I’m not sure of the geography, Mom. It’d be best if we stayed close to the scene of the crime for at least the first couple of nights.”

“Fine. I’ll give you two nights of investigation. After that, I expect you to be at our ranch or Rickowskis’ for supper and breakfast.”

“Let’s see how things go. Okay?”

“Have you had your hearing checked, Douglas? I said two days, then get your butts over here.”

“Mom, this is a federal investigation. It really takes priority over supper with the family.”

“Put Jill on the phone.”

“She’s in the shower.”

“Fine. I’ll call Molly Rickowski as soon as we hang up. Have Jill call her mom, and we’ll set things straight. Jill’s always been more reasonable than you.”

“Goodbye, Mom,” I said as I ended the call.

Jill was drying her hair when I walked into the bedroom. “Is your mom excited that we’re flying back?”

I paused too long before replying, “Yes, she’s excited.”

Jill froze. “What did you say?”

“I told her we were going to stay in a motel close to the crime scene. That was unacceptable.”

“Geez, Doug. Just because there’s a cow pie in front of you, doesn’t mean you have to step in it.” Jill held out her hand for the phone. “Couldn’t you have just left the discussion of where we’re staying sit until we got there? We could’ve called and told her we were tied up and unable to get back before supper. It would’ve softened the blow and she would have been sad instead of irritated.”

I handed Jill my phone as I stripped off my shirt. “Spread oil on the maternal waters while I shower.”

Setting my phone aside, she reached for her own phone from the nightstand. “Let’s pick up our computers and ‘go bags’ from the park after you clean up.”

* * *
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WE FOUND MANDY MATTSON setting the kitchen table when we arrived home after collecting our computers and gear from our Padre Island National Seashore offices. The aroma of boiling shrimp filled the house. I set my pistol and holster on the closet shelf as Jill slipped past me. “Thank you for making dinner,” she said to Mandy.

Brushing off the thanks, Mandy hugged Jill. “All I did was show up with food, beer and margaritas, and turn on the stove. Y’all have to pack for the trip. That’s the hard part.”

Matt, her husband, handed me a beer. “Now that you’re disarmed, I assume it’s safe to give you alcohol."

I touched the neck of my beer bottle to Matt’s. “Thanks.”

“Mandy gave me an edited version of what Jill told her. What’s the real story behind your sudden trip?”

Nodding toward the patio, I led Matt, my former Park Service boss, outside while Jill and Mandy finished supper preparations. “There’s an obscure Park Service location in Wyoming along I-90, a few miles from the South Dakota state line. Vore Buffalo Jump National Historic Site is staffed by volunteers and only open during the summer. When the volunteers arrived to prepare the site for their Memorial Day opening, they found a body behind one of the buildings.”

“That seems like something the local cops would handle.”

“The Crook County Sheriff’s Department is small and currently understaffed. We worked with the sheriff during our Devils Tower investigation and apparently impressed him enough that he requested our assistance directly.”

“The investigation must be more complicated than a spouse killing or a hit-and-run.”

“The coroner is unable to identify the body, which makes the entire investigation more difficult.”

“Huh. So, no car sitting nearby or driver’s license, and the killer didn’t have the decency to drop his cell phone or a credit card with the body.”

“None of the above. The killing has the hallmarks of an old-time horse thief getting a dose of western justice. The official cause of death is asphyxiation caused by a noose around the victim’s neck.”

“He was hung?”

“It appears he was dragged across the prairie by a noose tied around his neck.”

“That sounds like something out of Longmire or Yellowstone.”

Opening of the patio door interrupted our conversation. Mandy smiled, “If you boys are through solving the world’s problems, supper is on the table.”

With paper napkins on our laps, we dove into Mandy’s traditional going away dinner of boiled shrimp, potatoes, corn on the cob, and smoked sausage. Wiping her fingers before sipping her margarita, Jill said, “Mandy is picking us up at six o’clock tomorrow morning.”

Before I could protest and say that the government would reimburse us for an Uber, Mandy put up her hand. “I like to say my goodbyes properly, at the airport.”

Glancing at Matt for support, I got a headshake. “I appreciate your taxi service, but I hate to put you out.”

Mandy’s smile hid whatever irritation she felt over the argument we had about departure arrangements before every trip. “Douglas, helping friends is a blessing, not a burden.”

“Only my mother calls me Douglas, and only when she’s angry with me.”

Smiling, Mandy nodded, “Jill said you were marginally trainable. I’ve been unconvinced, but you seem to be catching on.”

Caught with a mouthful of corn on the cob, I was unable to respond, which caused the others to break into laughter.

Being on a roll, Mandy added, “Are you bringing the bottle of expensive booze you’re going to lose to Jill’s father while playing cribbage, or do you plan to purchase that after you arrive?”

Wiping my mouth, I replied, “I plan to investigate, not play cribbage.”

“Try not to get into any wrestling matches with bull riders,” Matt said, referring to an incident during our visit to the Black Hills Roundup.

“It wasn’t a wrestling match; I was sucker punched.” Realizing there was no way to win the argument, I decided to move on. “The sheriff suggested we stay near the investigation rather than commuting from the Rickowski ranch. There’s a mom-and-pop motel a few miles from the site where the body was found.”

“I checked out the area on Google Earth,” Mandy replied. “Aladdin, Wyoming has a population of fifteen. I’m sure that calling the motel a mom-and-pop operation is an overstatement of the accommodations.”

Jill drew a breath. “I’m not sure we’ll be able to convince our parents that a nearby motel is a superior option to sleeping in my childhood bedroom.”

Our banter continued through supper. Mandy refused to let us clean up, and even took the garbage home so there’s no “stinky shrimp shells” in the trash while we were gone. Jill was packing her suitcase when I exited the bathroom. “How do you feel about going back to the Black Hills?” she asked as she folded Park Service green uniform pants.

“I’m fine with it as long as we’re buying round-trip tickets.”

Carefully placing a folded gray uniform shirt on top of the pants she said, “Someday we’ll have to move there.”

I pulled her into a hug. “We’ve just moved into a new house. Let’s enjoy a few years here and defer the Black Hills relocation talk until some time in the future.”

Jill leaned her head against my shoulder. “Our parents aren’t getting any younger.”

“They’re doing fine. My mom is happy living with your Uncle Chet. Your parents are nearby. They’re living their lives without our involvement.”

“They are, but I feel like I should be there for them.”

“Honey, we have jobs, a house in Texas, and lives of our own.”

Jill eased out of my hug and zipped her suitcase. “Winters in the Black Hills aren’t as terrible as you think.”

“Tell that to the guy they found frozen like an icicle in Vore Buffalo Jump.”
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Chapter 3
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Unsure of what roads, or lack of roads we might encounter during our investigation, I rented a 4-wheel drive pickup at the Rapid City airport while Jill called her mother. After an unhappy discussion, Molly Rickowski conceded we were there to work, and it might be logical for us to go directly to the Wyoming murder scene to start our investigation instead of stopping in Spearfish, which was right on the way to Wyoming.

The conversation stressed Jill. “Are mother’s born with a gene to cause guilt in their adult children, or do you think that’s an acquired skill?”

“I think there are adult education guilt classes taught at churches and schools.”

“Is that why you never called your mother when we first met?”

“Mom had given up on trying to coerce me through guilt. Without being able to play the guilt card, I guess she felt there was no need for us to talk.”

“At the time, it seemed like you were being an insensitive jerk. Now, I get it. Mom’s guilt trips really eat at me.”

“How long is the drive from Rapid City to Vore Buffalo Jump?”

Jill punched information into her phone and waited. “It’s a little over an hour drive from the airport.”

“So, we won’t be that far from the Rickowski ranch?”

“Less than half an hour away. I think that’s part of Mom’s frustration with our decision to stay in Aladdin.“

I glanced at Jill. “Would it help if we stayed in Sundance or Hulett?”

“No, smartass. Finding a motel farther from my parents and the murder scene would not be helpful.”

I reached over and put my hand on Jill’s. “Look at it this way, it’ll be easier to have a glass of wine and a beer with supper and retire to our motel room for a night of romance than it would be if we ate at the ranch with them and sat up talking about health issues all night.”

Jill snorted. “Are you saying that discussing senior citizen bowel issues is a romance killer?”

“If only we could limit the discussion to irregularity.” I paused, thinking ahead to the investigation. “Why don’t you call the sheriff and ask if he can meet us at the Buffalo Jump in an hour.”

Jill called the sheriff’s department. After a brief conversation, she was smiling as she ended the call. “Randy Pannell is meeting us at the Buffalo Jump.”

“He’s the deputy you pulled off the highway, right?”

“That’s him. The sheriff said Randy’s shoulder is healed and he’s excited about working with us again.”

Glancing at Jill I said, “If we’re exciting, Randy’s life must be very boring.”

“I think you told me a cop’s life was hours of boredom and moments of terror.”

“I don’t think I said, ‘moments of terror’. More likely, I said ‘moments of excitement.’”

“I’m sure you said terror. I think that quote came up right after we moved to Texas. It was when you chased the guy loading toxic waste into a boat. You sent me to call the local cops while you got in a shootout with the guy trying to escape down the canal. Yep, I’m sure you used terror to describe your feelings about hiding behind a wooden piling while he emptied his gun at you.”

The interstate through Rapid City was lined with chain motels and strip malls. After we passed the city’s commercial areas, the landscape gained altitude and we climbed toward the pine-covered Black Hills.  Relatively new houses dotted the hills, each with a steep driveway leading to a home with a commanding view of the valley. After a few miles, I-90 turned northwest, toward Sturgis. The development ended, and the interstate cut through acres of prairie nestled between forested hills.

Jill gestured toward an area ahead of us. “The hillside on the right burned. It’s strange how the trees in one canyon burned while hillsides a few hundred yards away are untouched.”

“It’s dry here, like at your parents’ ranch, right?”

“In normal years, we get snow that melts and moistens the soil. Several years of drought has left everything brown and combustible. I’ll bet the ranchers around here didn’t even bale hay last year. They probably turned their herds loose in the fields all summer and sold off nearly all of them in the fall.”

Approaching the town of Sturgis, the interstate was lined with ads for campgrounds and establishments catering to the motorcycle crowds who visited during the annual Sturgis motorcycle rally. Once past town, tiny white dots appeared in the distant prairie. “Are those antelope?” I asked.

“They are. We’ll probably see some herds closer to the highway as we get into Wyoming."

Jill stared at the sign announcing the upcoming Spearfish exit and sighed. “I know we need to meet Randy Pannell, but I feel terrible about driving past Spearfish without at least saying a quick hello to my folks.”

“There’s no quick way to say hello, then leave.” I reached out and squeezed Jill’s hand. “We’ll get back to see them.”

Suddenly straightening up, Jill smiled. “It’d be fun to bring the horses over so we could check out areas around where the body was found.”

I didn’t intend to grimace, but the look I got said I’d telegraphed my negative feelings about riding our horses. 

"You react to the subject of horses like I react to discussions about my mother and sex.”

“To be clear, we were not discussing your mother and sex with Matt and Mandy. We were discussing sex in your mother’s house.”

“I don’t see the difference. I’d be dealing with my mother if we had sex in her house.”

“She was pleased that we were a normal newlywed couple who made the bed springs squeak.”

“Moving on...”

“Did the sheriff say anything else interesting when you spoke with him?”

“Not really. He just said Randy had healed from his injuries. They were both looking forward to working with us again.” Jill paused. “I think your plan to provide assistance with their investigation went over very well. They were accustomed to federal agencies coming in and taking over. Aiding them as we did with the Devils Tower investigation, then stepping back to let them take center stage with the press, made Sheriff Stoddard look like a hero. That move got us a lot of credibility with both Stoddard and Pannell.”

“As Park Service Investigative Service Branch employees, we carry sidearms and wear badges, but our role is investigative support. We let the local folks be the cops, and we step back when it’s time to handcuff the bad guys and take them to jail.”

“It seems strange that our bosses are okay with that approach. Most agencies, like the FBI and DEA, are political, living and dying by their time in front of the news cameras.”

“There’s nothing strange about it at all. It’s like the role of park rangers. They’re on site to enhance our visitors’ experience and are at their best when they’re almost as part of the background. We want people to remember the wonder of Yosemite, not the ranger who explained the park’s geology to them.” I paused, then added, “And there aren’t many investigators, so we don’t have the luxury of throwing a large group of agents into an investigation.”

Jill thought about that for a moment. “We don’t have tactical teams, labs, or even a substantial number of armed people to bring to a confrontation. All we bring to the party are experience and an unbiased eye. We haven’t been sucked into the details that sometimes blind the local law enforcement people.”

“Being able to step back and see the bigger picture is sometimes what’s required to see how the puzzle pieces fit together.”

Jill shifted in her seat and nodded to an upcoming sign. “We’re crossing into Wyoming. We can take the Beulah exit, or we can turn off at the Wyoming Welcome Center and circle back on Highway 14.”

“I’d like to drive past Vore Buffalo Jump on the interstate first to get a sense of the place. After that, we can circle back on the frontage road.”

At eighty miles-an-hour, the Vore Buffalo Jump sign on the right side of the interstate whizzed past so quickly that I nearly missed seeing the oversized white teepee sitting next to a rocky hole in the prairie. 

“That was it,” Jill said.

“Wow. I’m accustomed to national parks that are thousands of acres. That entire site looks like little more than a fenced acre of land.”

Jill smiled. “Two acres if you include the parking lot.”

* * *
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CONSIDERING THAT THE site wouldn’t officially open until late May, there were a surprising number of vehicles in the parking lot near the teepee-shaped visitor welcome center. I parked next to a white Crook County Sheriff’s Department SUV.

Jill walked alongside me to the teepee. “It looks like a party.”

“I wonder what’s going on. They’re not open yet.”

The interior space was cramped with ten people gathered around a counter. Most were civilians wearing jeans and tan Carhartt jackets. One of the exceptions was Deputy Randy Pannell, who stepped forward and shook Jill’s hand emphatically. “It’s really nice to see you guys again.” Turning to the group, he introduced us, then explained that the other people were members of the Vore Buffalo Jump Foundation board of directors.

Peggy Landin stepped forward and introduced herself as the foundation’s director. “Randy told us about your credentials.” Looking at Jill she added, “Randy didn’t mention your husband’s rugged ranger look.”

Jill looked at me. “The emphasis should be on the ‘rugged’ adjective. We’ve been in airports and on planes for quite a while and I think Doug forgot to use a sharp razor when he shaved.”

A middle-aged woman wearing a US Park Service uniform stepped up. “I’m Nikki Beardsly. I’m an archaeologist by education, currently working as an interpretive ranger at Devils Tower.”

“Are you a member of the board?” Jill asked.

“I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to be part of one of the most significant archaeological sites in the US. We’ve found evidence of at least seven different Native American tribes who’d used this site over at least three hundred years.”

After we shook hands with everyone gathered in the hut, Peggy suggested we move to the cabin-like structure behind the teepee. “The log cabin is our gift shop. It’s also used for our board meetings.”

Large enough to seat a small group, the cabin was arranged with a dozen chairs set around the perimeter. Peggy gestured for Jill and me to take seats alongside her. With everyone seated, Peggy nodded toward a man who looked like he could’ve been in an advertisement for western gear. “Charlie found the body. I’ll let him explain the discovery.”

Charlie set his Stetson on its crown and stood, his hair looking like it had been molded by the inside of his hat. Although his tan jacket and jeans were worn, they looked like they were fresh out of the washer. The man’s graying bushy moustache hinted that he might be about sixty, but his weathered face looked more like he was closer to eighty. “Well, it’s like this,” he said, leaning forward and placing his hands flat on the table. “We were cleaning up before the first group of schoolchildren arrived for a tour. I was walking around the museum building, picking up trash and checking to make sure no vandals had been around over the winter, when I smelled something rotten, like a dead raccoon or something. I wasn’t paying much attention until I saw some camouflage cloth sticking out of a chunk of chokecherry brush behind the building. My first thought was that someone’s deer blind had blown away, but when I looked closer, I could see hair and an ear. I got Peggy, who confirmed what I thought I was seeing, then we called the sheriff’s department.”

Randy nodded. “After I got the call, I confirmed that there was a human body hung up in the bushes on the hill. It had been there for quite a while and no one had messed with it, so I called the coroner’s office. Mike came out and we took a bunch of pictures before getting a ladder to pull the body loose from the bushes and lower him down.”

Now standing with his arms crossed, Charlie shook his head. “I helped cut brush and lift. Randy and Mike did a nice job of making sure we weren’t messing up any evidence around the body. We scooped the debris at the bottom of the hill into buckets so the state crime lab could look for evidence. They took pictures as we removed layers. We handled it like an archaeological dig, taking out layers and looking through twigs, leaves, and debris.”

Randy held up a computer memory stick. “I’ve got a copy of all the pictures we took at the site. Mike added the pictures he took as the body thawed out at the mortuary. It’s the darndest thing. Initially, we thought maybe the guy had fallen or been pushed over the rim, like the buffalo fell when they were driven into the hole. But as Mike looked closer, we could see scrapes and bruises that looked more like the guy had been dragged behind a horse. There were ligature marks around his neck, which made us think maybe he'd been hung. But there were scrapes where it looked like he’d dug at the rope around his neck with his fingernails, so we knew he’d been alive awhile after the noose was tightened.”

I looked at Peggy. “Was the gate locked when you arrived that day?”

Nodding, she replied, “The lock was intact. We think he must’ve been dragged under the fence, out of view from the interstate.”

Randy nodded. “I was with the coroner when he looked at the thawed body. I told him the guy’s clothing was shredded and his head, shoulders, arms, and hips scraped.”

Peggy nodded. “It looked like he’d been dragged across the prairie.”

Jill smiled at Peggy. “That’s a very clinical analysis of the victim’s wounds. Are you a doctor?”

Laughing, Peggy shook her head. “No, ma’am, I’m just an old ranch girl who’s butchered her share of cattle, antelope, elk, and deer. Trying to figure out what happened to that battered body was more interesting than scary.”

“Did you find any identification with the body?”

Peggy shook her head. “There wasn’t a cell phone, driver’s license, hunting license, charge card, or even a gas receipt in the guy’s pockets. I suppose whoever dragged him must’ve taken them out.”
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