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The Black Hills Archaeological Institute was housed in an early twentieth century school building out in the middle of nowhere. Dane Maddock parked his rental car and went inside. There was no reception desk, so he followed the sign that read OFFICES to a long, narrow hallway. The floorboards creaked with every step he took. This place was old! 

He passed an open door. Inside, an attractive woman with long brown hair and big eyes sat behind a desk. She held a long stick with an oval stone affixed to the end by rawhide strips. She looked up and smiled.

“That looks intimidating,” he said.

“It’s a Lakota war club. Just added it to the collection. Watch out. I might sneak up behind you.” She winked. “Annie.”

“Dane,” he replied. “I have an appointment with Doctor Garfield.”

“End of the hall. He’s been in his office all morning. He said he’s working on something big, whatever that means.”

A stout wooden door waited at the end of the hallway. A shiny brass nameplate read, Gray Garfield, PhD-Director. 

Maddock paused at the door, checked his watch. His girlfriend, Spenser, frequently told him that his habit of arriving “too early” was annoying, so he had deliberately taken his time on the way to the institute.

Still, he had arrived a quarter of an hour before the appointed time. Five minutes early is ten minutes late. He cracked a smile. All these years later and the lesson his father had drilled into him as a child was still a part of him. 

He knocked and waited. No reply. He knocked again, harder.

“Doctor Garfield?” he said. Still nothing. Strange. Garfield had planned on being in his office all morning and Annie had confirmed he was there. Maddock knocked again, but again no one answered.

He heard footsteps behind him and turned to see Annie coming his way. She was still carrying the war club. 

“He’s not answering?” she asked. “Must have dozed off. He does that sometimes, but we don’t hold it against him.”

“Doctor Garfield, are you awake?” Annie frowned, then rapped on the door with her war club. 

“Must have stepped out for a minute,” Maddock said.

“He’s in there.” Annie sounded nervous. “I would have seen him if he left.”

“Maybe you looked away at just the right time?” Maddock offered.

“I still would have heard him. The floorboards sound like rusty box springs. Besides, he always pokes his head in to say hello.” She tried the door, but it was locked. She knocked again, this time with her closed fist. “Gray? Are you there?” She knelt, peered through the old keyhole. Her eyes narrowed. “I can’t see anything, but think I hear a sound.” 

She beckoned to Maddock, and he put his ear to the door. He heard nothing. But they ought to be sure.

“We need to get inside. Do you have a key?”

Annie shook her head. “Gray has the only set. He’s very protective of his artifacts.”

Doorways along the hall began to open and a group of people approached. Other staff members, Maddock presumed. 

“You’ll have to break the door down,” Annie said.

“Why me?”

“Six people work here and believe me when I say none of us are capable of it.”

“Don’t be so sure.” A young man said. He wore khakis and a polo style shirt and stood beside Annie with his arms folded.

“Don’t you have a frat party to get to, Dicky?” Annie said.

“My name is Richard.” The young man turned a delicate shade of pink.

“I’ll do it.” Maddock took a few steps back then drove his shoulder into the door. Pain shot through his shoulder as he smashed into the heavy wood. He backed up and slammed into it again. It hurt worse this time, and he wasn’t sure if the cracking he heard was the door jamb or his shoulder. 

“Try it again,” Annie said. 

Maddock rammed the door one more time and was rewarded by the sound of splintering wood. The door swung back a few inches and then jerked to an abrupt stop. 

“He’s got a damn chain lock,” Annie said. She struck the chain with her war club. It gave a little bit. Before she could hit aga again, Richard roared and threw himself into the door. The chain lock broke free, and the door flew open. Richard stumbled forward and fell flat on his face in the middle of the office. He yelped and sprang to his feet when he saw what was lying inches from his nose. 

“Oh my God!” Annie covered her mouth, her eyes wide with shock. “Is he dead?”
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Gray Garfield, PhD lay in a heap on the floor. Blood dripped from a gash in his temple and spread out around his head in an angry halo. His brown skin was wrinkled, and his short curly hair was white. Even in death, his expression was gentle.

Maddock rushed to Garfield’s side and checked for a pulse. He felt nothing. He rolled Garfield over and held his cellphone close to the man’s nostrils. He watched, hoping to see the telltale condensation that would show that the old professor was still breathing, but there was none.

A tall, skinny man with a hooked nose moved in for a closer look. He appeared to be of mixed ancestry—at least part Native American. “Is he going to be all right?” 

“I’ll call emergency services,” Annie said. “Not that they will get here any time soon. This place is the ass end of nowhere.”

Maddock was a former Navy SEAL and had seen his share of death. He knew in an instant it was too late to help the professor.

“He’s gone. I’m sorry.”

Annie began to sob. She fell into the arms of a motherly looking woman of late middle years. The woman stroked Annie’s head and whispered unintelligible words in a soft, soothing tone. 

Behind her, Maddock caught a glimpse of a tall man. Maddock couldn’t get a clear look at his face, but he could tell at a glance the fellow was also Indigenous. The man was forced to make a nimble sidestep as Richard rushed past him and vomited into the nearest wastebasket.

The skinny man dropped to his knees beside the body. Tears welled at the corners of his eyes. “I’m Benny, the Deputy Director.” He looked down at the body in disbelief. “What happened to him?”

“Looks like blunt force trauma.” Maddock pointed at the wound in Garfield’s head. The area around it was compressed. “He’s got a fractured skull.”

Benny immediately turned and looked at the stone club Annie carried. “Could something like that have done it?”

The honest answer was yes, but Maddock wasn’t about to stir the pot. He was already deeper in this than he wanted to be. “I’m not a medical examiner.”

“Are you suggesting that I had something to do with this?” Tears streamed down Annie’s face. She raised the club, realized what she was doing, and lowered it. “He’s my friend,” she said weakly. “I mean... he was...” A fresh round of sobs racked her body and once again the middle-aged woman embraced her.

“That isn’t what I mean,” Benny said. “I thought the killer might have gotten their hands on one of the weapons from your collection.”

“What about you, Benedict? You’ve had your eyes on Garfield’s job for as long as I can remember.” Richard clutched the wastebasket like a lifeline.

“Why would I do that? Gray was retiring at the end of the year.” Benny turned and looked at the woman comforting Annie. “What about Abuelo here? She’s the one he broke up with.”

“The word you’re grasping for with your tiny hands is ‘abuela’,” the woman fired back. “And only Annie gets to call me that. It’s Doctor Montoya to you! And in case you forgot, it was I who broke up with Gray... five years ago!”

“I’m sorry, Toya.” Benny ran a hand through his long hair, blinked back a tear. “I’ve never seen a friend die before. It’s messing with my head.”

Maddock stood, looked over the scene. The office was windowless. Grantham lay beside an upended chair. Behind him stood a worktable with a lighted magnifying glass mounted upon it. A dusting of dried black earth marred the white cloth that was spread across the table. On it lay several small brushes.  

“Looks like he was cleaning an artifact,” Maddock said. “But where is it?”

“Could it be that?” Benny pointed to an object lying in the corner. It was a stone club, similar to the one Annie carried.

“Looks pretty clean from here,” Maddock said. “Don’t touch it. It could be the murder weapon.”

Everyone turned to look at Annie. She held up her hands, then let out a yelp when she realized she had raised the club again. She put her hands behind her back and took a deep breath.

“I didn’t hurt Gray.”

“No one said you did,” Maddock assured her. “But is this one of yours?” 

Annie moved closer, looked it over. Her eyes began to shine. 

“It’s exquisite! Look at the engraving along the handle, the patterns carved into the head. It was probably reserved for a sacred ceremony.” She looked up. “But it isn’t mine.” She turned to Benny.

“You catalog every artifact that comes in. When and where did Gray get this?”

“I don’t know. He must have acquired it from a private party.”

“You mean the black market?” Maddock said.

“I don’t like to think it, and I’m not accusing him. But it happens. Sometimes it’s the only way to keep your research moving forward.”

Toya cleared her throat loudly. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, mister,” she said to Maddock, “but who are you?” 

Maddock heard suspicion in her tone, and he understood. He was the outsider, the only unknown in the group. 

The man who had been hanging at the back of the crowd spoke up.

“His name is Dane Maddock.”
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Maddock frowned. He had only given Annie his first name. Who else here would know him? The man who had been hanging back stepped forward. He was tall and lean with thinning black hair he wore pulled back. Maddock relaxed. 

“Isaiah Horsely. What are the odds?” Isaiah Horsely was a cousin of Maddock’s friend and former colleague in the SEALs, Bones Bonebrake. Several years before, Horsely had assisted them on a search for the Seven Cities of Cibola. 

“I’ve been working here for just over a year,” Horsely said. “I didn’t know you and Garfield were acquainted.”

“We aren’t. He offered me a consulting gig. I asked how he got my name, but he never said.”

“He was growing more and more absent-minded,” Toya said. “Couldn’t remember or even think about anything but his ‘project’.”

“What project was that?” Maddock asked. 

“He wouldn’t say.” 

Annie’s phone rang. “It’s Emergency Services.” She answered, her frown deepening as she listened. “You realize someone is dead here?” she said after a long pause. A shake of her head in disbelief and then, “That is a terrible thing to say.” She ended the call. “There’s a storm rolling in. It’s already caused a spate of accidents on the other end of the county. All emergency personnel are out on calls. They don’t know when they can get someone out of here. They want us to stay put until then.”

“What did they say when you told them Garfield was dead?” Isaiah said.

“They said right now they are focused on helping the living.” Annie sighed. “I understand, but still. She didn’t have to be so blunt.”

“I imagine blunt is part of the job description in her line of work,” Maddock said. “Let’s step out into the hall so we don’t contaminate the crime scene any more than we already have. 

“Do we really have to hang around here?” Richard asked.

A loud thunderclap shook the walls. Outside the rain began to fall. 

“We should all stay together,” Maddock said. “The killer could still be in the building.”

“How do we know the killer isn’t one of us?” Richard said.

“Be serious,” Benny said. “None of us would want to hurt Gray.”

“Relax,” Annie said. “It can’t be one of us. We were all outside the door when Maddock broke it down.”

“You mean, Richard,” Benny corrected.

“You’re such an ass,” Richard said. “I didn’t know the chain lock had almost pulled free. I thought I was helping.”

Benny frowned, gave a shake of his head. “Sorry. I’ll shut up.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Toya said in a stage whisper. 

“Enough!” Maddock’s tone of command got immediate results. Everyone fell silent and hurried out of the room. 

Horsely hung back while the others moved out. “Listen, Maddock, you need to solve this.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Annie wasn’t wrong—we are a long way from anywhere and at the bottom of a thinly-stretched police force’s list of priorities. With this storm, it could be a very long time before the authorities get here. And when they do, they’ll probably say he fell and hit his head on the corner of his desk.”

“The wound is toward the back of his head. Was he spinning as he fell?”

“See? This is what I’m talking about. You’re the closest thing we have to a detective.” Horsely grinned.

“I have no authority over them.”

“Dude, you ooze authority. Did you see how they responded to you? You’ve got an air of command, and with your military bearing and the blue eyes and blond hair, let’s face it, you’re an Aryan’s dream.”

“You sound like your cousin,” Maddock said. “And that’s not a good thing.”

“That’s fair. We’ve got the same coarse sense of humor.” Horsely flashed a nervous glance toward the door. “The storm and the fear of the authorities will only keep them here for so long. If one of them is the killer, this might be your only chance to find out who it is.”

“Will you stop talking like this is my responsibility?” 

Maddock couldn’t help but feel annoyed. He had accepted Garfield’s invitation despite the man’s reluctance to give details. The professor had said Maddock came highly recommended and that the project would be “right in his wheelhouse.” Intrigued, he had accepted the offer of an airline ticket and a consulting fee. 

It didn’t hurt that he could use a break from his everyday life. Spenser had converted his spare bedroom into a studio, and it seemed like she was constantly filming. He was tired of walking on eggshells in his own home. What’s more, her brother was visiting, and he was not the sharpest tool in the shed. That left drinking with Bones at Toni’s Dockside, watching Corey play video games, or playing wingman and designated driver for Willis or Matt. 

“It’s not a matter of responsibility. You’re simply the only one who can do this. The rest of us are suspects.”

Maddock closed his eyes rubbed his temples. This felt like the sort of trouble Bones would get into.

“All right,” he finally said. “I’ll do it.”
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Maddock began by questioning Horsely. The archaeologist had been in his office when he heard banging on the door and came out to see what was causing the commotion. 

“Did you hear anything in the time leading up to that?” Maddock asked.

“Only Benny talking on the phone.”

“For how long?” 

Horsely considered this. “Twenty minutes at least, maybe longer.” 

Garfield’s body had been warm when they had found it, but that didn’t mean a great deal. The human body remained relatively warm for a few hours after death. The blood pooled around his head, however, was not fully congealed. It hadn’t been too long between the attack and their discovery of the body. It didn’t exonerate Benny, but it seemed unlikely he was the killer.

He gazed down at the body, thinking hard. And then something caught his eye. The corner of a folded piece of paper clutched in Garfield’s hand. Maddock carefully removed and unfolded it. It was a map, hastily sketched on a sheet of printer paper. Where it led, he had no idea. Horsely was equally stumped. Maddock sent him out into the hallway and continued with the questioning.

Horsely’s prediction proved to be correct. The staff cooperated. Each claimed to have been working in their office for at least an hour before the discovery of the director’s body. Annie had been alone, working with the door open. At varying times, Richard and Toya had passed by on the way to get coffee. They had exchanged greetings, but no more than that. None of them recognized the map, nor had any idea where it led. 

That left Benny to question. The deputy director was forthcoming with his answers. He had been on the phone for approximately thirty minutes and ended the call when he heard the door being broken down. He had not seen or heard anyone else in the time beforehand.

“Do you have any idea what artifact Garfield was working on?”

Benny shrugged. “I doubt it was anything that came through a normal shipment. I checked all of those and there was nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Could I take a look at your records?”

“What for?” Benny asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe something will jump out at me. It’s worth a try.”

They went to Benny’s office. Overstuffed bookshelves lined one wall. Another was covered with a giant whiteboard. An old desktop computer sat on a rickety desk beside the window. Country music played softly on the external speakers that rested on the windowsill. 

He examined Benny’s notes. His records were thorough, each item cataloged, with a description of what it was, where it came from, the date it was received, and the staff member for whom it was intended. Over the past several months, Garfield had received a large number of tomahawks from the Dakotas and Wyoming. According to Benny, none of them seemed particularly interesting. 

Satisfied, Maddock instructed everyone to wait in their offices while he made another search of the crime scene. The door had been chained from the inside, which meant there had to be another way out.

He searched every inch of Garfield’s office for a hidden door, but found nothing. Nor did he find a secret compartment of any kind. He was stumped. 

While Horsely kept an eye on his colleagues, Maddock made a quick inspection of the small building to see if the killer might be hiding somewhere, but he turned up nothing. Outside, the rain came down in buckets. If the killer had left footprints anywhere on the grounds, they were long gone. The institute had security cameras, but they did not work. There was an absolute dearth of clues. 

“What did you think?” he said to himself. “You’d suddenly turn into Sherlock Holmes?”

Discouraged, he made his way back to Garfield’s office. When he reached the door, he heard footsteps behind him. He turned to see Benny standing there. 

“May I have another look at that map you found? I have an idea.”

Maddock handed him the paper. Benny gave it a long look, turned it at an angle. Finally, he smiled. 

“I think I know where this is.” 
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“This is a map of the grounds.” He traced the lines, pointed out landmarks. “I should have realized before.”:

“Where does it lead?” Maddock asked.

“There’s an underground room, like a bunker. It was once used for storage, but we keep it locked up.” He looked at Maddock, eagerness shining in his eyes. “Garfield must have hidden something down there.”

“Can you tell me how to get there?”

Benny grinned. “I grew up in this community, attended school in this building, and I’ve devoted my life to this place. I know it like the back of my hand. But it’s tricky to find. I’ll show you the way.”

They donned ponchos and made their way out into the storm. They sloshed their way across the grounds and down a set of crumbling steps to a place where an iron grate barred the way to an underground room. Benny unlocked the gate and swung it open.

“After you,” he said. “Don’t worry. No one’s hiding in there waiting for you.”

Maddock smiled, stepped inside. And then he froze. Benny’s words had triggered a thought. He knew how the door had been chained from the inside, and he knew who the killer was. 

The grate clanged shut behind him. Maddock spun about and threw his body against the bars, but Benny had already locked it behind him. 

“It was you,” Maddock said. “You drew the map in case you needed to lure someone out here.”

“What can I say? I’m not a tough guy like you, but I’m smart.”

“Why did you do it?”

“He was dealing in black market antiquities, putting the institute at risk. I’ve devoted my life to this place, and I won’t let anyone destroy it.

“What about the artifact? What was it?”

Benny reached inside the folds of his poncho and took out a tomahawk unlike any Maddock had ever seen. It was solid white, with jewels set in the head.

“Do you know what this is?”

Maddock shook his head.

“You’re supposed to be the expert consultant. You figure it out.” The thunder boomed. Benny looked up at the dark sky and smiled. “A fitting night for it, don’t you think?”

“Fitting for what?” 

“A Ghost Dance.” Benny grinned wolfishly. “The rain fills this room in a storm, and this is the worst weather we’ve seen in years. I hope you can tread water.” He gave a mocking salute, turned, and ran off into the storm.

Maddock tried to force the door open, but it was solid. He looked around for something to use as a pry bar, but the room was empty, save for the icy water that was rapidly filling the space. It was already up to his calves and rising fast. 

“How in the hell did I get myself into this?”

He took out his Maglite and shined it all around. He couldn’t see another way out. He sloshed over to the door, took out his Recon knife, and began working at the hinges. He knew it was probably a hopeless endeavor, but he couldn’t stand there and do nothing. As he worked, his mind drifted to the mystery surrounding the artifact. 

He had never seen a tomahawk like the one Benny had brandished. Reflecting on the man’s words, he considered what he knew about the Ghost Dance. 

The Ghost Dance was a ceremony common to many Indigenous belief systems. Properly practiced, the dance was said to reunite the living with the spirits of the dead. It would call the spirits of fallen warriors to fight on the behalf of those who called up on them. It had been prophesied that the Ghost Dance would unify America’s native peoples and bring an end to the plague of settlers that swarmed across the West like a cloud of locusts.

In 1890, when the United States violated the terms of the Lakota treaty by adjusting the Great Sioux Reservation in order to make room for White settlers, the Ghost Dance became synonymous with rebellious sentiments. Open practice of the Ghost Dance caused great concern among the U.S. Army leaders responsible for assimilating the Sioux into American culture. Fear of an uprising fueled by the Ghost Dance led directly to the death of Sitting Bull and the massacre at Wounded Knee, where American troops slaughtered more than one hundred fifty people, mostly women and children.

The water was up to his chest now. Maddock had managed to work the pin free from the top hinge. That left two more, both underwater. He took a deep breath and plunged beneath the frigid rainwater. He clumsily wielded the knife with numb fingers, periodically coming up for air. Doubts began to arise as to whether he would escape. He shut them out by focusing on the mystery.

There were many highly qualified professionals upon whom Garfield could have called: archaeologists, historians, even storytellers who specialized in Native American traditions and rituals. But he had called Maddock. That suggested there was something Maddock could offer that no other academic could. He mentally listed his unique qualities.

Maddock was an expert diver, but he couldn’t see how that would help. He was also highly trained at killing, but he was no mercenary. What else? He was a treasure hunter. He was good at solving puzzles. And then another idea came to him.

The Ghost Dance was linked to the supernatural, something Maddock had his share of experience with. And thanks to his work, and his friendship with Bones, he had some expertise with the sorts of myths and legends the average person would dismiss as mere superstition. He racked his brain for a legend that linked a tomahawk with the supernatural. 

It came to him just as the water reached his chin. Crazy Horse’s tomahawk! An obscure legend held that Crazy Horse wielded a tomahawk with magical properties. He claimed to have found it in what he called the Cave of the Ancients. When the time came, the tomahawk could be used to unlock the cave, and Crazy Horse’s people would bring the power of the Ancients to bear against their oppressor. That had to be it! Benny was on his way to the cave, but where was it?

Maddock surfaced again. There was scarcely room to keep his head above water. Was he going to drown just as he solved the mystery? Either way, he wasn’t going down without a fight. He would keep trying to work the pins free of the hinges until he drew his last breath.

“Maddock?” 

He froze, listening. Had someone called his name or was it wishful thinking?

“I’m here!” he shouted.

“Where are you?” He recognized Annie’s voice.

“I’m locked an underground bunker and it’s filling with water!”

“Hold on!” A few seconds later, Annie and Horsely swam up to the door. “One of these keys opens this lock,” Annie said, holding up a keyring, “but I don’t know which one.”

While Annie tried key after key, Maddock struggled to keep his face above water. His throat pinched and his lungs burned. Time was almost up.

“Got it!” Annie pulled the door open and Horsely grabbed Maddock and dragged him free. 

“You got here just in time. I thought I was a goner.”

“We saw Benny drive away alone. It didn’t feel right, so we came looking for you,” Horsely said. “What happened?”

As they slogged back to the institute, Maddock filled them in on the events that led to him being trapped. 

“One thing I don’t understand,” Annie began, “is how Benny managed to chain the door from the inside.”

“He never left the room,” Maddock said. “He was hiding behind the door when Richard burst in. Benny wasn’t teasing Richard; he honestly believed Richard was the one who broke the door down.”

“If he had been out in the hallway with the rest of us, he would have seen it was you who had done it.” Annie nodded thoughtfully. 

“But I heard him talking in his office,” Horsely said.

“The speakers of his desktop computer were sitting in the windowsill. If you check his hard drive, I’ll wager you’ll find an audio file of him talking on the phone.”

“Crafty.” Horsely shook his head. “I suppose he wanted to sell the tomahawk on the black market?” 

“I suspect he’s up to something much more sinister. Unless I miss my guess, he believes the tomahawk is the key to unleashing a heretofore unknown power. If you ask me, he thinks he can bring back the Ghost Dance movement and finally liberate the Indigenous People.”

“That’s absurd,” Annie said.

“I know it sounds crazy, but I can assure you it’s not impossible. Garfield didn’t want me for my knowledge of Archaeology; he wanted me because I’ve dealt with things like this before.

“Things like magic tomahawks?” Skepticism dripped heavily in every word Annie spoke.

“He’s not crazy,” Horsely said. “Trust me on this.”

“Fine,” Annie said. “How can we help?”

“I need to figure out where he’s going. The closest thing I have to a clue is a cryptic comment he made. There was a massive thunderclap. He glanced up at the sky and said it was a ‘fitting night for a ghost dance.’”

“Sort of like a marvelous night for a moondance?” Horsely said. 

“You’re sounding like Bones again.”

“My bad. So, you think thunder is a clue?” Isaiah said. “And it’s a place connected with Crazy Horse’s tomahawk.

Annie gasped, her eyes wide. “I think I know where he’s going!”

“Want to share it with us?” Maddock said.

She smiled. “Thunder Mountain.”
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Thunder Mountain was located in Custer County, deep in the Black Hills of South Dakota. It was best know as the site of the Crazy Horse Memorial. Commissioned by Henry Standing Bear, a Lakota elder, work was begun in 1948 by Polish sculptor Korczak Ziolkowski, a man who had previously worked on Mount Rushmore under the legendary Gutsan Borglum. Progress had been slow and only Crazy Horse’s face had been completed. That was no small thing. The face was eighty-seven feet high.

A flicker of lightning illuminated the distant mountain. Light danced across the face of the legendary war leader. In the midst of the storm, the face appeared spectral, forbidding.

“You really believe there’s something up there?” Annie asked. She had joined him on the ride, directing Maddock along the shortest route to the mountain. 

“Benny seems to think so.” Maddock continued to gaze at the mountain. “Thunder Mountain always seemed like a strange place for the memorial. Not only is it difficult to get to, but it’s situated on sacred land, which made it a controversial choice.”

“Why choose it, then?” Annie asked.

“What if the sculpture is part of a coverup? Maybe the face is intended to obscure distinctive features of the mountain.”

“Or hide a hidden doorway?” Annie suggested.

“Could be. That would explain why there’s so little urgency to complete the remainder of the project.”

“What’s the plan?” Annie asked.

“You stay here with the doors locked and keep trying to reach the police.” Thanks to the storm, phone lines were down and no one had cellular coverage. “If anyone approaches the car, get the hell out of here.”

“What about you?”

“I’m going after Benny. If need be, I’ll make it back on my own.”

Annie gave him a funny look. Without warning, she leaned in and kissed him full on the lips. It was probably a good kiss, but Maddock was too surprised to evaluate it.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you have a girlfriend. It’s just... I like you and I didn’t want to let you leave without...”

“Without locking lips?” Maddock quirked an eyebrow.

“I’m so embarrassed.” Annie buried her face in her hands.

“Don’t be. In a different place and time, I’d have definitely asked you out.”

“In that case, I won’t give up hope. Not that I wish...” She grew flustered. “I’m going to shut up now. Good luck and be sure to come back in one piece.”

Maddock opened the door and stepped out into the torrential downpour. He was already soaked to the bone so a little more rain wouldn’t hurt him. He took off at a run and soon arrived at the base of the trail that wound up the mountainside.

Benny was already making his slow way up the path. There was another man with him, a big fellow wearing a pistol at his hip. Rainwater washed down the trail like a raging river. That combined with all the switchbacks meant it would take him some time to reach the top. 

Maddock weighed his options. It would be virtually impossible to sneak up behind the two men. The pathway up was too open, the straightaways long and wide. But if he could get to the top first... 

His eyes swept up the mountainside. If he took the direct path up the rocky face, he could arrive there ahead of Benny and his partner. There were plenty of cracks and crevices for handholds. 

“You aren’t really considering free climbing in a storm,” he said to himself. “You aren’t crazy like Bones.” 

That was true, but deep down, he wanted to do it. It wasn’t only that he wanted to foil whatever plot Benny had hatched. The man had committed murder and tried to add Maddock to his list of victims. He needed to pay.

Before he could change his mind, Maddock chose a path and began to scale the mountain. He was an expert climber with decades of experience. He and Bones often made it a game to see who could reach the top first. That practice served him well tonight. 

He scurried up the mountain like a spider, his fingertips picking out handholds with ease. Rain spattered his face, made the rocks slippery, but he was undaunted. Higher and higher he climbed. With each flash of lightning, he looked for Benny and his cohort. They were nearing the top. It was going to be close.

He was only a few meters from the top when he ran out of handholds. He froze, looked around for a way up to the top.

“You have got to be kidding me,” he grumbled. 

Lightning flickered across the sky. He caught sight of Benny and his friend. They had reached the final switchback. An ear-splitting peal of thunder rolled across the mountain. When it subsided, Maddock caught a snatch of conversation.

“I thought I saw something.” 

“Where?” Benny asked.

“Hanging off the side of the cliff.”

“Let me take a look.”

Maddock was out of time. He spotted an outcropping just beyond his reach. 

“Here goes nothing.” 

He jumped. A sensation like falling coursed through him. He seemed to move in slow motion. The distance seemed much greater now. It was too far.

He reached out and grabbed on to the outthrust rock with both hands. He lost his grip on the wet stone, but recovered almost immediately. He dangled there, five hundred feet off the ground, cursing his impulsiveness. When he got home, he was going to plant his ass on a barstool at Toni’s and forget all about adventures. But first he had to finish what he started. 

He clambered up onto the shelf beneath the face of Crazy Horse. He had never truly appreciated its tremendous size. He was barely a whisker on the giant warrior’s chin. 

Voices filled the air, much closer now. Benny and his muscle had arrived. 

Maddock had neither a firearm nor a plan. He would have to improvise. He grabbed two fist-sized stones and hunkered down beside the memorial.

Benny and the goon vaulted the chain link fence that ran along the path and picked their way across the rain-slicked rock toward the monument. Lightning flashed again. This time, they both spotted Maddock.

“Kill him!” Benny shouted. 

His friend drew his pistol and fired wildly. The bullet pinged off the rock above Maddock’s head. Maddock hurled one of the stones toward the spot where he had seen the muzzle flash. He heard a pained grunt. When lightning flashed again, he saw the big man staggering toward the cliff’s edge, one hand pressed to his temple. The man fired his pistol again, but the shot went wide. 

Maddock waited for the next lightning flash. When it came, he was ready. His throw took the big man in the center of the forehead. It made a wet, slapping sound as it smacked into flesh and bone. A dull groan escaped the fellow as he teetered on the edge of the cliff, and then fell. 

Dane Maddock? More like Greg Maddux.

But there was no time to revel in his victory. Benny raised Crazy Horse’s tomahawk and charged at Maddock. It was a stupid, reckless move by someone who clearly had no fighting experience.

A single thrust of his Recon knife would have ended the archaeologist’s life. Instead, Maddock ducked Benny’s awkward downstroke and punched him square on the chin. Benny stopped, wobbled, then slowly tipped forward. Maddock let him fall. He landed face-first on the rock ledge, unconscious. He took a moment to hogtie Benny with his own shoelaces before relieving him of the tomahawk.

He flicked on his Maglite and got his first closeup look at the legendary weapon. It was not a traditional tomahawk with a blade affixed to a wooden handle. This was carved from a single piece of some unknown material. It had a flat blade for chopping on one side and a spike on the back. Gemstones of pale blue were set on either side of the head. They flickered when the light struck them.

It had the glossy appearance of white marble, but it was light as titanium and it seemed solid. He gingerly tapped it against the cliffside. The rock exploded where the weapon struck it, leaving a divot the size of his fist. The tomahawk was undamaged.

“This is no ordinary weapon.” He had encountered a few artifacts like these over the years and he still didn’t understand how they worked. He wasn’t even certain they were earthly in origin.

Benny groaned, shook his head. “You hit me. Really hard.”

“Your first fight?” Maddock asked. 

“First since I was a kid.” He glared at Maddock through glassy eyes. “What are you going to do with me?”

“That depends on you. Where is the doorway?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Maddock put his bootheel to Benny’s hip and nudged him toward the edge of the cliff.

“All right, I’ll tell you! I think it’s one of the eyes.” 

“How does it work?” Maddock asked.

“I don’t know. I planned on figuring that out as I went.” Maddock made to shove the man over the cliff and Benny yelped like a kicked dog. “I really don’t know any more. The only clue I found is, ‘Beware the trickster.’ That’s everything. I swear it.

“If you remember anything else, give a shout out. If you want to make it out of here alive, I suggest you do all you can to remain on my good side.”
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Maddock scaled the face of Crazy Horse until he stood atop the lower eyelid of the right eye, which formed a wide ledge. At the center of the pupil was a slot like a keyhole. The gemstones on the tomahawk flashed when he held the weapon close to the eye. After confirming there was no similar feature on the left eye, he took a deep breath and held the tomahawk head up to the slit.

“Time to roll the dice.” 

He pushed the weapon into the slot. Blue light danced in Crazy Horse’s eye as the weapon clicked into place. Maddock gave it a twist to the right. It rotated a quarter turn and stopped.

The flickering light died away. A low rumble filled the air, the stone beneath his feet trembled. Lines appeared across the surface of the great warrior’s eye, curving in to meet at the center of the pupil. And then the eye came apart, and six triangles slid back into the stone, forming an oculus that Maddock stepped through. 

He reached for his Maglite but realized he didn’t need it. Crazy Horse’s tomahawk shone brightly, lighting up the cavern in which he stood. 

Before him, two passageways sloped down into the earth. A wolf statue guarded each. No, that wasn’t right. The figure to his right was smaller, leaner, with a long, narrow snout. A coyote!

“Beware the trickster,” Maddock said. In many Native American mythologies, the coyote was known for its tricks. This was what the clue meant.

He took the passageway to the left. Although he was confident he had chosen correctly, he kept an eye out for booby traps. 

After a long, slow descent, the passageway ended in a small chamber filled with artifacts—weapons, pottery, ceremonial pipes. 

Something out of place caught his eye. A wooden chest. He raised the lid and whistled when his eyes fell on the contents. 

The chest was filled with gold and silver coins and old bank notes. Lying atop the treasure was a Colt single-action army revolver—standard issue for the U.S. Cavalry in the late 1800s. Lying beside it was a length of curly blond hair that clung to a patch of leathery human skin. It was a scalp, and Maddock had a feeling he knew to whom it belonged. 

“Custer’s Lost Treasure,” he said with a note of reverence. Legend held that Custer and his men were carrying $25,000 worth of coins and currency at the time of the Battle of Little Bighorn. After the battle, the victorious Sioux took the money and hid it away. “That’s one mystery solved.”

At the back of the chamber stood a doorway. A slit like the one in Crazy Horse’s eye was cut into the center. Maddock once again used the tomahawk to unlock it.

As soon as the door began to open, acrid fumes drifted out. Maddock retched and covered his mouth and nose. Through watery eyes, he saw a cavern filled with the skeletons of dead animals—birds and mice mostly. White mist emanated from cracks in the floor. It had to be some kind of toxic gas.

A figure lay on a bier. Through the haze, Maddock could make out a slender body, an elongated head, and large eye sockets. Was this one of the Ancients?

He could look no longer. He needed air, and he was not about to inhale the gas. He slammed the door shut and backed away before taking a deep breath.

Was that the secret of the Ghost Dance? Some sort of poison gas that the natives believed they could weaponize? All he knew for certain was nothing good could come from its discovery regardless of who found it. This place would have to be kept a secret. Even Custer’s treasure would have to remain behind. No way could he explain where he found it without revealing the location of the deadly chamber. 

The rain had stopped by the time he exited the hidden chamber. He climbed down Crazy Horse’s face only to discover that Benny was gone. Broken shoelaces lay on the ground where Maddock had left him. A sudden and terrible thought came to him, and a pang of fear lanced his heart.

“Annie!” 

He took off down the winding path, slipping and sliding all the way down. Annie was alone and defenseless. Benny had killed once. Maddock had no doubt he would do it again. 

He need not have worried. When he reached the bottom, he found Benny’s body lying broken on the rocks, mere feet from his fallen underling. 

Maddock breathed a sigh of relief. There would be no need to cover up what had happened tonight. When their bodies were discovered, the obvious conclusion would be that two idiots climbed the mountain at night in inclement weather and fell to their deaths. No need for his name to enter the discussion at all.

Annie was waiting when he reached the car. She beamed as he slid into the driver’s seat.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Benny and a cohort of his fell while trying to scale the face of Crazy Horse. He was still carrying the tomahawk, so I retrieved it.” He handed it to her, and she marveled at its craftsmanship.

“Toya called,” she said absently, her eyes still locked on the magnificent weapon. “A sheriff’s deputy finally showed up. He took one look and declared it an accident. We tried to tell him what had happened, but as soon as he heard about the door being locked from the inside, he wouldn’t hear another word about murder. He left even before the medical examiner’s office could pick up the body.”

“It’s too bad the truth won’t come out, but it’s cleaner this way,” Maddock said. “Benny paid for his crime.” 

“I suppose. But what about the legend?” she asked. “Was there a secret room or anything?”

“Not here, anyway. I guess the real treasure was the tomahawk.” His hand went to his thigh, and he patted the bulge in his pocket. Inside were a few coins and old scrip—souvenirs from a treasure that would never see the light of day—and a lock of hair that Bones would find very interesting. 
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