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1

DEPUTY SHERIFF MANNY RIVERA gripped the steering wheel tightly as he drove north out of Moab on US 191. His thoughts were fixated on Sheriff Denny Campbell, his new boss. He detested working for the man. Each successive encounter with Campbell increased Rivera’s urge to punch him in the mouth.

The ring tone of his new iPhone interrupted his brooding. He heard the familiar voice of Millie Ives, the sheriff’s dispatcher for as long as anyone could remember. She directed Rivera to proceed to the west end of Spring Canyon Point Road, a backcountry road in the remote and empty landscape west of Moab. A corpse had been discovered. Possible homicide.

He switched on the light bar of his Grand County Sheriff’s Department Ford F-150 pickup and sped toward the scene. He turned left on Highway 313, followed the switchbacks to the top of the mesa, and headed west, leaving the pavement and entering an undulating panorama of canyons, red-rock boulders, jagged outcroppings, and arroyos.

An hour later, he hit the brakes and slid to a stop on a rutted dirt road. He hopped out of his vehicle and trotted through the blackbrush and junipers toward the people in the distance.

Two men and a woman stood huddled together, their clothing and hairstyles reminding Rivera of hippies from the nineteen-sixties. The man with the shoulder-length grey hair and aviator sunglasses stepped forward with an anguished expression. He silently pointed a finger into a depression in the terrain.

Rivera saw a slender young woman with long blond hair sprawled face-up in the sandy bottom, her eyes open and her arms and legs awkwardly extended. She wore faded jeans and a white peasant blouse with embroidered flowers around the neck and waistline. He descended the bank, knelt down next to her, and felt for a pulse. She was dead. Her neck was marked with dark purple bruises and her eyes were bloodshot.

Rivera closed her eyelids with his fingertips and looked up at the group. “When did you find her?”

“About three hours ago,” said the man in aviator sunglasses. “Her name is Sunshine. We call her Sunny.”

“Three hours ago? What took you so long to call it in?”

“We’re from the MoonShadow commune over there.” He pointed to an immense whaleback-shaped protrusion of sandstone a mile away. “There are twelve of us, or, there were twelve of us. Now eleven.” His voice cracked as he spoke. “We live very simply. We have no cell phones or internet service, so James had to drive the pickup into Moab to inform the authorities.”

Rivera climbed up the bank and brushed the sand off his trousers. He extracted his iPhone and called the sheriff’s dispatcher. He reported the situation and requested the Medical Examiner be sent immediately.

Rivera turned to the spokesman. “Are those your footprints down there?”

“Yes, Sir. I went in there to check on Sunny. A long time ago, I was an Army medic so I knew right away she was dead. I tried not to disturb anything.”

“What is your name?”

“I’m Orin, leader of the commune.”

Rivera pulled a notepad and ballpoint pen from his shirt pocket. “Last name?”

Orin glanced at his two companions as if soliciting their concurrence. “We’ve all abandoned our family names. We use first names only. If you live in a community of just twelve people, there’s no need for last names.”

Rivera looked up from his notepad and studied Orin’s face. He appeared sincere and his response was matter-of-fact so Rivera decided not to press the matter. There would be plenty of time later to get everyone’s full name. He wrote down the man’s given name, then looked back into the depression. “All right Orin, I see your footprints and mine down there but I don’t see any for Sunshine.”

“We had real heavy thunderstorms out here last night. Her footprints must have gotten washed away.”

And her killer’s, Rivera thought to himself. “What can you tell me about Sunshine?”

“Well, she arrived at MoonShadow last September, just about a year ago. A man in a pickup truck dropped her off with her belongings. She just smiled and said she was a good cook and made jewelry. She was only eighteen, very young compared to the rest of us. I worried that she might not fit in because of the age difference, but we needed another cook to share the chores. We accepted her and assigned her to one of the living quarters. Turned out she fit in real well. Everyone loved her and sort of adopted her like a daughter.”

“Do you know where she came from?”

“She didn’t say. Our policy is not to pry. If one of our people wants to talk about his or her past, that’s fine. But we don’t pry.”

Rivera took a deep breath and let it out. Turned to the other two people. “What are your names?”

The woman spoke first. She had tan, freckled skin and wore a man’s white shirt and faded jeans. Her graying brown hair hung to her waist. Rivera estimated she was in her mid-fifties. “My name is Helen. I’ve lived at the commune for fifteen years. This is so sad.” She was trembling and tears ran down her cheeks. “Sunny was such a sweetheart.”

Rivera nodded sympathetically. He jotted down her name and turned to the man standing next to her. He appeared to be in his late forties or early fifties. He was tall and thin with angular features, straight black hair, and a full beard. He wore jeans, a T-shirt, and a necklace strung with what appeared to be dried beans. “And you, Sir?”

“I’m Calvin.” He avoided eye contact and spoke in a soft, almost inaudible voice with a southern drawl. “Been at MoonShadow now for about twelve years, I’d guess.”

Rivera looked at Orin. “What were the three of you doing out here?”

“Well, including James who I sent into town to get help, the four of us were searching for Sunny. She didn’t come home last night.”

“I saw her leaving MoonShadow around dusk,” said Helen. “She headed west directly toward the oncoming thunderstorm. By the time the rains arrived at MoonShadow, it was dark and she still hadn’t returned. I told Orin I was worried about her but he said there was nothing we could do until dawn.”

“It was too dark to go searching last night,” said Orin. “And the rain was coming down in sheets. All we could do was hope Sunny found an alcove or an overhang so she could stay dry. At first light this morning, we set out in the same direction Helen saw Sunny heading last night. We spread out in a line, searching and calling her name. After about an hour, Calvin spotted her down there and shouted for us to hurry over.”

“Was it unusual for her to go out into the desert by herself like that?” asked Rivera.

“Not at all,” said Helen. “She did it quite often. She’d go searching for pods or seeds or small colorful stones to use in making her jewelry. She made bracelets, necklaces, earrings, and even decorative jewelry boxes. And she was good at it. She made that necklace Calvin is wearing.”

Calvin smiled, exposing a prominent overbite. He held up the necklace for Rivera to see. “Sunny told me they’re mesquite beans.”

“Sometimes on weekends, she’d drive the pickup into Moab and sell her wares at the Farmer’s Market in Swanny Park,” said Helen. “Her work was excellent so her jewelry was popular with the tourists.”

Rivera jotted the information into his notepad. “Okay, thanks. The Medical Examiner is on his way out here now. He’ll take care of Sunshine’s body. I’d like for the three of you to return to the commune and wait for me there. After I get through here, I’ll come over. I’ll want to talk to everyone at the commune. And please don’t let anyone disturb anything in Sunshine’s quarters.”

The three residents of the MoonShadow commune left as requested and slowly meandered through the rocks and brush toward home. Orin had his arm around Helen who was sobbing. Calvin trailed along behind them.

In the quiet of the high desert, Rivera could hear Helen’s plaintive voice. “Everybody loved Sunny. Why would anyone do such a thing?”
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RIVERA CORDONED OFF the depression containing Sunshine’s body with yellow crime-scene tape and photographed the area with a digital camera. Then he began a sweep of the surrounding desert landscape looking for anything out of the ordinary. He explored in circles of ever-increasing radius, navigating his way through the blackbrush, red-rock boulders, outcroppings, juniper, and cactus. He saw tracks left by ground squirrels, kangaroo rats, rabbits, and other desert creatures that had passed through the area after the rains had stopped, but no human prints or anything out of the ordinary. The heavy thunderstorm, typical for late September, had scoured the sandy soil last night and erased any impressions that might have been useful in reconstructing what had happened.

He returned to the depression and glanced at the crumpled remains of the girl called Sunshine. Judging by the severe bruising on her neck, someone had strangled her. He glanced around, considering his location. He was out in the middle of nowhere. The population density in this part of the county was practically zero. Who could have done this? Could it have been someone just passing through? Or was the killer someone from the commune?

He walked back to his pickup and retrieved a map case from the pocket of the vehicle door. He’d been in this part of the county a few times in the past but needed to refresh his memory. He extracted the National Geographic map entitled Moab North and spread it out on the hood of his vehicle. He located Spring Canyon Point Road and estimated he was about three miles southwest of Secret Spire, a favorite escape of his when he needed a good dose of solitude. He studied the map and compared it to the prominent geological features on the horizon in order to get his bearings.

A mile to his east was the whaleback rock which was home to the MoonShadow commune. Rivera had never visited the settlement but he was vaguely familiar with its history. About sixty years ago, small residences had been cut into the base of the rock by its founder using dynamite, hammer, and chisel. A small group of people now lived in these cave-like dwellings, keeping to themselves, and eschewing the complications and annoyances of modern society.

Grand County’s 3600 square miles were predominantly isolated backcountry, and Rivera was now standing in one of its most remote parts. The LaSal Mountains rose from the high-desert floor forty miles to the east and the Henry Mountains sixty-five miles to the southwest. To the north, some twenty miles away, the tan-gray Book Cliffs defined the horizon. About a mile to the west was the fence line of the Stinson Ranch, a 3200-acre ranch abutting Labyrinth Canyon. The ranch was one of the few tracts of private land in the enormous empty landscape managed by the Bureau of Land Management. To the south was a series of deep tributary canyons which fed into the Green River as it coursed through Labyrinth Canyon.

Rivera committed the landmarks to memory, then folded up the map and put it away. While he waited for the Medical Examiner to arrive, he began wondering about Sunshine and her life at the commune. Why would a presumably innocent girl end up murdered out here in the middle of nowhere? He couldn’t come up with a single idea.

An hour later, two vehicles appeared in the distance, slowly making their way toward him on Spring Canyon Point Road. As they drew closer, he recognized the first as Dr. Pudge Devlin’s pickup. Devlin served as part-time Medical Examiner for Grand County, but his first love was growing Merlot grapes in Castle Valley and producing a very fine wine. The product was in high demand by Moab locals. Unfortunately for them, the paunchy vintner drank most of it himself. The second vehicle was a hearse from the mortuary in Moab which had a contract with the county for transporting corpses.

Devlin spent only a few minutes inspecting the body. Then he instructed the mortuary team to retrieve it and transport it to the Moab Regional Hospital where he would later perform a preliminary autopsy. He walked toward Rivera shaking his head.

“What a shame, Manny. She looked like a beautiful girl.”

“Those bruises on her neck—I’m guessing she was strangled.”

“Looks that way. The pattern of bruising suggests it was done manually. Just offhand, I’d estimate she’s been dead 12 to 18 hours. Who is she?”

“Her name is Sunshine. I don’t have a last name. She was a resident at the MoonShadow commune. They tell me they only use first names.”

“I’ll get back to you this afternoon after I take a closer look at her. Any hint of a motive?”

“Nothing. There’s not much going on out here.”

Devlin scanned the landscape. “Yeah. This is pretty remote country. Fit for rabbits and ravens and not much else. By the way, I’m going to need a full name for the death certificate. I don’t think the computer in Salt Lake City is going to accept ‘Sunshine’ as an identity.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Devlin started walking toward his truck, then stopped and came back. “You know, Manny, those people living at the commune are kind of a strange lot but they never bothered anyone. Always seemed to mind their own business.” He paused, as if trying to decide how to put his next thought into words. “Look, don’t quote me on this, but I know at least one of Moab’s prominent citizens resents them.”

“Who’s that?”

“Your new boss, Sheriff Denny Campbell. I overheard him at a party refer to them as a bunch of lazy squatters who live off of welfare and food stamps. Said he’d like to run that kind out of his county.”

Rivera was stunned. “I didn’t know that.”

After Devlin and the mortuary people departed the crime scene, Rivera slid into his vehicle and called Adam Dunne, a good friend and an Investigative Agent for the BLM. Rivera briefed him on the killing and asked him what he knew about the MoonShadow commune.

“That story goes way back, Manny. First of all, they live on BLM land and by a fluke of history they live there legally. Back in the 1950s, a man named Joshua Lee applied for a 99-year lease on 160 acres of land on what was then an almost inaccessible part of the county. The tract contained a large whaleback-shaped sandstone rock at its center. Lee’s stated purpose was to set up living quarters there. The BLM people were used to granting leases for minerals, timber, and grazing rights, so this request was a new one for them. No one in the BLM knew of a regulation which prohibited it, so he was granted the lease. Nowadays, of course, that would never happen.”

“What did he do after he had the lease?”

“He dynamited a large opening at the base of the whaleback and then chipped away with hammer and chisel for months until he had the floor, ceiling, and walls squared off. As you know, sandstone is easily fractured. It’s not hard like granite. Then he built a wood floor and installed sheetrock walls to create individual rooms. Finally, he built a façade across the front with a door and a couple of windows, giving it the appearance of a cottage. At the end of all that, except for some minimal materials expenses, he had himself a no-cost residence. The thermal properties of the rock kept him warm in winter and cool in summer.”

“Interesting. How did he subsist out here?”

“He planted a garden and an orchard and drilled a water well. He hunted rabbits and quail for meat. His wife knew how to preserve and store food.”

“He had a wife?”

“Yeah. Well, everyone assumed she was his wife but no one knew for sure. She came along sometime after he finished the residence.”

“And that’s the whole story?”

“Oh, no, not at all. He blasted and chipped out a second residence. And a third. Soon other people moved in. Many of them were young women. There was a suspicion that Mr. Lee was a polygamist. Polygamists are legally married to one woman and are “sealed” to the other wives in a religious but non-civil ceremony. It’s all done in secret so polygamy is hard to prove. Anyway, it turned out that Lee was not a polygamist. He was a charismatic free spirit who just wanted to surround himself with interesting people and live off the land. As the years went by, more residences were cut into the rock and more people moved in. No one at BLM had the foresight to put a limit in the lease on the number of residents that could live there.”

Rivera laughed. “Bureaucracy at its best.”

“I know. Anyway, the commune peaked out at twelve residences and around forty people, including a few children. They installed a small water tower in a recess at the top of the rock and painted it the same color as the sandstone. You can hardly notice it. And they brought in a diesel generator and a fuel tank. The generator powered a water pump which drew water from the well and pumped it up to the water tank. They ran plastic water pipes and electrical power to each residence. Their philosophy was to live simply, avoid other people, and enjoy nature and each other. They sort of worship the moon and have night-time ceremonies with chanting and dancing whenever the moon is full. I don’t know how to describe the community exactly. They’re like some sort of hippie cult.”

“They told me there were only eleven people living there.”

“Over the last fifteen years or so, there seemed to be a gradual exodus. Some of the older residents passed away and others just decided to split. It’s a much smaller group now. I guess the hippie lifestyle fell out of vogue.”

“I’m headed over there now. Anything else I should know?”

“They’re peaceful citizens but some of them may use drugs. The one and only time I visited the place, everyone was gone or hiding, but I did get a whiff of marijuana.”

“Okay, Adam. Thanks.”

Rivera clicked off. He started his engine and headed toward MoonShadow.
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RIVERA DROVE EAST on Spring Canyon Point Road, looking for the cutoff that would take him north to the MoonShadow commune. The road was badly in need of blading, so he drove slowly, dodging the potholes, ruts, and jagged outcroppings that preyed upon the undercarriages of vehicles with careless drivers. After twenty minutes of searching, he spotted a primitive road, barely a two-track, which headed north and disappeared into a maze of huge red-rock boulders. He turned onto the trail and carefully snaked his way through the rocks and brush.

As he crested a rise in the terrain, he saw in the distance a huge sandstone formation protruding from the desert floor. MoonShadow. Now, up close, he was impressed with the immensity of the rock. He judged it to be two hundred yards long and thirty yards wide. It was clear to Rivera why rocks like this one were called whalebacks. It had exactly that shape.

The two-track ended at a clearing of bare packed earth between the whaleback on the right and an orchard of peach and pear trees on the left. Beyond the clearing was a half-acre vegetable garden surrounded by a screen-wire fence. Irrigation pipes led to both the orchard and the garden.

A black and white dog of mixed breed trotted up to Rivera as soon as he stepped out his vehicle. The dog sniffed him, looked up, and gave a few tentative wags of his tail. Rivera bent over, talked to the dog, and stroked him on the head. A second dog, having a coat of various shades of brown, came limping toward the deputy, cowering with its head hung low. He inserted himself into the mix, awaited his turn to be petted, and was subsequently rewarded.

Rivera stood up and scanned the sandstone edifice. Cut into its flat face was a long row of dwellings, each with a cottage-like façade, just as Adam Dunne had described. It reminded Rivera of a small-town neighborhood street. The residence façades were painted in earth tone colors: tan, gray, green, copper, yellow. PVC pipe and electrical wiring ran along the face of the rock above the façades, feeding water and electricity to each home. The setting was quiet and serene. A few curious faces peered at the deputy from the windows.

A door opened and Orin appeared. “Welcome to MoonShadow,” he said, not smiling. “Would you like to come inside?’

“Yes, thanks. I’m very curious to see what one of these dwellings looks like.”

Rivera noticed the name Orin carved on the front of the wooden door. They stepped inside and Orin closed the door. Rivera was surprised at the interior. He was standing in a small, well-lit living room with a couch, a stuffed chair, a coffee table, and end tables with lamps. There was even a rug on the wood floor. Except for the roughed-out red-rock ceiling and the absence of a television, it looked like any other living room.

“This is impressive,” said Rivera, surveying the room.

“Let me show you the rest of my home,” said Orin, with a hint of pride in his voice.

He led the deputy through a doorway into a kitchen area with a refrigerator, a small Formica table with two chairs, an electric stove, and a water spigot with a pail serving as a catch basin. “We have water in these residences but no drains, so on the other side of the big rock we have shower and lavatory facilities for use by members of the community. Our generator is also back there so we don’t hear it running.” Beyond the kitchen was a modestly furnished bedroom.

They sat down in the living room. “This is my first visit to MoonShadow,” said Rivera. “I’m impressed with everything you folks have done here.”

“Well, it took decades to accomplish. My father leased this land back in the fifties and started the community. I was born here and except for twenty years in the military and two brief and unsuccessful attempts at city living, I’ve spent my entire life here. I love the high desert and I love these people. We have a simple life and we like it that way. No big city complications, no noise, and no unruly people. No televisions or internet either—they only bring bad news and intellectually offensive entertainment. We pool our resources and our talents and look after one another.”

“Do you ever get visitors?”

“Sometimes curious hikers or people on ATVs come around here asking questions and wanting to look around. We tell them these are private residences and politely ask them to leave. We really don’t want any outside influences in the commune.”

“Have you had any trouble with the visitors?”

“No. They all seem to understand what we’re about.”

“You do get into Moab from time to time, don’t you?”

He nodded. “Maybe once a week. We have an old pickup truck for transportation.”

“What kind of pickup?”

“It’s a 1978 Datsun. White.”

“What do you do in Moab?”

“We shop for groceries and supplies, visit the post office, go to the library, and cash our checks at the bank.”

“Checks?”

“Sure.” He smiled. “Contrary to popular belief, some of us actually have sources of income. For example, Bill and Susan receive social security checks, I receive a military pension, Jack has annuities, and Helen receives checks from a family trust. A few get welfare checks. We’re in good shape financially. Even Sunshine made pretty good money selling her crafts. We cash our checks, pool our money, and live communally. We also take advantage of the Food Stamp program. We keep some of our money in that box Sunny made.” He pointed to a small wooden box sitting atop an end table. It was painted a glossy red and the cover was encrusted with small polished stones. “The rest of our money is buried in a safe place.”

“What do the residents do with their time?”

“We hike, read, take turns telling stories, garden, put up fruit and vegetables, hunt for meat, cook, and eat. We get together to watch sunrises, thunderstorms in the distance, and sunsets. When dusk turns to darkness, we watch the celestial bodies appear. It’s a good life.”

“I understand your numbers have been decreasing in recent years. MoonShadow used to have around forty residents. Now it has only eleven. Any idea why the population is dwindling?”

The question seemed to cause Orin some discomfort. “Some left because they got old and needed daily medical care, some left due to family pressures, some got tired of home-schooling their kids. Everyone had a reason. And, of course, some died.”

“And you haven’t gotten enough new residents to keep the population up?”

“No, and I’m worried we’re losing our critical mass. Sunshine came last year. Before that, it had been five years since we received a new member. Sometimes I worry that I’m the reason the community is diminishing. I don’t have the charisma my father had. He was a natural-born leader. Everyone wanted to follow him. People hung on his every word. I’m more of an introvert.”

“Do you have a family?”

Orin appeared surprised by the question. “These people are my family.”

Rivera nodded. “Did Sunshine have any problems you’re aware of? Anything at all?”

Orin shook his head. “Nothing I knew of. She seemed like one of those naturally happy people. All the residents loved her. She was thoughtful and giving. Always had a smile on her face and a good word for everyone. Helen was closest to her. Maybe she’d have an idea.”

“I’d like to talk to Helen and then inspect Sunshine’s residence. But before I let you go, I’m definitely going to need everyone’s full name.”

Orin raised his voice several decibels. “I understand. But last names are something I don’t have. You’ll have to get everyone’s name from them individually. As I told you, we haven’t shared last names with each other. My name is Orin Joseph Lee and I was born right here.”

“Okay, Orin.” Rivera jotted the full name into his notepad.

Orin glanced at his door, looked back at Rivera, and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “There’s a real easy way to get everyone’s last name. Leroy Bradshaw, when he was sheriff and before that when he was just a deputy, was always concerned about our welfare. He was worried about us living out here all by ourselves. What would we do in case of a medical emergency? Was there enough food for the kids? Was it the right kind of food? What about their education? So he took it upon himself to get us connected with the hospital, get medical records transferred, so forth. He didn’t want anyone to know, but he also got those who were qualified plugged into the welfare and food stamp programs. He vouched for us at the bank so we could get our checks cashed there. In the process, he got everyone’s full name and place of birth. He must have kept it all in a file somewhere. He was a good man.”

Rivera nodded in agreement. Reminders of Sheriff Bradshaw’s departure always left him with a sense of loss and melancholy. “He was definitely a good man.”

“Not like that new sheriff,” said Orin. “He’s a mean cuss. Came out here a week after he was elected and started hassling us for no reason. Said we had no business being here. I showed him our copy of the BLM lease but that didn’t seem to matter to him. He said he wanted us gone.”
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RIVERA AND HELEN sat in the two wood-frame canvas chairs just outside the door inscribed Helen. The front of her unit was painted the gray-green color of sagebrush; the door and window frames were dark green. They were facing west, sitting partially in the shadow of the immense rock looming behind them. The two dogs had joined them and were curled up and sleeping comfortably at Helen’s feet.

“I need to learn all I can about Sunshine,” Rivera said. “Orin said you were pretty close to her.”

Helen was leaning forward, staring at the ground, her forearms resting on her knees and her fingers tightly interlocked. Her face was taut, her eyes were red, and her expression revealed a deep anger. She remained silent for a long time. Finally she looked at Rivera. “I hope you find the bastard who did this and kill him,” she said in a slow, menacing, guttural tone of voice. Both dogs raised their chins off the ground and looked at her.

Rivera paused, surprised at the intensity of her response. “You saw her leave MoonShadow yesterday evening?”

“Yeah. I’d guess it was around six thirty.” She leaned back in her chair. “She often went out by herself. Exactly where she went on her journeys was anybody’s guess. Most of the time she was searching for stones or seeds for her jewelry business. This time she headed west and disappeared into the rocks and brush.”

“Did she say anything before she left?”

“We didn’t talk. I looked out my window to check on the weather and noticed her leaving.”

“According to my map, there’s nothing west of here until you get to the Stinson Ranch. After that you come to Labyrinth Canyon, an 800 foot drop-off.”

“Well, I’m sure she wouldn’t have set foot on the Stinson Ranch. Old man Stinson is one of the most unpleasant people I’ve ever run across. He’s always yelling at people. Especially hikers and mountain bikers. He even had words with Sunny a few months back. He spotted her one day collecting seeds and stones and ran over to her, yelling at her to stay off his property. Even waved his rifle at her in a threatening way. Hell, she wasn’t even on the old coot’s property. She was outside his fence line on BLM land leased to him for grazing. He thinks because of that grazing allotment, he owns the property. Well, he doesn’t. He has the right to graze his cattle there and that’s all. It’s multi-use public land open to everyone. I heard he even tried to run off the drilling crew that’s working out there.”

“He waved a rifle at Sunshine?”

“Yeah. Scared the poor thing half to death. She came running back here in tears.”

“Maybe I need to bring a BLM officer out there and have his rights explained to him.”

“Maybe someone should go out there and punch out his lights.”

Rivera nodded, paused. “Where is the drilling crew working?’

“West of here. On Spring Canyon Point Road about halfway to the ranch, there’s an access road that’s been dozed heading north. If you drive up that road, just over the first rise you’ll see the drill site in the distance. There’s a drilling rig, some equipment, and a portable building out there. Anyway, old man Stinson got into a big argument with the guy in charge when they first started working.”

Rivera found his interest in Stinson growing. “What was the argument about?”

“Stinson didn’t want them drilling on his grazing lease. He claimed they were frightening his cattle.”

“Of course, the drilling company would have to have a BLM drilling permit.”

“I’m sure they do, but Stinson cattle have been grazing that lease for three generations. So Raymond Stinson thinks he owns it. I heard his grandfather had to fight off the Indians when he first settled out here. Stinson has money and influence so he thinks he controls this whole area. To me, he’s just an angry domineering head-case. I left my hometown to get away from men like that. Then I discover there’s one living right down the road.” She shook her head and produced a sardonic laugh.

“Did Sunshine have any friends or acquaintances outside of MoonShadow?”

Helen showed a hint of a smile. Nodded. “Well, I think she took a fancy to one of the young men working out at the drill site. She called him Bobby. I don’t know a thing about him except what Sunny told me, that he’s cute and lives in Moab.”

“Any others?”

“She was good friends with a girl in Moab named Tess Braxton. Tess’s mother is an artist in town. She paints in oils and watercolors. During the Farmer’s Market at Swanny Park, the mother rents booth space so she can sell her paintings to the tourists and locals. Sunny always brought her jewelry there to sell and Tess’s mother let her share a corner of the booth.”

“Orin said Sunshine lived here for about a year. Do you know where she came from?”

“No, but from her accent, I’d guess she was from Texas.”

Rivera stood up. “Could you show me where she lived?”

“Sure. She lived on the far end of the rock in the last residence. I’ll take you there.”

Helen stopped just short of Sunny’s door, looked at Rivera, and shook her head. “I can’t go in there,” she said. “I’m sorry. It’s just too heartbreaking.” She began walking back to her own place, then glanced back at the deputy. “Go on in,” she said. “The door’s not locked. There are no locks at MoonShadow.”

Before entering Sunshine’s dwelling, Rivera scanned the immediate area, noting a couple of rose bushes and a bird feeder just outside her door. A fall arrangement of rabbit brush, snakeweed, and wildflowers was pinned to the door, just below the name Sunny,s which had been carved into the wood. The façade was light brown with yellow trim. He pulled open the door and stepped inside. The residence was similar to Orin’s except the living room was configured as a workshop. A shelf along one of the walls held about twenty square glass jars with large screw-on lids. Each jar contained a quantity of stones, seeds, seed pods, or dried flowers.

A long work bench, formed by sawhorses and wooden planks, occupied the center of the room. On it rested a tiny drill press, a cup filled with brushes, a lapidary rock tumbler, a power sander, and cans of varnish, glue, turpentine, and various colors of paint. A compartmented wooden box contained assorted fine chains, cords, and earring mechanisms.

On a smaller side table were works in progress, including a necklace made of large red seeds and a wooden box painted bright green. An open picture album displayed photographs of Sunshine’s handiwork. The work space was messy and cluttered, not unlike the quarters of other artists Rivera had visited in Moab.

Beyond the workshop was a small kitchen and a bedroom sparsely furnished with a bed, end table, and dresser. On a rod suspended from the ceiling hung an assortment of shirts, jeans, and dresses on hangers. Beneath that, several pairs of shoes and boots rested on the floor. The residence was minimal and spoke of a young lady who led a simple life and was dedicated to her craft.

Rivera stepped outside the dwelling and closed the door. He reached into his pocket, extracted a length of crime scene tape, and strung it across the doorway. In the event he returned for a more detailed inspection, he didn’t want anything disturbed.

As he walked back toward Orin’s residence, he glanced up at the large rock which was home to eleven souls. He couldn’t help wondering why each of its residents had chosen this path in life. Orin had been born here but the others had come later in life. Each had his or her own reasons for living here, but peace, solitude, and maybe escape had to be high on the list. Rivera loved the backcountry and enjoyed the sense of feeling alive that the high desert gave him, but he wasn’t sure he could do it full time.

He knocked on Orin’s door.

“Over here,” came a voice from behind.

Rivera turned and spotted Orin out in the orchard working with a pair of pruning shears.

“Those peaches look mighty good,” said Rivera, walking out into the orchard.

“It’s getting late in the season, but our trees still have a pretty good supply of ripe ones. I’ll bag a few of them for you to take home.”

“Thanks. I love peaches.”

Orin grasped a small dead branch on one of the trees, snipped it off with the shears, and let it fall to the ground. “I’m hoping that keeping busy will help get my mind off what happened to Sunny.”

“I’ve spoken with Helen and visited Sunshine’s home. Now I’d like to speak with the rest of the residents, one at a time.”

Orin nodded. “I’ll set it up,” he said.
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER, Rivera had a list of MoonShadow residents and appointments to visit each of them, all except James, who hadn’t yet returned from Moab, and Gloria, who had gone with him into town.

First on the list were Bill and Susan, a married couple. He visited them in their residence. They appeared to be in their seventies, both having white hair and both wearing jeans and T-shirts. Bill’s florid face sported a trimmed white goatee and his T-shirt displayed a peace sign. Susan had bright blue eyes and a perpetual smile that gave her a sort of mischievous look. Rivera detected a faint scent of marijuana in the room. They seemed to be a happy couple, doting on each other, deferring to one another, and finishing each other’s sentences. Unfortunately, they were unable to provide any useful information about Sunshine except how beautiful and willowy she looked as she danced during the full moon ceremonies at MoonShadow.

“Full moon ceremonies?”

“Oh, yes,” said Susan. “During each full moon, we gather out beyond the orchard where there’s a semicircle of cut sandstone blocks for us to sit on. The semi-circle faces east so we can sit there and watch the moon come up over the LaSal Mountains. We sing our chants as the moon rises. When it clears the mountains, we dance and celebrate the return of the full moon. Then we face west and watch our shadows dance.” She looked at her husband and giggled.

“I’m curious. What kind of chants do you sing?” asked Rivera.

“Songs that Joshua Lee, our founder, composed. They’re canticles celebrating the wonder of nature.”

“And you watch your shadows dance …,” asked Rivera, hoping she would elaborate.

“Oh, yes. It’s so dark out here away from the lights of Moab, that when the moon is full, we can clearly see our shadows. As we dance, our elongated shadows dance with us. Like stick figures. That’s where our commune got its name.”

“In fact, it’s so dark out here at night,” added Bill, “that even with no moon at all, the light from the Milky Way creates pronounced shadows.”

Next on the list was Carole who appeared to be in her mid-thirties. She had an oval face, long black hair, dark eyes, and a shapely figure. She wore no makeup, yet she had the natural beauty that would turn most men’s heads. She wore black slacks with a black and white top. She invited Rivera into her living room and offered him a glass of iced tea, which he accepted. He sat on one end of the couch, she on the other.

Rivera wondered why such a relatively young and attractive woman would choose to live in a remote commune. “What brought you to MoonShadow?”

“I came here about eight years ago. I’m a former Catholic nun. Sisters of Charity. I grew up in a traditional Catholic family, became a nun, and taught second grade. Somewhere along the way, I began to doubt my faith. Not just my faith but also the existence of a hereafter. I felt obligated to leave the convent and try to regain my beliefs. So I resigned. I went to the mountains of Colorado, read books on philosophy, then drifted for a while until I ended up here. I still wrestle with the question of what happens after you die, and I’ve yet to come up with an answer. Maybe the question is unanswerable.”

Rivera was surprised at how open Carole was about her innermost thoughts. “I grew up Catholic, too. Still am, but I don’t go to church as often as I used to. I haven’t thought much about what comes after life. I guess I just assume there’s something else. I’d hate the idea of never seeing my grandparents and parents again after they pass away. We’re all very close.”

“It wasn’t until several years after I became a nun that I really reflected on the question. After that, it tortured me for years. I tried hard to prove logically to myself that there’s a loving God but I couldn’t. There was no convincing idea that I could grab on to and hold. Yet it seemed like there should be some purpose to life—some point to the whole thing.”

Rivera had no desire to be drawn into a long philosophical discussion. He had a job to do. But he found himself becoming interested. “Did you arrive at any conclusions?”

“Before I came here, I’d concluded my existence had to have some purpose. Without it, my life would have no dignity. So I decided the purpose of life was to help others. What could be more meaningful? Give where there’s a need. Give with love to whomever God puts in your path, said Tolstoy. But I noticed I was giving a lot more than I was receiving. That annoyed me. So now I’ve decided the whole point of life, for me anyway, is simply to watch this marvelous universe unfold. Not try to control it, just appreciate and enjoy it.” She punctuated her theory with a smile but seemed unconvinced of her own ideas. “The funny thing is,” she said, “if you don’t believe in a hereafter, every day seems more crucial. Every day, there’s one less day remaining in your existence. That produces a greater sense of urgency in how you spend your time.” She paused and thought for a long moment. “But this isn’t what you came to talk about, is it?”

“No, but it’s always an interesting subject for discussion. I’m searching for a possible motive for Sunshine’s killing. Do you know if she was having trouble with anyone? Were you aware of anything going on in her life that was unusual or strange?”

“I didn’t associate with her much. She was so young and we had little in common. We were at different levels intellectually. I have no idea why someone would want her dead. But I must say, I always wondered why she came here. Was it to make jewelry? I just don’t know.”

Rivera thanked her and departed from her residence. As he stepped outside, he wondered why she reflected so much on the meaning of life. There were far better things to do. Her search for an answer had taken her from teaching second grade kids to living alone in a cave. To the deputy, that didn’t seem like a good trade.

Next on the list was Calvin, who seemed matter-of-fact about the murder and just about everything else in life. He wasn’t even sure how long he’d been living at MoonShadow but guessed he’d arrived around the time Al Gore was president. Rivera wondered if Calvin was dealing with a full deck, but the man seemed harmless. He learned nothing new from him about Sunshine.

Jack was a former stockbroker. Rivera guessed his age to be mid-sixties. He was tall, tan, and trim. Handsome for his age. Short grey hair encircled his bald head. They walked through the orchard as they talked.

“I came here from the Midwest about twelve years ago. I was calling people every day on the phone, trying to sell them stocks and bonds they didn’t understand. Hell, I didn’t understand them totally myself. You kid yourself, thinking you know this stuff—which stocks will rise, which will fall, which way interest rates will move. You learn to articulate the reasons why XYZ is a good company and ABC isn’t. You talk people into buying this or selling that, pocket the commissions, and never look back. Trouble was, I looked back. Took a week off and reviewed what I’d accomplished for the people who entrusted me with their financial future. It wasn’t pretty. That’s what got me wondering if I was doing anything meaningful with my life. Was I just trading my time on earth for more money that I didn’t really need? I finally decided a life of watching numbers change on a computer screen was a life wasted. I’d heard about this place from a former resident and paid a visit. Never left.”

“How well did you know Sunshine?”

“Fairly well. We talked a lot. About life. About people. About the history of this part of the country and how the white man pushed inexorably west.” He smiled. “At least I talked and she listened. And she was fascinated with my maps.”

“Maps? What kind of maps?”

“Maps of the general area around here. I like to compare historical maps with today’s U.S.G.S. maps. See what the differences are. I’ve accumulated a collection of old maps of the area that date from the time of the Spanish explorers and missionaries all the way up to the Civil War. Not originals, mind you. Just copies. I enjoy trying to figure out the exact route the cartographer took.”

“How do you do that?”

“By studying the errors on the old maps. Gross errors were probably the result of viewing landmarks from a great distance. The greater the distance, the greater the error. Accurate depictions would result from viewing landmarks up close. By measuring the errors, I can figure out the most likely route the mapmaker had taken.” He laughed. “I don’t know if my theory is correct, but it’s a lot more fun than selling stocks.”

Rivera found himself becoming fascinated. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. What do you do after you’ve identified the most likely route?”

“Then I comb it with a metal detector looking for remnants of those who passed through. The theory, of course, assumes the mapmaker traveled with the main body of explorers. Which I think is a fair assumption.”

“Have you found anything?”

He laughed. “Mostly tin cans. But I’ve found a few things of interest—old bridles, a pair of spurs, a bent wagon wheel. Nothing earth shattering yet. But there’s always the chance of finding gold stashed away by the Spaniards and forgotten.”

Rivera smiled. “There’s always that chance. So Sunshine showed a keen interest in your maps?”

“Yes, but more than that. On several occasions, she came along with me and helped. I have a second metal detector that she used.”

“Where did you go exploring when she was with you?”

“Northeast of here. The explorers that passed this way had to cross the Colorado River at what is now Moab. It’s the only natural crossing for many miles upriver and downriver. From there they had to go pretty much north. Probably crossed the Green River near the present-day town of Green River. So we generally explored the area between MoonShadow and U.S. 191.”

“Did you get to know her well?’

“I think so. As well as an old man can get to know a teenager.”

“Did she ever say anything that led you to believe someone had a grudge against her? Was she having any problems with anyone?”

Jack thought for a long moment. Shook his head. “No. I never heard her say a negative word about anyone.”

Vinnie was next on the list. He looked to be about forty years old. He was overweight with small features pinched onto a large face. He wore a grey T-shirt, baggy tan shorts, and open sandals. His hairy belly was exposed in the two-inch gap between his T-shirt and shorts. Rivera interviewed him while they walked around the periphery of the big rock.

“I’ve been here almost twenty years,” he said. “I’ll be blunt. I came here because I don’t like to work. I’m lazy. A slacker. I never saw the point of busting my ass trying to accumulate wealth. A big house, a three car garage. To me, all that stuff is just a big maintenance headache. Mowing lawns, washing cars, watering plants, waxing floors, cleaning swimming pools. Makes no sense.”

Rivera didn’t know what to say. He came from an environment of hard-working people and had never before met an authentic dropout. “Do you ever worry that you might be wasting your life?”

“Not really. Some time in the future, the last day of my life will arrive. When I look back on what I’ve done with my time, I’ll probably know the answer to that. Right now, I don’t give it much thought.” He looked at the deputy and smiled. “Do you give much thought to how you’re spending your time?”

Rivera thought for a long moment. Shrugged. “I guess I just try to follow my interests.”

“Good answer. The purpose of life is to enjoy it.” He laughed. “I’ve known some people who, late in life, spend a lot of time carefully preparing their own obituaries—as if trying to convince the world their existence was somehow important in the evolution of the universe. They lie on their death beds, trying to put the right spin on their history. What’s the point? That’s something I’ll never worry about.”

“Did you have a profession before you arrived here?”

“I tried a few jobs before coming to MoonShadow, but none of them kept my interest. I was just going through the motions.”

“Don’t you have chores to do around MoonShadow?”

“I do a little work around here, but as little as possible. Sometimes the others get after me, want me to pitch in more. I just remind them I’m a ne’er-do-well.” He laughed. “I’m happy just reading.”

“How well did you know Sunshine?”

“Not very well. Sweet kid. Made jewelry. I didn’t spend much time with her.”

Rivera probed him for more information, any insight that would suggest a direction for his investigation. Unfortunately, Vinnie was unable to shed any light on the events of the previous evening or add anything to what Rivera had already learned about Sunshine.

Rivera wasn’t learning much about Sunshine, but at least he was meeting some entertaining characters. Last on the list was a short, stocky man named Lefty. He looked to be about thirty years old. His name was peculiar since he was missing his left arm. He’d been at the commune for nine years and planned to spend the rest of his life here. “I’m sort of Orin’s assistant,” he said. “After he passes on, I expect to be in charge.”

Rivera nodded and said nothing. He tried not to stare at Lefty’s missing arm.

“I know what you’re wondering,” said Lefty. “Why is his name Lefty if he has no left arm? You’re wondering that, aren’t you?”

“Well …”

“It’s okay. I’m used to it. In high school I was a left handed pitcher on the baseball team so I picked up the nickname Lefty and it stuck. After graduating high school, I worked in a machine shop and lost my arm in an industrial accident. But everyone still called me Lefty. Why? Because that was my name. I miss my arm, but now I receive a nice disability check every month.”

Rivera nodded. He found himself becoming intensely interested in the people of MoonShadow and what made them tick. “What do you do with all your time out here?”

“We hike and meditate and talk about things.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, what kind of things do you talk about?”

“Mostly about how screwed up the world is and how lucky we are to be out here, away from it all.”

“Hiking and exploring and communing with nature are things I enjoy. But I’m not sure I could do it twenty-four seven,” said Rivera.

“It’s a little hard at first but you develop a knack for doing absolutely nothing and enjoying it.”

Lefty’s tone struck Rivera as insincere. He wondered if Lefty was just toying with him. “Where were you yesterday evening?”

“Oh, I figured you’d get around to that. After softening me up with all the chit-chat. But, okay, I was right here in my home. By myself. No witnesses. Can’t prove it. And yes, I had a thing for Sunny. Unfortunately, it wasn’t reciprocated.”

Rivera stopped in the orchard on his way out to tell Orin he was leaving. The two communal dogs were with him.

“Have you met our dogs?” asked Orin.

Rivera smiled. “Yes, but we haven’t been formally introduced.”

“The black and white one is Charlie and the brown one we call Gimpy.”

Rivera squatted down and petted the animals. “How come Gimpy has a limp? Did he injure a leg?”

“Naw. There’s nothing wrong with his leg. Whenever he sees someone, he goes into his limping act. Cowers a little. I guess he learned that behaving that way gets him more attention. The more he wants food or petting, the more exaggerated the limp becomes. If no one is around, he runs like the wind. Easily outruns Charlie.”

Rivera laughed, reassessing Gimpy. “I’ve got your number now, Gimpy.”

“They’re both strays. Just showed up here one day.”

Rivera nodded, thinking they were like everyone else at MoonShadow. Just showed up here one day. “Orin, I’m leaving now. Please don’t let anyone go into Sunshine’s residence. I’ll be back later today or tomorrow.”

“Okay.” Orin handed Rivera a paper bag filled with peaches. “I think you’ll enjoy these.”
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RIVERA LEFT MOONSHADOW, turned right on Spring Canyon Point Road and headed west toward the Stinson Ranch. Visiting the MoonShadow commune had been interesting but nothing he’d heard suggested a motive for Sunshine’s murder. Any one of the residents could be the culprit. Certainly each one would have had the opportunity.

Probably Susan could be ruled out as she didn’t appear to have the strength to overpower a nineteen-year-old. He wondered about Lefty. Would it be possible to strangle someone with just a single hand? He wasn’t sure, but the bruise pattern on Sunshine’s neck would answer that question.

It was early afternoon and thunderstorms were gathering over the Henry Mountains. Cumulus clouds rose to thirty thousand feet, bright white on top, bluish-black on the bottom. Bolts of lightning tickled the mountain peaks. Rain was always welcome in desert country but today he hoped it would move off to the south so he could drive on dry roads.

He crossed a cattle guard and entered an area protected with a barbed-wire fence which, he figured, marked the end of the MoonShadow residential lease and the beginning of the Stinson grazing lease. Two miles farther west, he passed a newly-bladed road curving off to the right and disappearing into the brush and rocks. Probably, that was the access road to the drill site that Helen had mentioned.

Up ahead, he saw a lone Hereford cow sauntering across the road. He applied the brakes and pulled to a stop. The cow paused in the middle of the road and looked back. Soon a bawling calf came bounding out of the brush and trotted up to its mother. When they cleared the road, he resumed driving, deciding they were probably Stinson-owned cattle grazing on his BLM allotment.

Thirty minutes later, Rivera arrived at a gate marking the entrance to the Stinson Ranch. A metal sign fastened to the barbed-wire fence said PRIVATE, NO TRESPASSING in red letters. He opened the gate, drove through, and closed the gate behind him. The quality of the road improved on the ranch side of the fence, transitioning from a rutted dirt road to a bladed gravel road. He could see a few more cattle grazing on the ranch proper, searching for edible morsels among the mostly inedible desert plants. Fifteen minutes later, he pulled up in front of a surprisingly large home made of cut red-rock blocks.

He stepped out of his vehicle and surveyed the area. Bright green cottonwood trees and flowering esperanza bushes graced the front yard. Off to the right were a large barn, several out-buildings, an equipment shed, a corral, and two dust-covered pickup trucks. A woman who appeared to be in her late fifties came out of the house and waved without smiling. She walked toward him with a purposeful stride.

She took her cigarette out of her mouth. “I’m Rebecca Stinson,” she said in a hoarse voice. She was thin and wiry, and stood about five feet tall. Her skin had the tell-tale tawny roughness of someone who had spent most of her years living in a dry high-desert climate. She looked up at Rivera, extended a small hand, and gave him a surprisingly firm handshake.

“I’m Deputy Sheriff Manny Rivera.” He paused. “Ma’am, have you heard what happened last night to one of the residents living at the MoonShadow commune?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Why, no, I haven’t. What happened?”

“I’m sorry to say that a young lady was murdered out in the brush about a mile this side of the commune.”

Her eyes grew large and she sucked in a breath as her free hand went up to her mouth. “Oh, my heavens. Who was it?”

“The girl they call Sunshine.”

The woman looked shocked. Said nothing.

“Is Mr. Stinson at home?”

“No, he’s out on his horse tending to a sick cow.”

“Do you think he’ll be back soon?”

“I expect so. He’s an hour overdue for lunch. Would you like to sit here in the shade and wait for him?” She gestured toward a white wicker table and four chairs on a flagstone patio.

“Yes, thank you.”

“Have a seat and I’ll bring some iced tea.”

Rivera scanned the ranch while he waited for Rebecca to return. It was a beautiful place, sitting atop the rugged cliffs overlooking the Green River as it wound its way through Labyrinth Canyon. The ranch was obviously the result of decades of hard work and diligence. His gaze fell upon the open doors of the barn. Inside was a man, about 60 years old, brushing a roan horse with a curry comb. He eyeballed Rivera from time to time but made no effort to come over and say hello or even wave.

Rebecca appeared with a pitcher of iced tea and three glasses on a tray. Her cigarette dangled from her mouth. She filled two of the glasses and sat down.

“This is a beautiful place you have here,” said Rivera, taking a sip.

“Thanks.” She dropped her cigarette on the ground, crushed it with her boot, then fished out another from a pack of Marlboro’s in her shirt pocket. Put it in her mouth. “It’s been in the family since the late 1890s. My husband’s grandfather settled this land.” The cigarette bobbed up and down as she spoke. “Raymond, that’s my husband, is real fond of it. Me, I’m ready to move to the city. We have no kids and we’re getting too old to take care of the place. It’s too much work. But Raymond says he’ll never leave.” Her face grew taut and she forced a smile. “If anything ever happened to him, I’d sell this place in a New York minute.” She flipped open the lid of a Zippo lighter and a large flame engulfed the tip of her cigarette.

“Did you know Sunshine?”

She snapped the lighter shut and blew out a cloud of smoke. “Yeah, but not well. I’ve seen her along the side of the road a few times. We’d talk some while she collected things—rocks and bean pods and such. She said she used them to make jewelry. Seemed like a sweet girl. I don’t know why anyone would want her dead. But the people living over in that rock seem more than a little strange to me.”

“Any in particular?”

She thought for a moment. “Hell, I guess all of them.” She laughed, triggering a hacking cough.

“Have you talked to any of them besides Sunshine?”

She shook her head. “Just a wave now and then when I’d see one of them alongside the road.”

“Then what makes you say they’re strange?”

“I’ve seen them doing those crazy dances at night. Always during a full moon. And when the breeze is blowing just right, you can hear some weird chanting.”

Rivera pointed a thumb toward the barn. “Who’s the man in the barn?”

“That’s Elmore Stinson, Raymond’s cousin. He came here for a visit two weeks ago. Said he’d stay only two or three days. But he’s still here. We have a perfectly fine guest bedroom in the house but he insists on sleeping in the barn. Up in the loft. Sometimes he sleeps outside, under the stars.” She glanced at Elmore and her expression softened. “He’s kind of a loner but I’ve gotten used to him. Turns out he’s actually good company.”

Rivera spotted a pinto horse and rider approaching in the distance.

“Here comes Raymond now,” said Rebecca.

“That’s a beautiful horse.”

“Raymond loves that pinto dearly. It’s the only horse he’ll ride.”

Rivera noticed how well Stinson sat the horse as he guided it through rock outcroppings at a gentle canter. He was obviously an exceptional horseman. And the pinto was magnificent.

Stinson arrived at the barn, dismounted, and walked the horse to a watering trough. When the animal had its fill, Stinson removed the saddle and tied the horse to a hitching post. He spoke briefly with Elmore, then walked to the patio.

Rivera stood up, introduced himself, and offered a handshake.

“I’m Raymond Stinson.” He shook Rivera’s hand and gestured for him to sit down. He was an older man, probably early sixties, but he appeared strong and fit. He took off his cowboy hat and wiped his brow, all the while studying Rivera with his crystal-blue eyes. He sat down. “What can I do for you?”

“I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

He smiled. “I’ve heard Sheriff Campbell mention your name a time or two.” He glanced at his wife without smiling and pointed to the pitcher. She filled the third glass with iced tea and handed it to him. Then she sat back, folded her arms, and remained silent.

“Oh, do you know our new sheriff?”

“Know him?” He tilted his head back and laughed. “Hell, I’m his largest supporter. I financed his whole campaign when he ran for sheriff.”

Rivera didn’t know what to say. It was no secret he and Campbell weren’t getting along. He wondered what his new boss had said about him. He also wondered what kind of relationship Stinson had with Campbell. Rivera just nodded with a smile and said nothing. Better to shut up and maybe learn something rather than open your mouth and regret it.

“Denny Campbell needed money to run for sheriff so I gave it to him,” said Stinson. His voice was loud and he spoke with the confidence of a man who was accustomed to getting respect. “Spent it all on advertising and posters. Then it turned out Leroy Bradshaw declined to run for another term, so Denny ran unopposed. All that money spent on the campaign was a waste.” He tilted his head back and laughed again. Drank some iced tea. His smile vanished and he gave Rivera a long look. “Now what do you want to ask me, Deputy?”

“We had a murder over near the MoonShadow commune last night,” said Rivera. “I understand … ”

“Rebecca, why don’t you go inside and get lunch started,” said Stinson. It wasn’t a question.

She got up, nodded toward Rivera, and returned to the house.

“Now, who was murdered?”

“A girl named Sunshine. Did you know her?”

“Naw. I never associate with that rabble.”

Rivera raised his eyebrows. “Rabble?”

Stinson frowned. “Damn right. They’re just a bunch of squatters living off welfare. They should all go out and get jobs. Work like the rest of us.”

Rivera leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “One of the residents over there told me you ran Sunshine off one day while she was collecting rocks and seeds. Said you waved a rifle at her in a threatening way.”

Stinson frowned. “Now listen here, young feller. I’m a law abiding citizen who works hard and pays his taxes. So maybe I did run her off. So what? She has no business trespassing on my land.”

“But she wasn’t on your land. She was outside your fence. On BLM land.”

Stinson clenched his fist and pounded his knee. “That land is leased to me.”

“It’s multi-use land. You only have the grazing rights. Anyone is free to enter that land to collect rocks or do whatever they want. They’re not harming your cattle.”

“The hell they’re not. Two weeks ago, I found one of my calves butchered out there. Killed for the meat. Found another one five days ago. Same area. Both of them shot in the head with crossbow darts.”

Rivera sat back, digesting the information. “Where was that?”

“On my BLM lease, north of the road.”

“Did you report it?”

Stinson laughed a humorless laugh. “Hell, no. I’ll take care of it myself. Killing someone else’s cattle is the same as rustling. And you know what happens to rustlers.”

“Look, Mr. Stinson, you’d better let the authorities handle it.”

“What are the authorities gonna do? Not a damn thing. They’ll fill out some forms and that’ll be the end of it. I’ll take care of it myself.”

“If you take the law into your own hands, you might end up harming an innocent person. Other people are entitled to use that land. Hikers, ATV riders, photographers, campers.”

“I don’t want to see anyone on that land. Not hikers. Not those squatters. Not even that damn drilling crew that’s tearing up the land.”

Rivera shook his head. “Do you really think the drilling crew is bothering your cattle?” He didn’t intend for his tone to sound incredulous, but that’s the way it came out.

“You’re damn right I do. The sound of that drilling machinery frightens them.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“Well, it’s not going to go on much longer. I know exactly how to stop any future drilling.”

“How do you plan to do that?”

Stinson sat back and produced a smug smile. “A friend of mine who works at the BLM office told me the mineral lease on that property runs out next month. As soon as it’s expired, I aim to apply for the mineral lease myself. And I’ll get it too. My friend told me the exploratory drilling was coming up empty so there probably wouldn’t be any competition for the lease. When the mineral lease is in my name, I’ll make sure no one ever drills on that land again. I’m tired of seeing the backcountry torn up by people trying to get rich. I’m not one of those tree huggers but I do love this land deeply. And if I can figure out a way to keep the hikers and the squatters and the drillers off of it, I’ll for sure do it. The Stinsons settled this part of the country and I damn well intend to protect it.”

“But you do understand the concept of multi-use land, don’t you? If not, I can get a BLM agent to come out here and explain it to you.”

Stinson sat back in his chair and smiled. He stared at Rivera for a long moment. “Does Sheriff Campbell know you’re out here talking to me like this?”

“Look, Mr. Stinson. I’m here doing my job. We have a murdered girl on our hands and I aim to get to the bottom of it. Now, where were you yesterday evening?”

Stinson stared awhile longer, then sighed. Waved a hand in resignation. “I was here with my wife. It looked like we were about to get some severe weather, so I quit for the day. About four o’clock. She can vouch for it.” Stinson stood up. “Now, come on inside and join us for lunch. I’m starved.”
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RIVERA DECLINED THE lunch invitation. He thanked Stinson for the offer but claimed he was on a tight schedule. The truth was that Rivera didn’t particularly enjoy the man’s company and didn’t want to spend any more time with him than absolutely necessary. After saying goodbye to Mrs. Stinson and verifying her husband’s story about his whereabouts yesterday evening, Rivera headed out the front gate of the ranch and continued east on Spring Canyon Point Road. He drove slowly and carefully, dodging the ruts and potholes. When he reached the cutoff to the drill site, he turned left. There, the recently-constructed access road was smoother.

Rivera crested a high point in the landscape and spotted a drilling rig in the distance. The road descended a gradual slope across terrain covered with blackbrush and junipers, then wound through a field of red-rock boulders. Beyond the boulders, a one-acre clearing had been bladed.

Rivera pulled up to the side of a portable metal building and parked next to a white pickup truck with Colorado license plates. A logo blazoned on the vehicle door consisted of a stylized drilling tower and the words Littleton Exploration Company.

He stepped out of his pickup and glanced around. The drill rig was about eighty feet tall and hummed as the drill stem rotated. Two young men were working at the base of the rig. Nearby was a rack containing sections of drill-pipe, a diesel generator, a tank truck, several other pickups, and an array of tools and machinery. Large piles of rock cuttings sat on the far side of the rig.

Rivera thought about what Mr. Stinson had said about protecting the land. After the drilling crew was long gone, this scar on the earth and those piles of rock cuttings would probably remain there forever. Stinson had a point.

Rivera walked up the steps of the portable building and rapped on the door.

“Come on in.”

Rivera pulled open the door and stepped into the coolness of the air-conditioned interior. He closed the door. The building was crowded with file cabinets, tables cluttered with computer printouts, and metal bookshelves. The bookshelves were filled with textbooks, three-ring binders, and assorted rock samples. A man sat facing the far wall, hunched over a computer, his back to Rivera.

“Are the trays filled yet?”

Rivera cleared his throat. “Excuse me?”

The man turned with a puzzled expression. Then he smiled and stood up. “Sorry. I thought you were Felipe.” He came to Rivera and extended his hand. “I’m Randy Hunter, project manager, geologist, and chief pencil sharpener.” He looked to be mid-thirties, had a mop of sandy hair, and wore a T-shirt and shorts. He was well tanned and wore rimless glasses.

“I’m Deputy Sheriff Manny Rivera.” He shook Hunter’s hand. “I’d like to talk with one of your employees but I don’t know what he looks like. Don’t even have a last name.”

“Shouldn’t be hard. There are only four of us working out here.”

“His first name is Bobby.”

“Oh, sure, you must mean Bobby Nester. He’s out at the drill rig.” He looked at his watch. “They’ll be through with the current run in about twenty minutes. Could you possibly wait till then? I’d rather not stop the rig in the middle of a run.”

“Sure, no problem.”

Hunter gestured toward a chair and Rivera sat down. “You might as well wait in the air conditioning. That window unit is noisy but it sure does keep the office cool.” He dragged his chair closer to Rivera and sat down. “I hope Bobby hasn’t gotten himself into some kind of trouble.”

“I just want to ask him a few questions.”

“I’ve got a water cooler in here. Want some water?”

“Sure. That sounds great.”

Hunter filled two paper cups with water and handed one to Rivera.

“Thanks.” He took a swallow. “Why are you drilling out here?”

“We’re doing a minerals survey. This is the fourth and last drill hole under the current contract. The other three holes were up north of here, toward I-70 and the old Utah Launch Complex. I work for Littleton Exploration, a small contract drilling firm based in Denver. Our contract is with New Mexico Mining and Minerals Corporation. They use companies like us to do some of their minerals exploration work.”

“How far down are you drilling?”

“We’ll stop at 2400 feet. That’s what our contract calls for. Then we’ll pull up the drill pipe and prepare a report on what we’ve found. We’re almost there. Another day or so and we’ll be finished with the drilling.”

Rivera knew he shouldn’t probe into something proprietary but his curiosity got the better of him. “Have you found anything worthwhile?”

Hunter smiled. “Well, confidentially, we didn’t find a damn thing. We passed through some low-grade uranium in the Morrison and Chinle formations and some gypsum in the Paradox formation, but nothing of commercial value.”

Rivera nodded. “Too bad,” he said, but didn’t mean it. He loved the backcountry and wished to see it remain unscathed.

Hunter shrugged. “It’s fine by me. I just drill the holes. Sometimes we find something, most times we don’t. I get paid either way. After this, I’ll move on to the next project, wherever the company sends me.”

“Just between you and me, old Mr. Stinson will be relieved to hear you came up empty.”

“Oh, that guy. He came out here and hassled us when we first arrived. Claims we were scaring his cattle. He seems to think his BLM grazing lease is tantamount to a warranty deed. I guess he’ll be glad when we’re gone.”

“He will. He said the mineral lease held by New Mexico Mining and Minerals runs out in a month or so.”

“That’s true.”

“He said he’s going to apply for it when it expires, just to prevent any future drilling. I guess he’d like to see the land around here remain just as it was when his grandfather settled it.”

There was a single rap on the door. The door opened and an older Hispanic man entered. Rivera recognized him as a long-time resident of Moab but had never met him.

“Sorry to interrupt, Dr. Hunter.”

“That’s okay, Felipe. C’mon in and say hello to Deputy Sheriff Manny Rivera.” He turned to Rivera. “This is Felipe Ramon, one of our crew members.”

Ramon took off his hat and nodded toward Rivera. He turned to Hunter. “The trays are filled and ready for your inspection.”

“Okay, thanks.” Hunter turned to Rivera. “We take the core samples from the hole and arrange them in wooden trays. We photograph them and analyze them to determine their mineral constituency. That information becomes part of our final report.” He looked at his watch. “The current drill run should be finished. I think you can talk to Bobby now. Meanwhile, it’s time for me to get to work on these core samples.”

Bobby Nester was visibly shaken when Rivera gave him the news about Sunshine. He sat down on the rear bumper of a pickup truck and ran his hands through his curly brown hair.

“I can’t believe it. She was such a sweet girl.”

“How well did you know her?”

“Not real well. She’d been coming around here two or three times a week for the past month. Always on foot. She’d just appear from nowhere and start talking. Mainly to me. I think she was sweet on me but I have a girlfriend in Moab. Or maybe I should say had. Somehow Karen, my girlfriend, found out about Sunny and got the wrong idea. Now she’s mad at me. We were secretly engaged but I guess that’s off.”

“What did Sunshine talk about?”

“Anything and everything. A lot of the time she talked about the desert and the things she would find just walking around out there—animals, plants, rocks, whatever. And she often talked about the sky and the clouds and how some clouds looked like certain objects. She pointed one out to me that looked like a pickup truck. Sometimes she carried a pail with seeds or small stones in it, things she was collecting for making jewelry.”

“When she arrived here, what direction did she come from?”

“Every direction. She never used the road—just appeared out of the brush.”

“So you never dated her?”

“No. She was pretty and nice but I wasn’t interested in her that way.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of a fellow worker sitting on a box next to the rig. “Stan over there was real interested in her, but she didn’t pay much attention to him.”

“What’s his full name?”

“Stanley Poole. He’s from Moab.”

“Did you make it clear to Sunshine that you weren’t interested in her? I mean, why did she keep coming?”

He sighed, looked at the ground. “I did ask her to stop coming but I used Dr. Hunter as the reason. He saw her at the rig one day and asked who she was and why she was here. I told him about her. He was nice about it. He said it would be better if she didn’t come to the drill site in the future. Said it was too dangerous. And he was right, of course. This job pays good money and I didn’t want to get fired. So I kept telling her to stay away, that the machinery was unforgiving, that she might get hurt. But I never told her I wasn’t interested in her. She was so sweet, I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. So she ignored the danger and kept coming back.”

After Rivera said goodbye to Dr. Hunter, he hopped in his pickup and drove on the access road out of the drill site. He thought about the two young men that worked there. Bobby Nester had seemed like a wholesome young man who was truly distraught over Sunshine’s death, but Stanley Poole had seemed surly and standoffish. Rivera wondered if Poole might have killed Sunshine because she had directed her affections at Nester instead of him. Rivera had no facts to support that notion but it couldn’t be ruled out.

As he approached the intersection with Spring Canyon Point Road, he noticed a flash of light reflecting from something in the distance, maybe a half mile away. Curious, he stopped his unit, picked up his binoculars, and studied the object. The afternoon sun reflected from the side window of a camper top mounted on a pickup truck. The vehicle was parked on the far side of Spring Canyon, a major tributary to Labyrinth Canyon. A man was standing in front of the vehicle looking in Rivera’s direction with his binoculars. Rivera smiled, thinking the fellow was just as curious as he was.

He resumed driving, turned left on Spring Canyon Point Road, and headed back to Moab. He was sure of only one thing: He had no idea who killed Sunshine or why.
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BEING IN THE PRESENCE of Sheriff Denny Campbell was not something Rivera looked forward to. He didn’t know the man well, but based on his experience to date, he had a low regard for his new boss. Campbell, a retired beat cop from Detroit, seemed ill equipped to serve as sheriff of a rural county. He had little investigative experience, having spent most of his career rousting gang bangers and serving as sergeant-at-arms for the Detroit Police Officers Union. He was politically savvy and spent much of his time courting those in power who might benefit him. Worst of all, he tended to operate the department with a bureaucratic management style. Some said he had a bully personality.

Much to Rivera’s regret, Leroy Bradshaw, his former boss, had moved to Abiquiu, a tiny town in northern New Mexico, to think about how to rebuild his life after losing his wife to cancer. He was considering starting up a security consulting firm in Santa Fe and had asked Rivera if he might be interested in joining him. Rivera had responded that his attachment to the red-rock canyon country around Moab was strong, but that he would give it some thought. Each encounter Rivera had with Campbell made Bradshaw’s offer seem more attractive.

Unfortunately, it was time for Rivera to bring his boss up-to-date on the case. He knocked on the open door of the sheriff’s office and entered. The office décor had undergone a substantial metamorphosis since Bradshaw departed and Campbell moved in. Gone were the framed photographs of the retired-deputy reunions, the high school championship football team from two years ago, Moab’s Main Street in the 1950s, the sheriff’s department intramural softball team, and the beautiful landscape scenes of Grand County. In their place were photographs of Campbell receiving an award from the Detroit Police Commissioner, Campbell shaking hands with the mayor of Detroit, Campbell receiving a trophy at a golf tournament, and a young Campbell posing in a football uniform. To Rivera, the photographs said it all. Bradshaw was a man of the people and Campbell was all about Campbell. The notion was underscored by the dozen golf trophies that had replaced Bradshaw’s personal coffee maker on the small table against the wall. Rivera and Bradshaw had shared many a cup of joe in that office.

“Have a seat,” said Campbell. He was an imposing man, six-feet-four-inches tall with a burr haircut and penetrating blue eyes. “What have you learned about that girl’s murder?”

Rivera summarized the chronology of events, starting with the discovery of Sunshine’s body. He detailed his visit to the MoonShadow commune and described its residents. Then he outlined his visits to the Stinson Ranch and the drill site.

“Raymond Stinson is a very important man in this county. Is it really necessary for you to be bothering him?”

Rivera considered asking the sheriff what it was that made Stinson so important, but resisted the urge. “Helen, one of the ladies at the commune, mentioned a run-in Sunshine had with Stinson.”

“And you believed her?”

Rivera shrugged. “Well, sure. No reason not to.”

Campbell leaned forward and locked eyes with his deputy. “It’s my view that the people in that commune are just a bunch of worthless hippies on welfare. That place is a scar on the face of Grand County. It’s an embarrassment to all of our law-abiding, hard-working citizens. If you bother Mr. Stinson again, you’d better have a damn good reason. I’d suggest you focus your investigation on the people living in that commune.”

Before returning to his office, Rivera detoured into the case-file storage room. Among the forty or so filing cabinets was one which contained Sheriff Bradshaw’s private files. He thumbed through them until he found a folder entitled MoonShadow and extracted it.

He returned to his office, shut the door, and sat down. The file was about a half-inch thick. He opened it and began leafing through the pages. Here was a record that his former boss had compiled over the years on each resident including full name, social security number, background, known relatives, place of birth, and as much as he was able to gather on medical history. There was little information on Sunshine, probably because she had been the most recent arrival at the commune. But he did learn her last name was Templeton and she had come to Utah from Texas.

The file also contained a collection of notes in Bradshaw’s handwriting. There were dozens of them. They appeared to be notes to himself, reminders of things that needed to be done or things he’d done which needed follow-up. One stated that Helen was a near diabetic and needed periodic check-ups at the hospital. It also said she was divorced from an abusive husband. She’d had one child, a teenage daughter who was killed in an automobile accident. The girl’s father was driving at excessive speeds under the influence of alcohol and lost control of the vehicle. It slammed into an oak tree, killing both occupants. It was clear that Bradshaw had gotten Helen to confide in him about her previous life. It was also clear why Helen had become attached to Sunshine and why she was so angry about her murder. Sunshine had become her replacement daughter.

Another note in the file said the orchard seemed to be under attack from some type of pest and that Bradshaw needed to arrange a visit from the County Agricultural Agent. A third note said he’d found a man wandering around Moab in the middle of winter. He was broke, of marginal intelligence, and seemed to be lost. He had no coat and was shivering. Bradshaw took him to MoonShadow to see if they might take him in. They did. His name was Calvin.

There was a handwritten note from Orin to Bradshaw thanking him for bringing food during a heavy snowstorm one winter. The last paragraph said, We were nearly out of food and the Datsun couldn’t make it through the snow. Thank you from all of us.

It was obvious from the dates on the notes that Bradshaw had been looking after the residents of MoonShadow for nearly two decades. Rivera sat back in his chair and reflected on his old boss. He was a caring, intelligent, competent, classy man who cared about every citizen in the county, even those living at MoonShadow. An old quotation Rivera’s grandfather liked to use filtered into the deputy’s mind: The true measure of a man is how he treats someone who can do him absolutely no good.

The contrasts between Bradshaw and Campbell were striking. They were at opposite ends of the character spectrum. Rivera wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to tolerate Campbell before telling him off and resigning. Rivera’s dilemma was that, with the exception of his new boss, he loved his job.

He turned to his computer and checked each resident of the MoonShadow commune for wants and warrants. They all came up clean except for James who had skipped a speeding ticket in Oklahoma. Rivera then checked the four people working at the drill site. There were no problems except for Bobby Nester’s co-worker, Stanley Poole, who had two misdemeanor charges, both dismissed for lack of evidence. One charge was for starting a brawl in a local bar; the other was for slashing the tires of his ex-girlfriend’s car.

Rivera glanced at his watch. He realized he’d lost track of time and needed to get going. He had a 7:00 P.M. date to meet Amy Rousseau at La Jacaranda, Moab’s newest Mexican Restaurant.

He quickly typed the names of Raymond Stinson and his wife, Rebecca, into the computer. As expected, both of them had clean records. He thought for a long moment, trying to remember Stinson’s cousin’s name. He’d forgotten to jot it into his notepad. Finally it came to him. Elmore. He typed in the name and slumped when the computer returned its result. Elmore Stinson was released from the Texas State Penitentiary in Huntsville three weeks earlier after serving thirty years for manslaughter and six counts of assault. All of his victims had been young women.

Rivera considered that. Maybe Elmore Stinson was his man. Maybe thirty years in prison hadn’t rehabilitated him.
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RIVERA RUSHED OUT of the office, jumped into his vehicle, and drove the few blocks to the two-bedroom house he rented near the center of town.

First, he fed his dog, Bentley. Bentley was a chocolate Labrador Retriever whose previous owner, a pothunter from San Francisco, had been a victim in one of Rivera’s previous cases. While Rivera tried to find a new home for the animal, he and Bentley slowly bonded and Rivera found himself with a new buddy and roommate.

Next, he dropped some dried fish food into the ten-gallon aquarium on his kitchen countertop, home to a couple of dozen guppies. He took a shower, changed into jeans and a rust-colored, long-sleeve shirt, and managed to arrive at La Jacaranda before Amy did.

He sat waiting at a small table on the outdoor patio overlooking Main Street. Bentley lay curled up at his feet. The air was crisp and downtown Moab was alive with outdoor adventure seekers who had returned from the backcountry and were now headed for the local watering holes and restaurants.

Seeing Amy approaching from a distance brought a smile to Rivera’s face. She was twenty-eight years old, five-feet-five-inches tall, with a beautiful tan, large hazel eyes, and honey brown hair with blond highlights. She was wearing white shorts and a form-fitting yellow top. Rivera stood up. So did Bentley.

Amy flashed a big smile when she spotted Rivera among the patrons. She waved and trotted up the steps that led from the sidewalk to the patio. When she reached the table, Rivera gave her a hug. This was only the second time he’d seen her socially since the shooting at the Bishop Ranch, so he didn’t want to overdo it. A gentle, friendly hug seemed about right. She hugged him back and it was obvious from the tightness of her grip that she was happy to see him. She petted a tail-wagging Bentley and sat down.

“It’s great to see you again,” she said.

“Yeah, it’s great to see you too. I’ve been looking forward to tonight.”

The waiter came by their table and took their drink orders, a mango daiquiri for her and a frozen margarita for him. Minutes later, chips and salsa were delivered with the drinks.

“It’s such a beautiful evening,” she said as they clinked their glasses together.

“It’s perfect,” he said, looking at her and smiling. “So how are things going at D.R.R.I.?” Amy, a PhD botanist, had won a grant for a research sabbatical at the Dolores River Research Institute to study and classify local flora.

“Oh, just fine. I finished my plant survey on Piñon Mesa and just started a new one in Arches National Park—up in the Eagle Park section. It’s a beautiful area that tourists rarely visit and it has some interesting and unusual plant colonies. It’s a long way from the Institute so I’m renting a motel room in Moab for the next few weeks. Saves a lot of driving time. What are you working on these days?”

Rivera told her about Sunshine’s murder and briefly summarized the day’s activities. He tried to keep it short but Amy kept asking questions, good ones, so he went into a lengthy elaboration of his investigation, the MoonShadow commune, the Stinson Ranch, the drill site, and his relationship with his new boss. He sipped as he spoke. He enjoyed recounting the details of his day to someone who was interested and intelligent. And beautiful.

At the end of his lengthy monologue, Rivera looked at his glass. It was empty. He scanned the area for the waiter and spotted him standing on the other side of the patio, several tables away. He got his attention with a wave, held up an empty margarita glass, and pointed to it. The waiter nodded, pointed to Amy, and raised his eyebrows. Rivera looked at her glass which was two-thirds full, then looked back at the waiter and shook his head. The waiter gave a half salute and left the patio headed for the bar.

“It’s amazing what you can accomplish with hand signals,” he said.

Amy laughed.

He told her about Sunshine, her living quarters, and how she combed the desert for seeds and rocks which she used to make jewelry.

Amy raised her eyebrows. “What kind of seeds?”

Rivera shrugged. “I have no idea, but she had jars full of them in her residence. All shapes, sizes, and colors.”

“Oh, that’s so interesting. I’d love to take a look at them.”

“You know, that’s not a bad idea. Maybe if you study the seeds, you can tell me what plants they’re from and where those plants like to grow. I need to develop some ideas about where Sunshine spent her time when she was out exploring that backcountry. It might help me zero in on a motive for her murder. Why don’t you come out there with me tomorrow and take a look?”

“It’s a date.”

The waiter returned with a fresh margarita for Rivera and took their dinner orders. Amy ordered shrimp tacos and Rivera chose a chicken enchilada plate.

Tequila had always made Rivera talkative and tonight was no exception. During dinner, he went into detail about the people who lived at the commune. He told Amy about their backgrounds as best he knew from interviewing them and reading Leroy Bradshaw’s notes. He digressed to relate how Bradshaw had looked after them for two decades without ever mentioning his good deeds to anyone.

He expounded a theory that each resident was trying to escape from something or somebody in his or her former life. They all seemed to be searching for peace and tranquility and hoped they would find it by moving to the solitude of the high desert.

It seemed to Rivera that Helen had come to MoonShadow to escape the men in her life who mistreated her. Certainly her husband—maybe there were others. Carole, the former nun, had doubts about her religion and her vows. She came to the high desert in search of answers about the purpose of life. Jack, the former stock broker, saw the daily grind of calling clients as pointless. Or maybe he just grew weary of watching numbers go up and down on a computer screen. Each resident had left home and settled at MoonShadow for a reason. Yet none of them seemed to have found real inner peace. He considered that for a moment. “Maybe the troubles they were trying to escape came with them.”

Rivera took another sip of his margarita. He tried to explain his thoughts to Amy but didn’t know exactly how to put them into words. It was more of a feeling that each one of them, despite their communal living, despite leaving the pressures of their former life behind, was somehow alone and unsettled.

Amy listened attentively.

He wondered aloud about the relationship each resident of the commune had with the others. They knew little of each other’s background yet spent all their time together. Did they really enjoy their life? He told Amy he loved the solitude of the high desert, even needed it on occasion, but if that’s all there was to life, he’d probably go crazy.

He knew he was feeling the effects of the tequila, talking non-stop. But he enjoyed talking to her so much that he pushed on.

He stirred his margarita with a plastic straw and took several sips. Then he told her about his growing up in Las Cruces, about his parents, grandparents, siblings, cousins, and friends. He recounted his days in school, his career as a paperboy, his job flipping hamburgers at LotaBurger, and trout fishing with his father in the mountains. He talked about his grandfather who was the wisest man he’d ever met, the person he went to whenever he needed advice about life. Then he told her about coming to Moab, falling in love with the red-rock canyon country, and deciding to stay despite his family’s wishes that he live closer to Las Cruces. And somewhere in the middle of all that, he leaned over and kissed Amy on the lips.
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RIVERA SETTLED INTO the corner booth at the Rim Rock Diner. To him, that booth felt like an extension of his home. He’d eaten more breakfasts sitting there than he’d eaten at his own kitchen table. The diner held a comfortable familiarity for him—the chatter of the locals who regularly ate breakfast there, the smell of pancakes and bacon, the sight of the framed black-and-white photographs of old Moab hanging on the walls.

Rivera was waiting for his friend Emmett Mitchell to arrive. Breakfast with Mitchell at the Rim Rock had become a standing get-together on weekdays. There was never a need to call and find out if he was going to be there. It was automatic unless notified otherwise. Mitchell was a deputy sheriff in San Juan County, the county that bordered Grand County to the south. Taken together, the two counties were larger than the states of Connecticut, Delaware, and Rhode Island combined. They were two of the least populated counties per square mile in the country.

The corner booth was permanently assigned to Betty, the fifty-something waitress who had four or five ex-husbands. When asked once whether it was four or five, “Who keeps track of things like that,” was her reply. She sidled up to Rivera with a come-hither smile, lightly pressed her hip against his shoulder as she did every morning, and filled his coffee mug. Her bleached blond hair was piled haphazardly on top of her head and the top three buttons of her too-tight white uniform were undone. Her morning flirtation with Rivera had become a ritual.

She slowly chewed her gum and smiled her toothy grin. “Mornin’ handsome.”

“Good morning, Betty.”

“Tell me something. You ever get tired of eating here?”

He shook his head. “No. I like the Rim Rock Diner. Why?”

“Maybe one of these days, I could fix you breakfast at my place. It’s better than eating breakfast here.”

“How is it better?”

“It comes with a special dessert.” She winked at him and left.

Rivera grinned, shook his head, and took a sip of coffee. Then another. He was hoping the coffee would dampen his tequila-induced headache. He looked out the window. A half-dozen ravens were hopping around the parking lot, jousting for a few morsels of spilled popcorn. The sun was peeking over the LaSal Mountains and Moab was coming to life. Jeeps, Hummers, and SUVs loaded with people and equipment were headed out of town. Hikers, bikers, and rafters were about to commence their adventures, most for only the day, but some would disappear into the backcountry for an extended period. The canyon country around Moab had an infinity of opportunities for exploration and fun.

Mitchell slid into the booth just as Betty arrived with more coffee.

“You hunks having the usual?”

They nodded and she scratched the order onto her pad and left.

“I heard you discovered a murder victim up here yesterday,” said Mitchell.

“Yeah. A young lady who lived at the MoonShadow commune was strangled out in the middle of that brush country near the commune. No apparent motive. It’s my case.” Rivera briefed him on the details. Took a sip of coffee. “You’ve lived in this part of the world your whole life. Do you know anything about a man named Raymond Stinson?”

“Sure. His family is legendary in southeast Utah. His grandfather settled that land on the east side of Labyrinth Canyon over a century ago—back when Utah was still just a territory. He controlled over 40,000 acres. Had a large herd of cattle and several dozen ranch hands. Fighting off Indians and rustlers was commonplace back then. The old man was tenacious about protecting his land and his cattle.”

“What happened to the 40,000 acres? His ranch is nowhere near that large now.”

“As I understand it, at the time Utah achieved statehood in 1896, the federal government owned most of the land in the state. Even though Stinson had settled that country and claimed it as his homestead, he never filed for it. He was an arrogant fellow and just assumed it was his. When the Feds started doling out homestead titles, there was a big disagreement about how much land, if any, should be transferred to Stinson. At first, the Feds claimed he was entitled to a grazing lease only. They wanted to keep that whole area as public lands. After years of arguing and several court cases, a compromise was reached. Stinson was deeded 3200 acres and entitled to apply for a grazing lease for the rest. Over the ensuing decades, for various reasons, the area of the grazing lease was reduced to its present size. About 2500 acres, I believe.”

“I guess that’s why Stinson feels so strongly about the land. He was brought up believing that the federal government ripped it off from his grandfather.”

Mitchell nodded. “Yeah. From what I’ve heard, he thinks he owns it. He’s sort of obsessed about it. Maybe the solitude out there has made him a little crazy.”

“He told me he financed Sheriff Campbell’s campaign for sheriff.”

“I don’t doubt it. He’s been known to buy political influence in the county and the state whenever he can. He probably thinks it’ll help him control that land.”

Betty arrived at the table, slid their breakfast plates in front of them, refilled their coffee, and moved to the next table to take an order. The two deputies dug into their food—eggs, sausage, hash browns, and wheat toast. The diner was filling up with people and the hum of conversation was getting louder. They ate without talking and quickly cleaned their plates.

Mitchell broke the silence. “So what’s your next step in the investigation?”

“I’m going back to MoonShadow to ask some more questions. Then back to the ranch to interview Elmore Stinson, Raymond’s cousin who just got out of prison.” Rivera summarized the details of Elmore’s convictions. “But I really don’t have a clue as to motive. I can’t think of a single reason anyone would want to kill that poor girl. What would anyone have to gain from it?”

“Maybe your killer is a nut job. A psycho. Maybe there’s no rational reason for the murder.”
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RIVERA GLANCED IN his rearview mirror as he crossed the bridge over the Colorado River. Amy Rousseau was following along behind him in her red Jeep. She had decided, after studying a map, that she would take her own vehicle to MoonShadow. That way, she could head directly to Eagle Park after she studied Sunshine’s collection of desert seeds and rocks.

They drove north out of Moab, turned left at Highway 313, and followed the pavement to the Dubinky Well cutoff. From there, they drove west on gravel and dirt roads across the rocky brush country. An hour later, they turned right onto the two-track that led to MoonShadow.

Rivera parked in front of Orin’s dwelling and exited his pickup. He noticed Bill and Susan strolling through the orchard holding hands. Carole and Helen were in the vegetable garden pulling weeds.

Amy pulled her Jeep up next to Rivera and parked. She hopped out with a look of astonishment. She stood there, surveying the long row of cottage-like façades built into the rock face. Then she looked at Rivera.

“I can’t believe my eyes. This is so cool. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Interested in moving in? I hear the rent is reasonable.” Rivera was kidding but the look on Amy’s face told him she was mulling it over.

“If I were doing a plant survey in this area, it would sure be convenient.”

“Hey, I wasn’t serious. And besides, there are no phones or internet service here. And the lavatory and showers are clear around the other side of the rock. And I’m guessing there’s no hot water in the shower. And it’s a long way from La Jacaranda and dinner with Manny Rivera.”

She laughed. “I think you just talked me out of it.”

“Good, because until I find Sunshine’s killer, this area might not be the safest place in the world.”

Charlie trotted over wagging his tail and stopped in front of Amy. Looked up.

“Hi, there,” she said. She knelt on one knee and petted the dog.

“That’s Charlie,” said Rivera.

“Hello, Charlie.”

Then Gimpy approached from a distance, limping and cowering. His faux handicap seemed more exaggerated than usual.

Amy noticed him. “Oh, look, Manny. That dog is injured. Poor thing. Come here little dog. What happened to you?”

Rivera stood there, watching, smiling, studying Gimpy’s technique.

Gimpy limped over to her, head down and tilted to the side so that he retained eye contact with her. She stroked his head softly and lowered her face closer to his.

“Are you okay?”

Gimpy quivered, never breaking eye contact.

“You’re hungry, aren’t you?” She switched to the high-pitched, sing-song tone most women reserve for newborn babies. “Yes, you are. I’ve got a little piece of hamburger in the Jeep. Would you like to have that? You would, wouldn’t you?”

Gimpy’s tail slapped at the ground.

Amy looked at Rivera with a sympathetic expression. “That poor dog is injured and hungry.”

She went to her Jeep, extracted the meat from an unfinished hamburger, and returned. She knelt down and placed it into Gimpy’s mouth. He wolfed it down as the other dog watched.

Rivera was grinning, impressed with the devious canine.

Amy stood up, looked at him. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing. That was a very nice thing to do. Very thoughtful.”

She smiled, reached down, and stroked Gimpy’s head one last time.

Rivera shook his head. “Let’s pay Orin a courtesy call before we visit Sunshine’s quarters.”

Orin opened the door looking tired and disheveled. There were bags under his eyes, his hair was uncombed, and the smell of alcohol was on his breath.

“Orin, are you okay?” asked Rivera.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little down. Sunny was a big part of our community.”

“Anything I can do?”

Orin shook his head. “Nothing anyone can do now.” His eyebrows went up when he noticed Amy standing there. “Who’s this?”

“This is Dr. Amy Rousseau, a botanist. I asked her to come out and take a look at the seeds and pods in Sunshine’s workroom. Amy, this is Orin, leader of the commune.”

“Good morning,” said Amy, extending her hand.

“Nice to meet you.” said Orin, as they shook hands.

“Orin, when we’re finished at Sunshine’s residence, I’d like to talk to James and then Gloria. They were in Moab yesterday when I met with the other residents.”

Orin nodded. “Okay, I’ll set it up.”

Rivera removed the yellow tape from Sunshine’s door, rolled it up, and stuffed it in his pocket. He pushed open the door and entered the residence, Amy following him inside with a look of disbelief on her face.

“Wow, this is amazing,” said Amy, looking around. “It’s larger than I expected. And it’s so cool in here.”

Rivera gave her the grand tour of Sunshine’s home after which they returned to the workroom.

Rivera pointed to the glass jars on the shelf. “Those are the seeds I was telling you about.”

Amy seemed not to hear what he said. She sat down in a straight-back wooden chair, looked around the room. “I wonder why a nineteen-year-old girl would choose to live out here like this.”

“I guess she found a life that made her happy.”

“But a girl her age—it’s not normal.”

“Maybe she just preferred a simpler kind of life.”

“Where did she come from?”

“According to Sheriff Bradshaw’s notes, she was from Texas.”

“So she just left Texas and came up here to live in this commune? There’s got to be more to the story than that.”

Rivera thought about that. It was something he hadn’t considered. “Everyone I talked to said she was a happy person. A delight to be around. She must have enjoyed her life here.”

“Most nineteen-year-old girls want to be around people their own age, doing things that younger people do. They have social needs. They dress up, date boys, go shopping with the girls, gossip. This is definitely not normal. I wonder how happy she really was, I mean, deep down.”

“My grandfather once told me that to be happy, your life needs to be interesting. Bored people are seldom happy. You need a challenge, and not just any old challenge. It has to be one you find fascinating. Something you love to do. The pursuit of some goal that you move toward but never reach. It’s like that old saying that the journey is more important than the destination. For Sunshine, making jewelry was her journey.” He gestured with his hand in a sweeping motion. “Just look at all this stuff.”

“I’m not buying it. I remember what I was like at nineteen. Just sitting around in a cave making jewelry wouldn’t have been nearly enough to fill my life.”

Rivera reflected on that for a long moment. He’d never been a nineteen-year-old girl, so he had to give Amy the benefit of the doubt. But still, he wasn’t convinced. “I agree that just cranking out the same pieces over and over would get boring, especially for a young girl. Maybe improving her craft is what made her happy. Seeing progress in her skills. She wanted to get better as a jewelry designer. Some people that make jewelry just buy the pieces from a wholesaler and string them together. You know, you buy factory-made plastic beads or glass jewels from a catalog or on the internet, arrange the colors and sizes to make an attractive piece, and sell the product. But Sunshine was a real artist and her quest to improve her work and be different from the crowd led her to search for unusual materials, things you wouldn’t find in a catalog.”

“Which is why she combed the high desert for items she thought were different and beautiful. The search was part of the artistic process. I get that. But I have a hard time believing that’s what drove her to come here in the first place.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. You might be right.”

“Anyway, let’s have a look at what she found out there.” She stood up and scanned the glass jars filled with high-desert materials. “Most of these are indigenous, but not all,” she said. She picked up a jar that contained large dark-red seeds. “For example, these are Texas mountain laurel seeds. They’re commonly found in Central Texas and eastern New Mexico. I can see where they would make attractive necklaces.”

She inspected the next jar. “These are mesquite bean pods. They grow mostly in Mexico, Arizona, Texas, and New Mexico. There are also some mesquite trees found in Utah, but mostly over toward St. George.”

She moved to the next jar. It contained small light-brown seeds. “These are mesquite seeds—what you get when you split open a mesquite bean pod.” She continued down the row of jars. “This jar is filled with dried juniper berries. This one contains pinion pine seeds.”

Skipping over the jars containing rocks and pebbles, she continued down the row, effortlessly identifying each type of pod or seed, and the region from which it came. Most of the seeds were indigenous to southeast Utah and she readily identified them.

Rivera jotted the information into his notepad as she spoke, glancing at her from time to time, impressed with her expertise.

When she reached the final jar, she stopped and looked at it for a long moment. She picked it up, held it closer to the light slanting through the window, and frowned as she studied the large yellow and black seeds it contained. Shook her head. “Now these are seeds I’m not familiar with. I have no idea what plant these came from.”

“You’ve never seen them before?”

“Desert plants are my specialty but this species is new to me. It’s possible they’re from some undiscovered plant. I’d sure like to learn where Sunshine found them.”

Rivera grinned. “How can you say it’s an undiscovered plant if Sunshine already discovered it?”

She rolled her eyes. “I mean undiscovered in the scientific sense. Unclassified as to its proper place in the morphology of the plant kingdom.” She gave him a long look, then smiled. “You knew perfectly well what I meant.”

“What would you do if you found the plant?”

“Study it, photograph it, see how and where it grows, what kind of soil it likes—then write a research paper describing what I had learned. I’m guessing Sunshine found it around here somewhere. I aim to find out.”

“Oh, now hold on, Amy. You can’t go exploring out there by yourself. It’s too dangerous. At least wait until we find the man who killed Sunshine and put him behind bars.”

“Research is a very competitive field, Manny. If you’re first to discover a new plant species, you get published. If you’re second, nobody cares. I don’t want to be second.”

As they stepped out of Sunshine’s dwelling into the sunlight, they heard enthusiastic barking coming from out in the orchard. The two dogs were darting through the trees in pursuit of a jackrabbit. Leading the chase was Gimpy, with Charlie bringing up the rear.

Amy pointed. “Look at that, Manny.”

“Don’t worry, they’ll never catch that rabbit.”

“That’s not what I mean. Look how fast Gimpy can run even with a bad leg.”

Rivera smiled. “Impressive dog.”

Rivera stood in front of MoonShadow and watched Amy’s Jeep slowly disappear down the two-track. He was worried his lecture about the dangers of exploring the area in search of the mystery plant had fallen on deaf ears. Amy seemed headstrong when it came to her profession. An image of Elmore Stinson appeared in Rivera’s mind—his victims had always been young women.
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RIVERA STROLLED THROUGH the orchard as he talked to Gloria, one of the two residents of MoonShadow he hadn’t yet interviewed. She had said it was a beautiful day that shouldn’t be wasted indoors and suggested they go for a walk. She was a pretty, fortyish, former school teacher with long auburn hair and a slender build. She spoke with an East Coast accent and wore khaki shorts and a dark green T-shirt.

“How long have you lived at MoonShadow?” asked Rivera.

“Around eleven years. I graduated from the Yale School of Drama, tried to make it on Broadway, failed completely, and after a convoluted journey, ended up here.”

“Did you know Sunshine very well?”

“Oh, sure.” She reached out and touched his arm as she spoke. “We used to go for walks together. Sometimes I’d help her gather materials for her jewelry projects. We’d go into the backcountry with pails and gather what we could.”

She was a toucher, thought Rivera. He didn’t mind, but wondered why some women did that. “How did you know what to gather?”

“I didn’t. Sunny made all the selections.” She touched his arm again, smiled. “I was just a schlepper with a pail. She was the expert. We gabbed as we searched.”

They exited the far side of the orchard and reached the semi-circle of rocks.

“Shall we sit here and talk?” asked Rivera.

“No. Let’s keep walking. I haven’t walked with a man in a long time. May I take your arm?” She reached out.

Rivera stopped and looked at her. “Take my arm?”

She smiled. “Sure. Why not?”

“Gloria, this interview is part of an official police investigation. I’m working on a murder case. I need to determine whether you have any information that would be helpful in apprehending the killer.”

She dropped her hand. “I think you’re a very attractive man.”

He laughed. He was accustomed to getting a certain amount of attention from the ladies, but this was totally out of left field. “Well, thank you. But let’s head back and finish our conversation at my vehicle.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. Let’s go.” He gestured for her to go ahead. As he turned, he noticed a man in the distance, peering out from behind one of the fruit trees. He pointed. “Who’s that?”

She grinned. “That’s James. Being nosy as usual.” She waved at him.

James gave her a half-wave, turned, and scurried back to his residence in the big rock.

“Where did you go with Sunshine when you helped her collect material for her jewelry?”

“Everywhere. In every direction.”

“Any pattern to it?”

“Pattern?”

“Did she have a favorite area for searching? Or places she went to more often then others?”

“No. each time, we combed a different area. It was like she wanted to cover the entire backcountry.”

“What did you talk about when you were together?”

“Anything and everything. Life. Men. Recipes. We shared the cooking duties.”

“Did she ever indicate she was worried about something? Or someone?”

She thought, shook her head. “No.”

“Can you think of any reason why someone would want to take her life?”

“Absolutely not.”

Rivera rapped on the door of James’s residence. James opened it and looked sheepishly at the deputy.

“Hello.”

“James, you’re the last one on my list. I need to ask you a few questions.”

James stepped outside and closed the door. “I wasn’t spying. I was just wondering what Gloria was up to.”

Rivera wondered for an instant if there was a difference but decided to let it go. James was forty years old and thin as a rail. He had a narrow face, a prominent Adam’s apple, and curly brown hair. He spoke with a slight lisp.

Rivera learned from him that he’d lived at MoonShadow for 21 years and served as its handyman. He’d helped to design and install the irrigation system and rewired the dwellings when the old wiring inexplicably began shorting out. He repaired the diesel generator when necessary and did routine maintenance around the compound.

“What can you tell me about Sunshine?”

“Well, things have been slowly going downhill around here the past ten or so years. A lot of people decided, for one reason or another, to leave MoonShadow. When Sunny arrived, she brightened everything up. Within days of her arrival, everyone suddenly became more positive, upbeat. It was like she had cast a magic spell on the place. Now that she’s been taken from us, everyone’s on a downer.”

“I understand Sunshine had a run-in with Mr. Stinson a while back.”

“Yeah, I heard about that, but they must have reconciled. I saw her talking to him a while back out by the road. From a distance, it looked like they were getting along pretty well. Seemed like a cordial conversation.”

Rivera was surprised to hear that. “When was that exactly?”

James thought for a moment. “Four days ago, a little after noon.”

“Are you sure it was Mr. Stinson? How far away were you?”

“About a quarter mile. It was him. He’s the only one around here that rides a horse.”

“What color was the horse?”

“It looked like a roan.”

Rivera climbed into his vehicle and inhaled a deep breath. Let it out. It wasn’t Raymond Stinson that James had seen talking to Sunshine two days ago. It was his cousin Elmore. Rebecca Stinson had said Raymond would never ride any horse except his pinto. Rivera started the engine and began rolling down the two-track. It was time to pay Elmore Stinson a visit.
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RIVERA TURNED RIGHT on Spring Canyon Point Road and headed toward the Stinson Ranch. The sky was blue and the vehicle’s thermometer indicated the outside temperature was 68 degrees. He rolled down his window and rested his arm on the sill. The air smelled of sage and dust.

Rivera’s eyes were locked onto the oncoming potholes and rocks of the road as he carefully maneuvered around them, but his mind lingered on MoonShadow and the people who lived there. They were an interesting lot by any standard. Orin, the leader of the commune, insecure about his ability to lead. Larry, with no apparent leadership skills, who wanted Orin’s job. Bill and Susan, happily married for nearly fifty years, choosing to live with the unmarrieds. James, oddball as they come, but able to fix anything that needed fixing. And the others. All of them together, growing fruits and vegetables, hunting for their meat, living peacefully in the backcountry.

Quite a collection of characters. But Sunshine, from everything Rivera had learned about her, seemed different. The design and fabrication of jewelry made her seem more purposeful than the others. Less ready to settle for a life without complications or involvements. Maybe Amy was right. Maybe something other than the solitude of the high desert had drawn Sunshine to MoonShadow.

Rivera’s thoughts turned to Elmore Stinson. With his history, he was the prime suspect. Hopefully he was at the ranch house, maybe working in the barn. And hopefully, Raymond Stinson was out on the ranch somewhere, tending to his herd. If not, Rivera expected he would attempt to interfere with the questioning of Elmore. He would consider Rivera’s intrusion an affront to the Stinson name. Rivera decided that if Raymond interfered, maybe he would arrest him and put him in jail. Rivera smiled. It would be interesting to see the sheriff’s reaction.

Emmett Mitchell had suggested there might be no sense to the crime, no planning, no logical motivation—that it might just be the act of a psycho. Based upon his history, Elmore Stinson might qualify for that title.

About a half mile before reaching the front gate of the Stinson Ranch, Rivera saw a vehicle parked on the side of the road. It was a pickup truck, one that looked vaguely familiar. He pulled up behind it and parked, now recognizing it as one of the vehicles he’d seen yesterday at the Stinson Ranch. He noticed a small figure sitting in the driver’s seat.

The door of the pickup flew open and Rebecca Stinson hopped out. She crushed a cigarette under her boot and hurried toward Rivera’s vehicle. There was a look of concern on her face.

“I’m so glad you’re here. Raymond didn’t come home last night. I’m worried sick about him.”

“Has he ever stayed away from home overnight before?”

“Never in all our married years.”

Rivera got out of his truck. “Where did you last see him?”

“After you left yesterday, he and Elmore rode off. They were talking about the calves that got butchered and what they were going to do about it. They took their rifles with them.”

“Where’s Elmore now?”

She put a cigarette in her mouth and lit it. Her hands were shaking. “He rode out from right here, following the route he thinks Raymond took.” She gestured to the north with her cigarette. “Elmore said they started right here, hoping to find the person who’s been killing the calves. Both of them rode north but split up so they could cover more territory. Around dusk, Elmore returned here and didn’t see Raymond, so he figured he’d already gone back to the ranch house. Only Raymond never showed up.”

“Well, Elmore can’t cover all that territory by himself,” said Rivera. “It’s miles and miles of rocks, brush, and arroyos. I’ll call Search and Rescue and get some help. And I’ll see if I can get the MedEvac helicopter to assist.”

She appeared relieved. “Oh, thank you so much, Deputy.” Her gaze shifted slightly to the left, apparently distracted by something behind Rivera. Her eyes became large and her expression terrified. “Oh, please, no!”

Rivera turned and saw Elmore on his horse in the distance. He was trailing the pinto behind with a body draped over the saddle. It was Raymond Stinson.
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LATE THAT EVENING, Rivera sat in his office updating his report and wondering what was going on in that part of the county. Two killings in two days. Were the killings related or just an incredible coincidence? He heard a knock on the door jamb of his office and looked up. In walked Dr. Pudge Devlin, the Medical Examiner. He had a grim expression on his face. He closed the door, pulled a chair over to Rivera’s desk, and sat down.

“I took a look at Stinson’s body. Three shots to the chest at close range. Powder burns on the front of his shirt.” Devlin handed a plastic bag containing the slugs to Rivera.

He studied them. “They look like .38 caliber. Unfortunately, this is the only evidence we have. Because Elmore Stinson moved the body, we weren’t able to get any useful information from the crime scene. Do you have an estimate of the time of death?”

“Yesterday evening around five o’clock, give or take a couple of hours.”

“Around the same time Raymond was out there with Elmore.”

“I also brought you a copy of my final report on Sunshine.” Devlin handed Rivera a manila folder. “It was a manual strangulation. By a male or a very strong woman. There were contusions and abrasions on the neck. The contusions were consistent with pressure from the thumbs and fingers of the killer. There were also bruises on the insides of her arms. The killer probably held her arms down with his knees while he strangled her. Time of death was around seven o’clock Monday evening.”

“So there’s no chance the killer had only one arm.”

Devlin appeared puzzled. “The pattern of contusions on the neck was consistent with two handed strangulation. Why?”

“A man named Lefty, a resident at MoonShadow, is missing an arm.”

“Well, you can scratch his name off the list of possibilities. There’s no way Sunshine was strangled by a one-armed man.”

Rivera entered the interrogation room where Elmore was being held for questioning. The fifty-seven-year-old ex-con sat with a frown on his face behind a nondescript grey metal table. He was fidgeting with his hands. He was tall and lean with a wary stare and a hard look about him. The four-inch scar on his right cheek and the smaller one over his left eyebrow were probably remnants of thirty years in the pen. Rivera pulled up a chair and sat across from him.

“Do you own a handgun?”

“Hell, no. I’m a convicted felon. I’m not that stupid.”

“You had a rifle with you when you brought back Raymond’s body.”

“That was for self protection. Someone was poaching Raymond’s calves. We went out looking for the culprit. And besides, I was on Stinson Ranch property.”

“Actually, you were on Federal land—BLM property.”

Elmore’s expression softened. His eyes wandered, as if searching for a response. Finally, he shrugged. “I didn’t know that. I thought all that land was Raymond’s because his cattle were on it. He never told me any different.”

That sounded plausible to Rivera. Elmore had been at the ranch for only three weeks and Raymond acted like he owned most of that part of Grand County. “I want you to account for your time since yesterday at noon when I saw you working in the barn.”

“You know, Deputy, this isn’t right. I committed crimes when I was a stupid young man, but I paid for them. Now you have a couple of murders in your county and I’m automatically under suspicion for both of them. Just because I’m here.”

“I need you to account for your time.”

“All right, all right.” He scratched the top of his head. “I had lunch with Rebecca and Raymond. Raymond was complaining about the calves that had been butchered and said he wanted to do something about it.”

“Did he say what he wanted to do?”

“Well, not exactly. But he said he was the only law enforcement out in that part of the county. So after lunch we rode out to the place where you saw Rebecca on the road. We split up and headed generally north, looking for whoever was killing Raymond’s calves. I spent all day searching but I didn’t see anyone or anything suspicious. When it started getting dark, I rode back to the road. Raymond wasn’t there, so I figured he might’ve already gone back to the ranch house. I waited for a while, then rode back myself. Turns out Raymond wasn’t home. Rebecca and I waited but he never returned. In the morning we went back and I rode north looking for him while she waited at the road in case he returned. I followed the pinto’s hoofprints. About an hour later, I found Raymond lying on the ground. He was dead. The pinto was foraging nearby. I strapped Raymond across his horse and brought his body back.”

“You should have left the body where it was until we could get a crime scene unit out there.”

Elmore appeared irritated and his words had an edge. “I wasn’t about to leave my cousin out there for the buzzards and coyotes to rip up.”

“Did you know the girl named Sunshine who lived at the commune?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Never met her?”

“No.”

“You were seen talking to her the day before she was killed.”

Elmore sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “Well, there was this one girl along the side of the road that I talked to for a little while, but I didn’t know her name.”

“What did she look like?”

“Around twenty years old, slender, long blonde hair, attractive. I was out riding my horse and ran into her. She was collecting rocks or something. Nice girl. You sayin’ she’s the one who got murdered?”

“That’s right. And with your history, you shouldn’t be surprised we’re talking to you.”

“I told you, I paid my debt. Now I’d like to live what’s left of my life as a normal citizen.”

There was a knock on the door. Meredith, a young secretary who worked in the department, opened the door and stuck her head in. “Deputy Rivera, the sheriff would like to talk to you—right away.”

Sheriff Campbell sat behind his large walnut desk and leaned back in his chair. “Where do we stand on the Stinson murder?”

“I’m questioning his cousin now. Raymond Stinson was shot in the chest three times with a .38 caliber weapon. He was out on that BLM land where he has a grazing lease. No apparent motive but he and Elmore had gone out there looking for the person or persons who were butchering Stinson calves.”

“Any theories on who might be doing that?”

Rivera shook his head. “Not really. Could be anyone. Hikers passing through, maybe.” He reconsidered. “But in that case, I’d have thought only one would have been butchered. With two being butchered a week apart, you’d have to guess it wouldn’t be hikers.” Rivera knew what his boss was driving at.

“What about those people at the commune? I’m sure they enjoy eating beef just like the rest of us.” The sheriff raised his eyebrows and gave Rivera a “gotcha” look.

“It’s possible, but I just don’t size them up that way.”

“Like I told you a couple of days ago when you suspected Raymond Stinson of killing the Sunshine girl, I’d suggest you focus your investigation on those hippies. Meanwhile, I just got a call from Rebecca Stinson. She’s wondering when Elmore will be released. She’s uncomfortable staying alone at the ranch with all that’s been happening out there. She’d like Elmore to come back right away.”

Rivera nodded. “I’m finished questioning him. I can turn him loose now.”

“See that you do. And tell Dave Tibbetts to give him a ride home.”

Rivera sat in his office with the door closed and his feet on his desk. Most everyone had left for the day and quiet had replaced the sounds of voices and footsteps in the hallway. It was time to sort out the facts in both murder cases and try to postulate possible motives.

The most important question facing Rivera was whether the two murders were connected. If they were, that would take him down one trail of logic. If not, two entirely different logical trails would be needed. Where to start? He decided to postulate first that the two killings were related. The chronology and proximity certainly suggested that they were. So what did the victims have in common? He thought about that for a long time and came up with nothing except that they lived near one another in one of the remotest parts of the county. Anything else? Raymond Stinson had once tried to frighten Sunshine and run her off his grazing lease. As far as Rivera knew, that was the only place the trajectories of their lives had intersected. Other than that, Rivera could think of nothing that coupled the two killings together.

He set aside the overwhelming coincidence of time and place, and decided to consider each murder as a separate, unrelated event. He started with the murder of Sunshine.

She had an unknown history. One day, according to Orin, a man in a pickup had dropped her off at MoonShadow and driven off. Rivera jotted a note to himself to ask Orin if he knew anything about that man. Sunshine became popular at the commune and from what everyone had said, she was a good person. She shared the cooking chores and made her jewelry. Judging by the equipment and supplies in her dwelling, she was devoted to her craft. And judging from the photos in her album, she was quite talented.

From time to time, she went to Moab to sell her jewelry at Swanny City Park. Presumably, she drove the Datsun there. At the Farmer’s Market, she shared a booth with an artist who was the mother of Sunshine’s friend, Tess Braxton. Rivera made another note to contact Tess and her mother.

Also, she had a crush on Bobby Nester at the drill site and visited him often, despite his asking her to stay away. Nester had a girlfriend and they were unofficially engaged. Nester’s co-worker, Stanley Poole, had a romantic interest in Sunshine but it wasn’t reciprocated.

Then, somewhere along the way, Sunshine was introduced to the anger of Raymond Stinson when he discovered her collecting seeds and rocks on his grazing lease.

Rivera sifted through the facts, searching for a possible motive for Sunshine’s murder. Would Raymond Stinson have strangled her because she’d returned to his lease to collect material for her jewelry? Would Stanley Poole have killed her because he was angry at her lack of interest in him? Or Bobby Nester’s girlfriend—could she have killed Sunshine out of jealousy? All these were possibilities but none seemed like a particularly strong motive. Rivera shook his head. He was getting sleepy.

A flash of lightning illuminated Rivera’s office. Five seconds later, a loud thunderclap cracked. Another September thunderstorm was approaching. He left his office and walked down the hallway to the break room. He filled his mug with thick, black, leftover coffee, added some water, microwaved it, and returned to his desk. He took a sip and pursed his lips. Not the best coffee he’d ever had but at least it was coffee.

He began reviewing the Raymond Stinson case as an isolated event. Stinson was a pushy, dominating man who gave little respect and expected much. He was bound to have offended many people during the course of his life. But would someone kill him just because he was offensive? A hiker, maybe? That didn’t seem likely. Most backcountry explorers Rivera had run across were fine, intelligent, interesting people, not prone to violence.

Stinson and his wife had lived there for over thirty years. As best Rivera could tell, there had never been a hint of scandal or unfaithful behavior. They seemed to be self-sufficient and didn’t have many business or social dealings with people in town. Their lives had been stable for decades. That fact triggered a thought. They were getting on in years. Rebecca had indicated she wanted to leave the ranch and move to town. There was almost a desperation in her voice. But she was stuck. Then Elmore showed up. Was it possible that she and Elmore had conspired to get rid of Raymond so she could sell the ranch and move to the city? Maybe Elmore, who was part of the Stinson clan, felt he was entitled to some of that land. Had they planned to split the money?

Or had they fallen in love? Judging by the way Raymond treated his wife, any affection between them had probably dried up years ago. So maybe it was about love and money. Yet, Rebecca had seemed truly distraught at the sight of her dead husband.

Rivera exhaled loudly. Stood up. Too many theories and too few facts. It was time to go home and feed Bentley and the guppies. And himself.
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ON FRIDAY MORNING, after breakfast at the Rim Rock Diner with Emmett Mitchell, Rivera left Moab and headed for Spring Canyon Point Road. The thunderstorms which had passed through the area last night had moved on. The air was crystal clear and the sky was blue. He turned on his vehicle radio and tuned it to KZMU, Moab’s solar-powered community radio station. Waylon Jennings was pounding out Are You Sure Hank Done It This Way.

Rivera passed a trio of eighteen-wheelers laboring up the long slope on U.S. 191 that climbed out of Moab and headed northward to I-70. Reviewing the details of the two murders over and over had kept him awake well past midnight. He was becoming frustrated by the lack of solid clues. He knew from experience that applying logic to an incomplete set of facts often yielded wildly incorrect conclusions. What he needed were more facts. Finally, after churning through the possibilities, he’d decided he would visit the site where Raymond Stinson’s body had been found. He wanted to explore the area thoroughly to see if there was anything unusual going on out there.

He drove past the turnoff to MoonShadow and continued west on Spring Canyon Point Road. In the distance he saw a tall cumulus cloud building in the west, bright white on top, billowing to thirty thousand feet. The gray bottom of the cloud was intermittently illuminated by internal flashes of lightning. He studied the formation as he drove. To him, thunderstorms moving across the high desert, when viewed from a distance, were one of nature’s most beautiful sights. Heavy rain and possibly some hail appeared to be headed his way, but he estimated he had a couple of hours before it arrived.

As he came over a rise, he spotted a vehicle in the distance. It was parked near the place where he’d encountered Rebecca Stinson the day before. Several minutes later, when he was close enough to identify the vehicle, his heart jumped. It was the red Jeep that Amy Rousseau had been driving. He slammed his fist on the steering wheel. What was that girl thinking about?

He parked and jumped out of his pickup, grabbed his daypack containing hiking essentials, and followed the fresh footprints she’d left in the sandy soil. The prints headed north, toward the same general area where Raymond Stinson’s body had been found by Elmore. Rivera shook his head. He couldn’t believe it. Despite the danger, Amy was out here looking for the plant that had yielded the mystery seeds she’d seen in Sunshine’s residence. Her desire to discover a new plant species and publish a peer-reviewed paper had trumped her fear of personal harm. He now had a whole new appreciation for the intensity of scientific competition and Amy’s professional drive.

He headed into the brush at a hurried pace. Now a higher priority replaced his desire to explore the area where Stinson’s body had been found. He had to find Amy and get her out of there. Her footprints led him up a long incline into a cluster of junipers interspersed with prickly pear cactus, barrel cactus, blackbrush, Mormon tea, and a few other types of desert plants he’d seen before but couldn’t identify. She’d apparently paused for a moment to inspect a cliff rose bush before moving on. Her prints wound their way through an area where large red-rock boulders, jagged outcroppings, thick brush, and deep arroyos made passage difficult. Here, she’d stopped often, knelt down in places, inspected plants closely, then moved on.

He was slowly veering away from the direction he would have followed had his mission not changed. The terrain became more challenging the farther north he hiked. She had crossed a deep arroyo at a place where she could readily descend to the bottom and climb out on the other side.

Her tracks entered a mile wide depression in the terrain. It was a wonderland of red-rock boulders, fins, spires, and mushroom-shaped formations. He stopped for a moment and sized up the situation. The sky above was still blue, but the massive dark clouds in the west were moving closer. Rivera didn’t like the idea of trying to cross that arroyo on the return trip during a downpour.

He wiped his brow with his sleeve, pulled a bottle of Aquafina water from his daypack, and took a long swig. A heavy downpour would erase Amy’s tracks in the sand, so he needed to move fast. He had maps and a GPS receiver in his daypack so he felt sure he’d be able to find his way out. But first he needed to locate Amy.

He followed her prints as they descended the slope into the rocks. She had crossed a wide swath of loose sand which led to an expanse of caprock. At that point, there were no longer prints to follow. There was a jungle of red rocks to his left and another to his right. Directly ahead was a narrow passageway through a pair of fins. He opted for the fins. Luckily, the pathway had a base of windblown sand and he once again picked up her trail.

Minutes later, he emerged on the other side of the fins, only to discover Amy’s prints going in several different directions. She’d been wandering around, randomly inspecting desert plants while searching for her mystery plant. It suddenly occurred to him that following her footprints was not as simple a task as he had first imagined. To complicate matters, the wind was picking up and the temperature was dropping. He could now hear the rumble of thunder echoing among the rocks.

Soon, he passed a small red-rock arch with a four-foot opening. He’d never been in here before and had never heard anyone talk about it. He wondered if maybe he and Amy were the first humans to discover the place. Then he came upon a panel of petroglyphs on a large flat boulder. Nope. Not the first. The Anasazi and Fremont people had beaten them by centuries.

He selected a set of prints that led off to the right and followed them into a boulder field. He zigged and zagged through the towering rocks, noting more and more rock art panels. He stopped briefly to study them. There were shaman figures, spirals, stick figures of bighorn sheep, and an occasional Kokopelli, the humped-back flute player who supposedly symbolized fun and fertility. He wished he had more time to study them.

He continued until he reached an opening where he spotted several other sets of Amy’s prints heading off in different directions. He followed the track to the left through another boulder field only to find several more sets of her prints in a sandy opening. There, she’d stopped and wandered from place to place, crossing over her own prints and inspected more plants. He followed one of the tracks through another boulder field and back onto caprock where he lost her trail again. He could feel his frustration building. More thunder, closer this time.

He left the caprock and descended into a sandy bottom where he again picked up her tracks. Only this time she was being trailed by a man. He knew she was being followed because the man’s footprints had stepped on hers in several places. Now he felt an intense urgency coupled with fear. He began running after her, yelling out her name. Then he stopped, his heart pounding. He looked down and inspected the tracks more closely. He shook his head. The tracks were his own. He must have wandered in a huge circle while searching for her.

Large drops of cold rain began pelting the sand and splattering off the rocks. The storm had moved faster than he’d first estimated. He looked around and spotted a sandstone alcove that would serve as a temporary shelter. He trotted over to it and squeezed against the back wall. The rain became stronger and then stopped as quickly as it had started. Then, abruptly, it started raining hard again. The noise level increased to a deafening roar. He checked his iPhone in the hopes of reaching Amy but found he was in a no signal area. He was worried about her trying to find her way in the pouring rain but he would just have to wait and resume his search when the storm let up.

Twenty minutes later, the rain began to taper off. He stepped out of the alcove and noticed blue sky on the western horizon. The eastern sky was black and featured a magnificent lightning display. Thunder rumbled like a fusillade of cannons.

Soon the rain stopped altogether and the sun came out. A double rainbow appeared in the eastern sky.

Amy’s tracks would have been erased by the storm, so he decided to head back toward his vehicle, trying to reach her on his iPhone. If that failed, and her Jeep was still there, he would call Search and Rescue and ask for assistance.

He retrieved his GPS receiver and his map of the area from his daypack. He determined his location and studied the topography of the area. It looked like heading west might be the fastest way to get out of the boulder field onto higher ground. From there, he could head south to his vehicle. He took out his compass and checked it periodically as he worked his way through the rocks.

Taking this route, he was able to avoid the deep arroyo he had crossed on the way in, but found it necessary to cross several shallower ones. He carefully stepped from rock to rock to get across the last arroyo. He slipped only once, but that’s all it took. He now had two boots full of water. Irritated, he sat on a rock, and dumped out the water before pushing on. Thirty minutes later he was on high ground, headed back to his vehicle, embarrassed by the squishing sound produced by each footstep.

As he got closer to Spring Canyon Point Road, he saw that both vehicles were still there. He pulled out his iPhone, managed to get a weak signal, and dialed Amy’s number. A cheerful voice answered.

“Hi, Manny.”

“Amy, where are you? I’ve been searching all morning for you.”

“Whatever for?”

“I saw your Jeep parked by the side of the road. I was worried—oh, never mind that. Do you know your location?”

“Sure. I’m sitting in my Jeep. Where are you?”

“About a hundred yards north of you. Headed your way.” He clicked off.

Amy hopped out of her Jeep, waving with both arms.

Rivera arrived at the Jeep. “I was worried about you. I went searching—followed your footprints.” He felt a mixture of relief and anger.

“Why were you worried about me?”

“I told you the other night. There’s a killer on the loose out here. One strangulation and one shooting.”

Her smile faded. “Actually, I was a little concerned. When I saw the dark clouds approaching, I decided to head back to my Jeep. On the way, I saw a man’s footprints following mine where I had hiked in. That worried me. So I hurried back. I saw your vehicle and decided to wait for you.”

“Those were my footprints.”

“Oh.”

Rivera didn’t know what to say. “How did you find your way back?”

“I had a topo map and a GPS with me. Plus I’ve got a pretty good sense of direction. I was lucky. I got back to the Jeep before the rain started.”

Rivera didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “What would you have done if a stranger had confronted you out there?”

She smiled. “I brought Suzie along just in case.”

Rivera peered into her Jeep. “Suzie? Who’s Suzie? I don’t see anyone.”

“Meet Suzie,” said Amy, as she pulled a chrome-plated 9-mm Stingray pistol from her jacket pocket. It was resting flat in the palm of her hand.

“You know, Amy, there’s a big difference between carrying a pistol and knowing how to use one.”

“I know how to use it.” She looked around. “See that cactus over there?” She pointed to a prickly pear cactus about thirty feet away.

Rivera smiled. “Yeah, I see it.”

“Watch the ear on the right side.” Amy took a stance, held the pistol with a two-handed grip, and aimed at the cactus. She fired a shot. A green chunk of vegetable matter blew off the right ear of the cactus. She looked at Rivera and grinned.

“That’s pretty good. But maybe just luck. Care to try again?”

She whirled, pointed, and fired three shots in rapid succession, each one knocking another chunk off the hapless cactus.

Rivera’s jaw dropped. “Wow. I’m impressed.” He wondered if he could do that himself.

Amy smiled. “I was captain of the pistol team in college.”

Rivera nodded, said nothing.

Amy walked over and hugged him. “Thank you for worrying about me.”

Soon they were both laughing as they talked about the morning’s activities and compared their routes on the map. They must have passed within a hundred feet of each other any number of times. She laughed as Rivera described huddling under an overhang during the downpour and later getting his boots full of water.

“Did you find the mystery plant you were looking for?” asked Rivera.

“No,” she said. “But I did find something very unusual back there.”
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RIVERA LISTENED INTENTLY as Amy described what she had discovered back in the rocks. He’d never heard of anything like it before.

“That could be very important. Do you think you can find it again?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said. “I recorded a waypoint on my GPS. I can take you right to it.”

Rivera wasn’t sure he wanted to take her back in there, but figured as long as she was with him, it would be okay. And it was obvious by now she had a lot of backcountry savvy. The girl was full of surprises.

Before leaving, Rivera retrieved from his vehicle an overnight bag he kept for emergencies. He extracted a fresh pair of socks and a towel, removed his socks and boots, dried off his feet, and replaced the wet socks with dry ones. Amy grinned throughout the entire changeover.

The sun was directly overhead and the day was warming up as they hiked north along the west end of the rock field. Ravens circled lazily in the sky, rising on the mid-day thermals. The thunderstorm had moved farther east and now darkened the LaSal Mountains.

Rivera pointed ahead to a dead juniper bleached white by the high-desert sun. Its branches were filled with a small flock of birds, some with turquoise-colored heads and backs, others with mostly grayish-brown feathers.

“My job takes me into the backcountry a lot, so I’ve been trying to learn how to identify all the different kinds of birds. I think those are lazuli buntings.”

She nodded. “The bluish ones are the males and the grayish-brown ones are the females.”

He looked at her with raised eyebrows.

She laughed. “I spend a lot of time in the backcountry, too.”

As they neared the juniper, the entire flock suddenly took to flight. The whirring sound of their collective wings broke the high-desert silence.

Soon the hikers reached a large yellow-tan outcropping near the edge of the rock field. They stopped while Amy checked her GPS receiver.

“I think we’re close. We descend into the rocks somewhere up ahead.”

“I’ll follow you,” said Rivera.

Amy led the way, periodically glancing at her GPS receiver. “Here it is. I remember that gnarled juniper growing out of the crack in that rock. We go in here.”

They hiked downward into the rocks, the sunshine becoming shadow and the horizon reducing itself from eighty miles to twenty feet. She led Rivera through a boulder field and some rabbitbrush, then stopped. She rechecked her GPS, then turned left and entered a narrow passageway between two vertical slabs of sandstone. She stopped and pointed to the slab on the left.

“There it is,” she said.

Rivera looked up and saw a large panel of petroglyphs. It was about eight feet high and ten feet wide. It was remarkable not only for the vast array of figures and symbols left there by the ancient ones, but also because it appeared that nine figures had been removed by thieves. Rivera’s heart sank. What would have been a world-class panel of ancient-Indian art was now a hideous example of how stupid and thoughtless a certain segment of humanity can be.

He’d seen examples of petroglyph destruction before, mostly in photographs and on the internet. Sometimes vandals would deface the images for no sensible reason. A shaman figure might have a hole in its chest, the result of a bullet fired by some idiot with a rifle. In other cases, where theft was the motive, a hammer and chisel would be used in an attempt to remove the petroglyph intact. Many times, however, the result was a pile of broken pieces of sandstone on the ground, pieces that once were an image pecked into the rock by a human being 800 or more years ago. The original artwork, which probably took many hours to create, was destroyed in a few seconds.

In some cases, the thief succeeded and the petroglyph was removed intact. These pieces would normally be sold through the black market to a dealer and eventually end up in someone’s private artifact collection. Federal laws were broken by everyone in the chain, from thief to collector.

But this theft was different. The clumsy and excessively-destructive hammer and chisel method wasn’t used. What remained was a one-inch deep rectangle where each petroglyph once resided. Scanning the panel, it was obvious to Rivera the petroglyphs had been removed at different points in time. In a few of the rectangles, the exposed red rock was somewhat weathered and darkened; in others, it looked fairly fresh. Only the petroglyphs closest to the ground had been taken, presumably because they were the most accessible. There was also a rain-flattened pile of red-rock sand on the ground below each rectangle.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” he said. “And some of these look like fairly recent thefts.”

He took note of four holes just outside of each rectangle, one at each corner. He pointed to the holes. “I think this was done by some kind of machine. The machine must have been mounted on the wall, held in place by four screws.”

He pulled his digital camera from his daypack and began taking photographs. He took wide-angle photos of the entire panel, then close-ups of each of the nine rectangles. He also took shots of the red-rock sand piles on the ground. Finally, he took photographs of the general area.

“Keep your eyes open, Amy. Whoever stole these petroglyphs might have also killed Mr. Stinson. It’s possible Stinson stumbled onto the thief in the act and paid for it with his life. We’re only a couple of hundred yards east of where his body was found. He could easily have been killed here and his body transported by horse to where it was found.”

Amy reached into her pocket and pulled out her pistol. “I’ll keep my eyes open.”

“But don’t shoot anyone.”

Before they left, Rivera grabbed some stalks of dead rabbitbrush. He used them to erase their footprints as they were leaving the area. “I don’t want the thief to know we’re on to him.”

They hiked back to the edge of the rock field and Rivera climbed up the sandy slope out of the depression. He reached down and extended a hand to Amy. She grasped it firmly as he pulled her up. Her hand lingered in his longer than necessary after she reached the top. He liked that.

On the way back to the vehicles, Rivera stopped and fished his map out of his daypack. Studied it.

Amy looked at him. “What?”

“I just had a thought,” said Rivera. “That petroglyph site isn’t that far from where Sunny’s body was found. Less than two miles. Could be she was in the rocks searching for seeds when she spotted the thief. Maybe he followed her out, caught up to her, and killed her. Maybe the petroglyph thief is responsible for both murders.”

An hour later, they reached their vehicles.

“I’ve been thinking,” said Rivera. “I’m going to the Farmers Market at Swanny Park tomorrow. I enjoy the festivities, but I also want to visit a friend of Sunshine’s who helps her artist mother sell paintings at one of the exhibit booths. I’d like to see what I can learn from them about Sunshine. Would you care to join me?”

“That sounds like fun.”

“Great. Would ten o’clock be okay?”

“I’ll be ready.”

Rivera watched Amy as she drove off in her Jeep. After she was out of sight, he scanned the horizon to check the weather. There were no thunderstorms in view, just blue skies with altocumulus clouds in the west. It looked like someone had scattered cotton balls in the sky.

He also noticed a vehicle on the other side of Spring Canyon, in the same spot he’d seen one parked two days ago. He grabbed his binoculars and focused them. It was the same pickup truck with the camper top. The same man was standing next to it, looking in Rivera’s direction with his own binoculars. Rivera’s curiosity was aroused. He wondered who the man was and why he was so interested in Rivera’s activities. As the raven flies, the man was a half mile away. But to drive over there and find out who he was would take two or three hours on the rough primitive roads that circumscribed the deep canyon.
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RIVERA DROVE EAST on Spring Canyon Point Road and turned left when he reached the two-track that led to MoonShadow. There were a couple of questions about Sunshine he wanted to ask Helen before he returned to the office.

The two dogs greeted him as soon as he stepped out of his vehicle. He spotted Helen working in the garden and walked over to her, the dogs following along behind him. “Hi, Helen.”

She stood up and brushed the dirt from her hands. She looked at him with bloodshot eyes and nodded. “Hi.”

“I’ve got a couple of questions I’d like to ask you.”

“Okay.”

“First of all, did Sunshine ever mention seeing petroglyphs or pictographs out in the desert?”

“Sure. They’re all around here. We often discuss them and try to figure out what the ancient ones were trying to say. We honor them because they were made by the people who lived in this area before we did.”

“Did she ever mention seeing them defaced or removed from the rock?”

Helen thought for a moment. “No. I’m sure I’d remember if she did. I haven’t heard anyone else around here mention that either.”

“Okay. One other question. Were you here the day Sunshine arrived?”

“Sure. I helped her get her things unloaded from the truck and moved in to her residence.”

“Orin told me a man dropped her off. Do you know who he was?”

She thought, then shook her head. “I got a look at him but Sunny never mentioned his name. I’d say he was in his late forties or early fifties. He looked like a street person, if you know what I mean. His clothing was dirty. His hair was greasy and looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks. His face was sunburned and his beard stubbly. I never heard him say a word. He just sat in the truck staring straight ahead while Sunny and I unloaded her things.”

“Did you get the impression they knew each other? Or did he seem like a stranger who just gave her a lift?”

“I honestly couldn’t tell.”

“Well, how did it look when they said goodbye? Like two old friends or a couple of strangers?”

“I was inside the residence when he left. I came outside and saw Sunny just standing there, watching him drive off. She didn’t say anything to me about him and, as you know, our policy at MoonShadow is not to pry.”

“Did you notice the license plates or type of truck?”

“They were probably Utah plates. If they were out-of-state, I think I would have remembered.”

“What about the truck? Anything unusual?”

“It was covered with dust so I couldn’t tell you what color it was. If I had to guess, I’d say dark green. Big tires and a jacked-up suspension. I can’t remember the make, but it had a camper top in the bed.”

Rivera wondered if it was the same vehicle he’d seen across the canyon. “Did you ever see it again?”

“Not here at MoonShadow, but I’ve seen it from a distance several times since, usually on Spring Canyon Point Road. One time, I saw Sunny sitting in the pickup with the man. It looked like they were just talking.”

Rivera sat in Sheriff Campbell’s office briefing him on the petroglyph panel discovery. He held out his digital camera with the display facing the sheriff and stepped through the series of photos he’d taken. Halfway through the photo session, it occurred to him that Amy or part of her might appear in one of the shots. He desperately tried to remember if he’d included her in one of the photos. Each time he clicked forward to the next shot, he feared that a feminine hand or some blonde hair would appear in the corner of the frame. Explaining her presence would be a long, embarrassing story. Fortunately, she made no appearance.

“Well, that’s real interesting,” said Campbell. “Now, who would do such a thing?” he asked sarcastically. “It might just be the riff-raff living out there in that rock. They strike me as the types that would do anything for money.”

“I doubt it.”

“You doubt they’d do anything for money?”

“No, I mean I doubt they stole the petroglyphs.”

“Why?”

“I think it’s too high-tech for them.” Rivera didn’t want to start an argument by saying that the residents of MoonShadow seemed like good citizens who loved the land and would never do anything to defile it. “I think this was done by a fairly sophisticated machine. And therefore a technically savvy thief.”

Campbell nodded. “In either case, I think it would be smart to stake out that area. Nab the perp when he returns for the next petroglyph.”

“One problem is that this might not be the only site he’s stealing from. Rock art exists all over the Four Corners area. There are tens of thousands of sites. Maybe more.”

“Maybe so, but at least we know he’s stealing from this one. And my money is still on the hippies.”

Rivera returned to his office, closed the door, and sat down. Spending time on a stakeout when nothing might happen for weeks or months didn’t seem the best use of his time. He wondered why Campbell so despised the people who lived at MoonShadow. Campbell’s knee-jerk reaction to every problem in that part of the county was to blame the “hippies.” Maybe it was because Raymond Stinson, his campaign financier, had hated the people he regarded as interlopers on his land. But the Sheriff’s disdain for them was so strong that Rivera wondered if there was more to it than that.

Rivera had a new working hypothesis—the petroglyph thief had killed both Stinson and Sunshine because they’d stumbled upon his operation. Rivera had seen dozens of petroglyph sites during his exploration of the backcountry, but now he realized how little he actually knew about them. He needed to learn a lot more, particularly about how collectors came into possession of them, and how much they were worth.

He drove to Back of Beyond Books on Main Street and perused the section on Indian artifacts. There were several books devoted to petroglyphs and pictographs. He found one which discussed the origin and interpretation of rock art in the Four Corners area written by a Dr. Cecil Burgess.

Rivera bought the book and returned to his office. He sat down and began paging through it. There were chapters on the origins of the ancient-Indian tribes in North America, the methods used to peck petroglyphs into the rock, the dyes used in painting pictographs onto the rock, and the interpretation of the various characters and symbols found in the Four Corners area. Rivera was interested to learn that some of the symbols, such as the shamans, were also found in Asia and were brought with the Indians as part of their culture when they migrated across the frozen Bering Strait. Others, such as Kokopelli, were absent from Asia and were therefore created by the Indians after they had settled in North America.

Rivera glanced at a photo of the author on the back cover. He was bald with a trimmed gray beard, and had a pleasant, engaging face. His biography said he was a retired professor of anthropology from the University of Northern Arizona and lived in Bluff, Utah.

Rivera decided to give him a call. He found the professor’s number listed in the San Juan County phone book and dialed it. The phone rang seven times before he got an answer.

“Hello?”

The responder sounded out of breath. “Professor Burgess?”

“Yes. Who’s calling?”

“This is Deputy Sheriff Manny Rivera calling from Moab. I’m working on an important case and was wondering if you could educate me a little on petroglyphs.” Rivera could hear the voices of children in the background. “I hope I’m not calling at a bad time.”

“Not at all. My grandkids are wearing me out playing hide and seek. I could use a break. Be glad to help if I can.”

Rivera explained what he’d found in the rocks north of Spring Canyon Point Road. “Have you ever heard of anything like that before?”

“Well, certainly I’ve heard of petroglyph and pictograph theft. It’s not uncommon, but I’ve never heard of it being done that way. Very interesting. Most thefts are one-offs perpetrated by amateurs who, more often than not, destroy the glyph. This sounds like a more organized high-tech criminal element is at work.”

“Yes, that’s what I’ve been thinking. What can you tell me about the market for petroglyphs?”

“Well, most transactions take place on the black market. Theft of glyphs from public lands is a felony punishable under ARPA, the Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979. A few prosecutions have taken place, but not many. The backcountry is a big place. It’s not hard to find petroglyph panels in remote areas that are rarely visited. They make easy targets for the unscrupulous.”

“You said “most transactions.” Are there transactions that are legal?”

Rivera heard a hand cup the telephone mouthpiece. A plaintive little voice was trying to get Grandpa back into the game. “I’ll be along in a few minutes,” said Grandpa in a muffled voice. He uncupped the phone. “Some transactions, unfortunately, are legal. Glyphs on private land belong to the owner. He can do with them whatever he wishes.”

“Suppose I owned a legal petroglyph and wanted to sell it. Who would I go to?”

“There are plenty of ethical artifact dealers.” He mentioned a few to Rivera. “But if you’d like to talk with someone who knows both the legitimate market and the black market, talk to Sam Lyle in Gallup. You can find him at Lyle’s Indian Artifacts. He’s a former crook who bought and sold ancient-Indian artifacts that were obtained illegally from public lands and Indian reservations. He was prosecuted and did a little jail time back in the nineties. Now he’s out and has gone legit. The Feds often call upon him to consult on illegal artifact cases. He’s probably your best resource for information on how the black market works.”

Rivera called Sam Lyle and spoke with him for twenty minutes. He learned three things: First, there were any number of dealers who would buy and sell both legal and illegal artifacts. Their places of business had a front door trade and a back door trade. He declined to give names. Second, there was a greater demand from collectors for pots, sandals, spear points, and garments. The trade in petroglyphs and pictographs was miniscule compared to pots. Kokopelli and shaman glyphs were in higher demand than those depicting animals. And third, illicit petroglyphs weren’t very valuable. With rare exceptions, they sold for $1500 to $2500 apiece. A good ceramic pot could easily fetch ten times that amount.

That information altered Rivera’s preconceived ideas about the petroglyph theft. Suddenly, it didn’t sound like an organized crime operation. The money wouldn’t be sufficient to interest them.
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SWANNY PARK WAS CROWDED with locals and tourists meandering in small groups on the green grass. Several dozen exhibit booths had been set up under the cottonwood trees by merchants selling artwork, locally grown produce, prepared food, drinks, and knick-knacks. A small collection of classic cars from the 1950s was on display in an open grassy area.

The bandstand had been set up and Vince Cano’s All-Stars were playing salsa music. Rivera smiled and nudged Amy. He nodded toward an overweight Anglo man trying to do the cumbia on the grass in front of the bandstand. Any relationship between the beat of the music and the movement of the man’s hips was purely coincidental. Amy grinned and took Rivera’s arm.

It was a perfect mid-September Saturday morning with clear skies and temperatures in the low 70s. They strolled along a row of exhibit booths containing art of various types: sculptures, pottery, oil paintings, carvings, and photography. The work was done mostly by local artists and the prices were reasonable.

They stopped to admire a display of wide-angle color photographs of backcountry scenes. Panoramic views from Canyonlands National Park and Arches National Park were prominent, as were spectacular sunset scenes. In the next booth, they came upon Dr. Pudge Devlin, the Medical Examiner, sitting next to an attractive woman who looked to be in her fifties. They were seated behind a table filled with homemade pies.

“Hi, Pudge. You selling pies today?” asked Rivera.

“Naw, I’m just along to do the heavy lifting. Elsie here is the pie purveyor.”

Elsie giggled. “By heavy lifting, he means hoisting up slices of my apple pie and inserting them into his mouth.”

Everyone laughed and introductions were made.

Devlin looked at his ample belly and patted it with both hands. “Elsie’s my neighbor out in Castle Valley. She’s the reason I’ve put on all this weight.”

She reached over and squeezed Devlin’s knee. “We have an arrangement. He eats my pies and I drink his homemade wine.”

Devlin smiled and shook his head. “I’ve tried to get Elsie to stop referring to my wine as homemade. But I’ve failed completely. Homemade! Sounds like wine made by some yahoo squashing store-bought grapes in a washtub.”

More laughter.

Rivera turned to Amy. “Have you ever tried Pudge’s Porcupine Rim Merlot?”

“No, I haven’t had the pleasure.”

“It’s excellent.” Rivera explained to her that Devlin was an expert vintner with a vineyard in Castle Valley and that winemaking had overtaken medicine as his first love.

“Well, Manny, why don’t you bring this pretty lady out to my place and the four of us can sample the goods,” said Devlin.

“I’ll do that.”

Rivera bought two slices of pie, blueberry for him, apple for Amy. Elsie squirted a generous portion of whipped cream from a can onto each slice and gave them napkins and plastic forks.

They ate pie as they strolled. Rivera noticed two familiar looking people sitting on a bench in the corner of the park smiling and talking to one another. It was Rebecca Stinson and Elmore Stinson. Rivera finished his pie, excused himself from Amy, and walked over to where they were sitting. When Elmore spotted Rivera, his expression changed from contented to wary. He stood up.

“You here to hassle me again?”

“No. I just came over to see how Mrs. Stinson is doing.”

“Actually, I’m doing surprisingly well, Deputy Rivera. Thank you.”

It was the first time he’d seen her when she wasn’t puffing on a cigarette.

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“When the Medical Examiner releases Raymond’s body, we’re going to have a private ceremony out at the ranch and bury him there in the family plot. Meanwhile, I’m going to see about renting a place in town.”

After some polite chit-chat about the Farmers Market and the art on display, Rivera said goodbye and left. He wondered again if there was something going on between them. He searched for Amy and found her at a ceramic pottery booth studying a bowl.

She smiled when she saw him. “Manny, tell me something—what do you think of this bowl?” She held it up for him to see. It was twelve inches across, tan with blue designs around the body.

“It’s nice. I like the colors.” Rivera was ambivalent about the bowl, but what else could he say. The artist was sitting right there. And besides, he could tell by Amy’s tone of voice that she was going to buy it no matter what he said.

Amy looked at the artist. “I’ll take it.”

After the transaction was completed and cash was swapped for bowl, Rivera started looking around. “Now I’d like to find the booth where Tess Braxton’s mother is selling her oil paintings. I need to ask Tess some questions about Sunshine.”

Rivera and Amy meandered past the exhibit booths searching for a mother-daughter pair who sold oil paintings. Amy spotted a possibility and pointed. In a corner booth were a forty-ish woman and a teenage girl exhibiting framed oil paintings. Both had red hair and freckles. Rivera didn’t recognize either one of them but they were talking to a customer who looked familiar. As Rivera got closer, he recognized the man as Dr. Randy Hunter, the geologist from the drill site. He was carrying a brown paper bag filled with peaches.

“Shouldn’t you be out in the boonies drilling?” asked Rivera.

Hunter turned and laughed. “Hi, Deputy Rivera. Nah. We’re all done drilling. We’ll start breaking down the rig on Monday.” He looked at his watch. “Good to see you but I’ve gotta run. I just came over here to take a quick look around and pick up a sack of these delicious Palisade peaches from Colorado. Now it’s back to the grind. I’ve got to get to work and finish my report. Nice seeing you again.”

Rivera said goodbye and turned to the young lady in the booth. “Excuse me. Are you Tess Braxton?”

The girl seemed taken aback. She nodded and looked at the woman.

The woman answered for her. “Yes, she is. And I’m her mother. Can I help you?”

He realized that he was out of uniform and understood the mother’s concern. He flipped open a leather wallet and showed her his shield. Amy moved to the next booth as he introduced himself. He appreciated her allowing him to conduct his business unencumbered by her presence.

“I’m very sorry about Sunshine. I’m investigating her murder and I understand you were a friend of hers.” Rivera looked at the mother. “Would it be alright if I borrowed your helper for a few minutes?” He pointed to a park bench directly across from the exhibit booth. “We could sit over there and talk. Be out of the way.” Rivera chose that particular park bench so the mother could keep an eye on her daughter while this stranger questioned her. And he didn’t want his interview to interfere with the artist’s business activities. Or vice versa.

Mrs. Braxton studied his face for a moment, then nodded. “Sure, Deputy. Go right ahead.”

Rivera and Tess walked over to the park bench and sat down.

“How long did you know Sunshine?”

“About a year. I met her a few weeks after she moved to MoonShadow. She came to one of these Farmers Market deals and stopped by my mother’s booth. We got to talking and she said she made jewelry. She was wearing a couple of necklaces she’d made. My mother, who’s hard to impress, was so taken with the designs and the quality that she suggested Sunny rent a booth at the next Farmers Market and sell her wares. Sunny said she couldn’t afford a booth so my mother invited her to share a small corner of our booth. She did real well and in the process, Sunny and I became good friends.” Tess’s eyes became moist. She held up the necklace she was wearing. “Sunny made this for me. She was a few years older than me but she was one of the best friends I ever had.”

Rivera had noticed the necklace even before Tess pointed it out. It was made from randomly shaped pieces of ivory-colored stone flakes marbled with a rust color. Tiny holes had been drilled through them and they were strung on a nylon cord.

“Do you know where Sunshine came from?”

She nodded. “Dallas. She has an older married sister who lives down there.”

“Do you know the sister’s name?”

“Elizabeth Brown. Sunny used to call her from my cell phone.” She took out her phone and tapped a few keys. “I’ve got her number here if you want it.”

Rivera jotted the name and number into his notepad. “Does she know about Sunny’s death?”

“I’m not sure. I tried to contact her as soon as I heard. I called three times but there was no answer. They must be out of town. I hated to do it but I left a message about Sunny on her machine so she’d know as soon as she got home. I hope she’ll be able to get here for the memorial service Tuesday.”

Rivera hadn’t heard about the service. “Where is the service taking place?”

“Out at MoonShadow at noon. I think Sunny wanted to be cremated when she died but her remains won’t be available for a couple of weeks. Not until after the final autopsy is done.” Rivera was aware the local autopsy performed by Pudge Devlin was only preliminary. In murder cases, it was standard procedure for the body to be shipped to Salt Lake City for a final autopsy by the State Medical Examiner where more equipment and expertise were available.

“What will be done with her ashes?”

“If her sister agrees, the people at the commune would like to spread the ashes out there near MoonShadow. Out across the high desert she loved so much.”

“Did Sunshine ever call anyone else from your phone?”

“Yes. There was one other number she called frequently, but I don’t know whose it was. She never told me.” Tess pressed a few buttons on her cell phone. “Here’s the number.” Rivera recorded it in his notepad.

“Did she ever talk about having problems with anyone? Anyone at all?”

“Not really. She seemed to get along with everyone real well. Oh, wait. There was that rancher that lives out near MoonShadow. Simpson or Stanton or whatever his name was. He frightened her one day. He said she was trespassing.”

“Stinson?”

“Yes. That’s his name.”

Rivera nodded. Apparently Tess hadn’t yet heard about his death. “Anyone else you can think of?”

“Not that I can remember.”

“Did Sunshine ever talk about why she came here, what brought her to the Moab area in the first place?”

Tess thought for a long moment. “No. She never said anything to me. But I always had the feeling there was more to it than just wanting to live in a commune.”

Rivera returned Tess to her mother, thanked them both, and went looking for Amy. People were crowded in front of each exhibit booth. He walked from booth to booth searching for her in the mass of humanity. Ten minutes later, he found her sitting alone on a park bench looking dejected.

He rushed over to her. “I’m sorry I took so long, Amy.”

“No problem,” she said with arched eyebrows, looking off to one side.

He sat down next to her. “I didn’t mean to abandon you. Look, let me make it up to you. There’s a concert tonight at the Sorrel River Ranch. What do you say we go out there, have dinner, and enjoy the music under the stars?”

She smiled. “I knew if I looked hurt you’d come through.”
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MANNY RIVERA PARKED in front of the Red Rock Bakery and picked up two cups of gourmet coffee and a dozen assorted doughnuts before heading to the office. Sunday morning had brought clear skies to Moab and Main Street was once again filled with vehicles headed out to the backcountry. The Moab Rim, a 1,000-foot high escarpment which loomed over the city’s western edge, was illuminated by the rising sun and glowed a bright copper color.

Evelyn Richards, the weekend dispatcher, was on duty. Rivera placed a cup of coffee in front of her and opened the box of doughnuts. She smiled and selected one with a chocolate glaze.

“Thanks, Manny. I’m starving. How was the concert last night?”

“It was great, but how did you know I was there?”

“My brother John told me he saw you out there.” She smiled. “He said you were with a pretty blonde.”

Rivera laughed and shook his head. There were no secrets in Moab. “She’s a consultant on my case.”

“Yeah, sure, Manny. Whatever you say.”

“She really is.”

“John said she was hanging on your arm. That what your consultants do? Hang on your arm?” She took a bite of her doughnut and chewed it. Looked at him.

“Well, maybe she’s a little more than a consultant. Let’s just say she’s a person of interest.” He smiled. “To me.”

She swallowed. “That’s about what I figured.”

“So how are things going in our beautiful county this morning?”

She picked up her coffee and took a sip. “It’s been a pretty slow weekend so far.” She squinted at her computer monitor. “Let’s see. One bar fight, two fender benders, a minor house burglary last night, a DUI, and one rock-climbing accident yesterday. Any progress on the murders?”

“One possible lead.” He described the high-tech petroglyph thefts. “Right now, that’s all I have to go on.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You always do.”

Rivera dropped off the box of doughnuts in the break room, extracted two with strawberry filling for himself, and went to his office. He wished he was as sure as Evelyn that he would break the case. Right now, he had his doubts.

The first order of business was to bring his report up-to-date, which he did. Then he picked up the telephone and dialed the number for Sunshine’s sister in Dallas. He listened to the phone ring six times. Then a recorded female voice announced in an enthusiastic Texas twang: “We’re so sorry we missed your call. Please leave a message and we’ll call you back just as soon as we can. Meanwhile, y’all have a wonderful day.” He left a message requesting a call back but wondered if maybe they were already on the road headed toward Moab.

He dialed the second number Tess had given him. After three rings, he heard someone make the connection at the other end. Rivera thought he could hear someone breathing.

“Hello? ... Hello?” prompted Rivera, but there was no response. After a few seconds of silence, the line went dead. He tried the number a second time. This time there was no answer. Rivera checked the criss cross telephone directory and learned there was no name or address associated with that number. He concluded it was one of those inexpensive phones that can be purchased in a store with a few hundred minutes of prepaid time on it. There would be no record of the purchaser’s name. The area code was local but, beyond that, Rivera could only wonder who Sunshine had been calling.

Next, he called Adam Dunne at home and briefed him on the defaced petroglyph panel.

“That’s disgusting,” said Dunne, his voice sounding angry and dejected at the same time. “What kind of moron would do that to a petroglyph panel? Unbelievable. I’d like to get my hands on him.”

“Have you ever seen anything like that before?”

“No, but I think I recall hearing about something similar that happened down in San Juan County a while back. You might ask Emmett Mitchell about it.”

Rivera spread the photographs of the petroglyph panel across his desk. He picked them up, one at a time, and studied them. He tried to imagine how the rectangular pieces of sandstone had been removed so neatly from the rock. He was sure it involved some kind of machine but machinery had never been one of his long suits. He needed some expert advice and Charlie Savage instantly came to mind. Savage was the go-to guy in Moab for technical questions. He was an expert in all things mechanical and electronic. Rivera dialed his number.

“Charlie, it’s Manny Rivera.”

“Good morning, Manny. What can I do for you this fine day?”

“I’d like to show you some photographs and get your expert opinion on something technical. Got a few minutes?”

“Sure. C’mon over. I’m in the garage.”

Rivera knocked on the side door of Savage’s garage.

“Come in, Manny.”

Rivera pulled open the door and stepped inside. Savage was wearing protective goggles and his face was a few inches from a printed circuit board held in a small vise. His right hand gripped a soldering iron and his left hand held a short length of solder. He touched a wire lead with the soldering iron and a thin stream of white smoke rose into the air. He looked up. “How come you’re working on a Sunday?”

“The bad guys don’t take weekends off. So neither can I.”

Savage smiled. “Damned inconsiderate of them.” He placed the soldering iron into a metal receptacle and removed his goggles. “How can I help you?”

“Thanks for seeing me on such short notice. I need some advice.” Rivera glanced around Savage’s two-car garage. It hadn’t seen an automobile in fifteen years. It was air conditioned and painted white throughout, including the floor. Workbenches lined the walls, each containing an array of expensive-looking electronic equipment. The back of the garage was partitioned off with wire mesh and contained an array of machine tools.

“Always happy to help,” said Savage. He pushed his black-rimmed glasses higher on his nose with his index finger and squinted. “What’s in the manila folder?”

Savage was in his mid-forties, paunchy, and medium height. His brown disheveled hair hung over his ears. He wore jeans, a grey sweat shirt, and Reeboks that at one time in the distant past were white.

“Pictures of something curious I ran across out near Labyrinth Canyon.” Rivera placed the folder on a clear area of the bench, opened it, and spread out the photos.

Savage slid his lab chair over and turned on a fluorescent bench lamp. He studied each one of the photos briefly, then looked up at Rivera with a quizzical expression. “What am I looking at?”

“It’s a petroglyph panel on a slab of red rock out in the backcountry. Some of the petroglyphs have been removed.”

Savage nodded and looked back at the photos. “Not by hammer and chisel, but by some kind of machine,” said Savage matter-of-factly. “You want me to tell you what kind of machine did that.” He looked at Rivera, pushed up his glasses.

“Yes.”

Savage took the photos over to his desk and sat down. He extracted a large magnifying glass from the desk drawer. “I’ll need to study these for a few minutes. You’re welcome to take a look around the lab but please don’t touch anything.” He seemed to tune out the rest of the world as his mind began to focus on the photos.

Rivera strolled around the garage while he waited. On one bench was a collection of electronic instruments. He peered at them and read the nomenclature on the front panel of each device. There was a dual channel oscilloscope, a spectrum analyzer, and two signal generators. Might as well be in hieroglyphics, he thought. On the next bench were two digital counters, a pattern generator, and a frame-grabber. He continued strolling around the lab, smiling. He’d come to the right place. On the next bench he saw soldering irons, spools of wire, connectors, and clear-plastic storage drawers containing electronic components. Behind the bench, coaxial cables hung from a rack.

The machine shop contained a drill press, a punch, a router, a lathe, a shear, a brake, and several other metal-working machines. Savage had invested a lot of money in his toys.

“Manny?”

Rivera walked over to Savage. “What do you think?”

“I have some general ideas, but I believe we’d better go out there so I can have a close look at the real thing. These photos don’t give me enough detail.”

Rivera and Savage made the long drive out to Spring Canyon Point Road in Rivera’s pickup. During the trip, Rivera thanked him profusely.

“I really appreciate what you are doing. I didn’t intend to take up so much of your time.”

“Manny, problem solving is my thing. It’s what I’m wired for, what I’m most interested in, and how I love to spend my time. Any kind of challenge interests me. Even puzzles. Sudoku, crosswords, chess, all of it. So while I’m helping you, I’m also on a personal quest to solve yet another problem. We will get to the bottom of this.”

They jolted across Spring Canyon Point Road until they reached the place where they would have to continue their journey on foot. Rivera parked behind Amy’s Jeep.

“That girl’s at it again,” Rivera mumbled to himself. Her tracks headed off to the north but this time they veered a little more to the east. She was determined to find the source of those mystery seeds. He felt somewhat better about her going in there alone since she would at least be able to defend herself. He admired her tenacity and her courage, but he’d rather she stayed out of there altogether.

Rivera and Savage strapped on their daypacks and set out through the brush and rocks for the petroglyph panel. Savage tended to set the pace. His stamina took Rivera by surprise, especially considering the gut that hung over his companion’s belt. He wondered how long Savage would be able to keep up such an aggressive pace. That was before Rivera learned that Savage, in his younger days, had been a marathon runner. Never judge a book by its cover. An hour later they arrived at the panel.

Savage grimaced. “What a terrible thing to do to,” he said, shaking his head. “This is awful. Seeing the damage in photographs is bad enough, but seeing the real thing is kind of depressing.” He looked at Rivera. “How could anyone be so stupid?”

“They’re either stupid or desperate for money.”

Savage scanned the panel. “It looks like all the easily accessible glyphs have been removed. For the others, you’d need a ladder. It’s a great panel, or was. Lots of shamans, spirals, and animal figures. Look at those long wavy lines. Some people say they represent snakes. Others say it’s the spirals that are the snakes. There’s no way to be sure about any of it. But this panel might as well have been nuked. What a disgrace.”

After the initial shock subsided, Savage went to work. Rivera watched as he inspected one of the rectangles at eye level, rubbing his fingers across it from side to side, then top to bottom. Next, his fingers explored the four holes outside the rectangle and the red rock between them. Then he took out his magnifying glass and studied with his eyes what his fingers had just explored. This he did for several minutes. When that was done, he inspected the ground at the base of the rock, standing some distance away and viewing it at a shallow angle by positioning his face close to the earth.

He stood up. “I think I see how it was done.” He looked at Rivera, pushing up his glasses.

“How?”

“Let’s say there was an image of a bighorn sheep on the rock face that was five inches tall and eight inches wide. They would want the pictograph to have a border around it so the final product would have dimensions of, say, seven by ten inches in this example. They would have drilled four holes in the rock in a rectangular pattern that had dimensions of, say, thirteen by sixteen inches, keeping the bighorn sheep centered. The extra spacing would be necessary for the cutting tools.”

“What kind of cutting tools?”

“I’m coming to that. First, the holes were drilled. Then lag bolts were driven into them to fasten a sturdy metal frame to the rock. You can see faint straight lines between the holes where the frame dug into the sandstone as the bolts were tightened.” He ran his index finger along one of the lines.

Rivera stepped closer to the wall. “Aah. I hadn’t noticed that.”

“The frame is used to support two types of cutting tools. First, they use a router to cut away a three-inch wide band of rock around the perimeter. The cut is about an inch deep. Then they use either a hacksaw blade or a braided steel wire to cut out the petroglyph. The three inch perimeter allows room for the sawing mechanism to move up and down behind the glyph, slowly moving from one side to the other as it cuts.” He pointed out that the rock was rough where the router had cut it and smooth where the saw or wire had operated. “Probably a bar across the front of the frame keeps the petroglyph from falling to the ground when the sawing is finished.”

“Can’t they just catch it?”

“They’re not here. That’s the beauty of this technique. It’s all automated. The moving parts are driven by small DC motors controlled by a microprocessor. I detest what has been done here but I’m forced to admire the technical skill behind it.”

“How long would it take to remove one petroglyph?”

“I’d say ten hours or so. The sawing would have to proceed very, very slowly so as not to crack the piece.”

“What did they use for power?”

“An automobile battery.” He pointed. “You can see its rectangular outline on the ground. The rain hasn’t quite obliterated it.”

Rivera nodded. “So all they had to do was drill four holes and mount the machine. Then they could leave the area and let the machine do the work. Minimizes the chance of getting caught.”

“Exactly right. Then come back the next day, make sure there’s no one around, collect the piece, and remove the machine.”

As they were leaving the scene, Rivera noticed a thin rusted piece of metal protruding from the sandy soil. He grasped it by its edges and rocked it back and forth until it came free. It was a modified length of hacksaw blade. The ends of the blade had been cut off and two small holes had been drilled on each end. He held it up for Savage to see.

“Looks like they use hacksaw blades instead of wire for the cutting tool,” said Rivera.

Savage nodded and ran his finger across the cutting edge. “Sure does. This one’s dull, worn out. They must’ve replaced it with another. The two holes on each end are the attachment points where it’s fastened to the mechanism.”

Rivera slipped the blade into an evidence bag.

When they arrived back at the pickup, Rivera was relieved to see that Amy’s Jeep was gone. He and Savage hopped into his unit and began the long drive back to Moab.
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RIVERA ARRIVED AT the Rim Rock Diner on a chilly Monday morning, much earlier than usual. Except for a bearded old man wearing a heavy work jacket and a wool hat pulled over his head, the place was empty. Rivera had gone to bed at nine o’clock the previous night, tired from long hours of work including Saturday and Sunday. As a result, he was wide awake at five this morning. He fed Bentley and the guppies, showered and shaved, and, with nothing better to do, headed for the diner.

Betty arrived at his table with a coffee mug and a carafe of coffee.

“You’re here way ahead of schedule.” She put the mug on the table and filled it.

“I woke up early this morning. Thought I’d come over here and drink coffee while I wait for Emmett.”

She looked at her watch. “He’s not due for another hour or so. I’ll keep the coffee coming. Want to order breakfast now or wait for Emmett?”

“I’m pretty hungry but I guess I’ll wait for Emmett.”

He sipped on the coffee and stared out the window, thinking how different Main Street looked this time of day. The pavement was illuminated by glowing streetlights and the street was nearly empty. A flatbed eighteen-wheeler hauling a yellow earth-moving machine rolled through town heading north. A few pickup trucks drove by, occupied, no doubt, by men on their way to work. It was still too early for the tourists to be up and about. The familiar contours of the LaSal Mountain peaks were silhouetted by an ethereal orange glow from the sun which was still below the horizon. Above that, a dark sky was filled with a million stars.

Seeing the mountains now reminded him of the many trails he had hiked up there with Vivian Ramos, his former girlfriend. She was attractive, smart, and loved the outdoors. But it turned out she was a snake. He stared at the inky blackness of the mountains as he replayed in his mind what had happened. After over a year of dating, he had placed a framed photograph of her in his office, right next to the photos of his parents, grandparents, sisters, and brothers. About the time he was thinking of taking her to Las Cruces to meet them, he learned that she wasn’t really divorced, that she was only separated from her lawyer husband in Taos. That bombshell revelation had come one night when she appeared on his doorstep and informed him that she and her husband had reconciled and were going to try again. Vivian had always been secretive about her past life but Rivera, naïve as it seems looking back on it, thought that had added to her mystique, her allure. Now, with the passage of time, he felt neither affection nor resentment toward her. But the trust he had in his judgment about women had been knocked down a notch or two. There was one consolation—at least he’d never taken her to meet his family.

Betty returned and placed an order of buttered wheat toast and four bacon strips on the table.

“This ought to tide you over until Emmett gets here.”

“Well, thank you, Betty. This is exactly what I need.”

“It’s on the house.” She smiled and left.

The smell of the still-sizzling bacon made him salivate. He folded a piece of wheat toast around a couple of slices of bacon and began eating. After a time, the growling in his stomach was silenced. Betty was the best.

He took another sip of coffee and returned to his ruminations. Amy was very different from Vivian. Both were beautiful and intelligent women, but Amy had an openness that appealed to Rivera. She had no reservations about sharing her history or her feelings. He smiled as he thought about her tenacity in searching for the mystery plant. She was competitive and spirited, and he liked that about her. She would not be denied. If that species were growing somewhere out in that broken landscape west of Moab, she was bound and determined to find it.

Still, he felt uncomfortable about her running around out there by herself. She was a crack shot, but shooting a person is a lot different than shooting a target. There’s a brief moment of indecision during which important questions are asked and must be answered. Am I in danger? Should I shoot this other human being? Is there a better way to handle this? That decision process doesn’t exist when shooting at a bull’s-eye or a prickly pear cactus. And the resulting hesitation can get you killed. But there was nothing he could do to stop her. He couldn’t very well lock her up until the killer was apprehended.

He wondered if she’d had any success yesterday. Probably not. She would have called him immediately with the good news. Or left a note on his windshield. He liked spending time with her, talking with her, flirting with her. He wondered what the future held for them.

He glanced out the window again. Night was slowly turning into day and Main Street was beginning to fill up with Jeeps and SUVs. He saw Emmett Mitchell’s vehicle turn into the parking lot.

While they ate breakfast, Rivera briefed Mitchell on the discovery of the petroglyph thefts. He summarized the conclusions reached by Charlie Savage during his inspection of the site.

“Ever hear of anything like that?” asked Rivera.

Mitchell nodded. “Actually, I have.” He put down his fork. “We found something similar to that in San Juan County earlier this year. There’s a small petroglyph panel on a slab of red rock east of Monticello, just off Highway 491. One of our deputies discovered that a rectangular piece had been cut out of it. We all kept our eyes open after that, but never saw a repeat. So we figured it was just a one-time event. Sounds like the thief is still operating.”

“Interesting. I think I’ll check with a couple of other counties in southeast Utah. Maybe they’ve run across something similar. Unfortunately, Sheriff Campbell thinks I should approach the problem with a stake-out.”

“A stake-out?” Mitchell chuckled. “It would take ten thousand pairs of eyes just to cover my county. Maybe more”

“I know. It would be a waste of everyone’s time.”

“Well, you could always bring a good book. Find a sandy spot in the shade and sit down. Lean back against a rock. Chill out.”

Rivera nodded ruefully. “It looked like all the easily accessible petroglyphs had already been removed from that panel. I’m guessing the thief would probably move on to another panel for his next petroglyph. Find one easier to exploit. I could stake this one out but it’s unlikely the perp would ever go back there. Meanwhile, my two murder cases would go unsolved.”

Betty stopped by their booth and refilled their coffee mugs. She winked at Rivera as she left.

“I believe that lady’s smitten with you,” said Mitchell with a smile.

“She’s just having some fun. Betty’s a real sweetheart.”

“Oh, by the way, I heard something interesting about your new boss.”

“What’s that?”

“I heard from a good source why his wife left him.”

“Really? Why’d she leave?”

“She ran off with a good-looking younger man. An Hispanic guy. I hear he looked like a movie star. Dark eyes, wavy hair, stubble, the whole package. They’re living in a California commune. Campbell went out there once to try to get her back but she just laughed at him.”

Rivera sat back. He was silent for a long moment. “That explains a lot of things.”

As Rivera drove back to the office, his mind was on Sheriff Campbell. The revelation about his wife was an eye opener. No wonder he had such disdain for the people living at MoonShadow. They were a constant reminder of his personal failure.

Rivera sat at his desk and placed a call to the Wayne County Sheriff’s Department. He spoke to the sergeant in charge and learned that, yes, a section of rock east of the Dirty Devil River had been defaced about a year ago. Three hikers were headed to Robbers Roost Canyon searching for historic remnants of the Wild Bunch Gang. Near the old Cottrell Cabin, they came upon a flat slab of sandstone with a couple of dozen rectangles cut into it. The rectangular pieces which had been removed lay on the ground in front of the slab, many of them broken. There had been no petroglyphs or pictographs inscribed on the rock face. Rivera recorded the coordinates of the site and thanked the sergeant. After thinking about what that might mean, he concluded that the site must have been used for experimentation and practice by the inventor of the machine.

A call to the sheriff’s department at Emery County revealed that two petroglyphs had been removed from a panel near Keg Spring Canyon. A couple hiking to a scenic overlook left the trail to rest in the shade of a sandstone boulder. On the backside of the boulder, they discovered a small panel of petroglyphs pecked into a flat section of rock blackened by desert varnish. Two rectangles had been cut from the rock face. They reported the defacement to the authorities. Old file photographs of the panel taken by a prominent Hanksville photographer years before revealed that both petroglyphs were images of Kokopelli. The theft had taken place about four months ago but nothing similar had been seen since.

Rivera also made calls to the sheriff’s departments in Garfield and Kane Counties. They had neither seen nor heard of similar petroglyph thefts.

Rivera considered what he had learned. In all of southeast Utah, three theft sites and one practice site had been found. It was possible, even likely, that there were many others as yet undiscovered. He extracted a Southeast Utah map from his desk drawer, unfolded it, and smoothed it out on top of his desk. He placed a small red circle at each of the four sites where the rectangles had been found. Stared at them. All four sites were located in remote areas where the culprit could work without much chance of being seen. But beyond that, there was no apparent pattern. Nothing jumped out that gave him any insights as to where the thief might strike next.

A feeling of frustration was rising within Rivera. Things weren’t fitting together. Not the murders and not the petroglyph thefts. It seemed like he was dealing with a random collection of incidents rather than a logically interrelated series of events.

He knew he had to produce some results soon. It crossed his mind that the sheriff might lose patience and take him off the case, an embarrassing defeat Rivera couldn’t bear. And it also occurred to him that, given his tense relationship with Campbell, his new boss might actually enjoy watching Rivera go down in flames.
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RIVERA SAT IN Sheriff Campbell’s office and summarized his trip to the petroglyph site with Charlie Savage. He outlined what Savage had said about the petroglyph extraction mechanism and the automobile battery that powered it. He also briefed him on what he’d learned about the rectangular cuttings discovered in the three other counties.

“Well now, that’s real interesting,” said Campbell. He nodded, then sat there in silence, staring past Rivera, apparently digesting this new information.

Rivera waited for his boss to comment further. Unlikely as it seemed, maybe Campbell would come up with a good idea. And right now, a good idea was what Rivera needed. Through the window behind the sheriff, Rivera watched a 1960s vintage pickup truck drive by, coughing and belching black smoke from its exhaust. In the bed of the truck were a half-dozen laughing children. Rivera wondered what the sheriff was thinking about. Was he mulling over the details of Savage’s theorized mechanism, about to ask some insightful question? What about the mechanism would intrigue the sheriff so? While he waited, Rivera replayed in his mind what Savage had said about the machine. He pictured the automobile battery sitting on the ground, the frame bolted into the sandstone wall, the interconnecting cables, the small motors, the rotating router bit, the sawing motion of the hacksaw blade. In an instant, he had his own insight about a way he could track down the villain.

Now Campbell leaned back in his chair, looked at the ceiling, made a tent with his fingers. He pursed his lips and drummed his fingertips together. Rivera waited.

After an extended period of internal deliberation, Campbell spoke. “What we need here is a multi-county task force. We’re going to need stake-outs in all the counties you mentioned. This is an important problem so we should appoint an oversight committee consisting of the county sheriffs. A stake-out like this is going to take a lot of manpower, so maybe we should call in the Feds to assist.”

Rivera started to speak but was silenced by a raised hand.

“We should also request the assistance of the hiking community. We’ll put out an announcement asking for help from everyone who goes out into the backcountry. We’ll explain what we’re looking for, give them an emergency number to call if they see someone stealing petroglyphs. We could use posters, radio announcements, leaflets at all the visitor’s centers. Might as well get the whole community involved. I’ll call the other sheriffs today. It’ll give me a good chance to introduce myself and get acquainted with them.”

Rivera sat there dumbfounded. He was beginning to feel sorry for Campbell. The man had absolutely no clue on how to approach the problem.

Rivera had little regard for Campbell, but it was becoming obvious that he needed to quit judging his new boss and start helping him—educate him the way former Sheriff Leroy Bradshaw had educated a green deputy by the name of Manuel Rivera. As much as Rivera would enjoy seeing Campbell embarrass himself, the department had an important mission in the community.

Rivera shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Campbell’s face turned red. He leaned forward with a hard expression. “What do you mean?”

“Just that. You could put every deputy in all four counties out in the backcountry for a month. They’ll never come up with anything. The geography is too immense. And asking for civilian volunteers to assist might just get some innocent person killed.”

Campbell produced a thin smile. “You don’t seem to understand, Rivera. I’m the sheriff in this county and you’re a deputy. I give the orders and you follow them.”

Rivera’s patience was wearing thin. He made a concerted effort to ignore the barb and remain calm. “Sheriff, if you put forward an idea like that to the other sheriffs, they’ll decline. One or two might send a junior man to the meetings just to be good neighbors. But they’ll be laughing at you behind your back. It’s a bad idea and they will see that immediately.”

Campbell stared at Rivera for a long time. Blinked. “Do you have a better idea?”

“Yes. I think I may know a way to find this guy.” He stood up. “I recommend you hold off on the task force idea. Let me try another angle first.” He turned and left the sheriff’s office, not waiting for a response.

Rivera hopped into his vehicle and pulled away from the curb. He turned left at Center Street and drove to Main Street, stopping for the red light at the intersection. While he waited, he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and mentally replayed his conversation with Campbell. He’d probably overstepped, but the time had come for the sheriff to stop the silliness. Rivera had two murders on his hands. Now he could only hope his hunch would pan out. He’d hate to have to return and report to Campbell that he’d struck out.

His thoughts switched from Campbell back to the details of the case. The modified hacksaw blade he’d found at the petroglyph site had given him an idea. Sandstone was relatively soft, but sawing through it for an extended period would heat up and eventually dull even the best blade. A lot of sawing meant a lot of blades. All he had to do now was find out who was buying hacksaw blades in quantity.

When the light turned green, he drove to Moab’s largest hardware store. He would start there first.

He parked, entered the store, and looked for the owner. He found Andy Anderson in the paint section and asked if he could talk to him in private. Anderson nodded, took him to a tiny office in the rear of the store, and closed the door.

“How can I help you, Manny?” he asked, peering over a pair of half glasses. He was a large red-headed man with freckles and an easy smile. He wore a canvas apron over a plaid shirt and jeans.

“Andy, I’m looking for someone who’s been buying an unusually large number of hacksaw blades during the last year or so. I can’t go into details but it’s part of a case I’m working on.”

Anderson seemed surprised by the question. “What do you mean by an unusually large number?”

“Well, that’s the problem. I’m not sure. I guess I’m looking for anyone who buys them on a regular basis. Wears them out fast.”

“We get a lot of plumbers in here. They’re my largest customers for hacksaw blades. They use them to cut galvanized pipe.”

“Okay. This guy would probably be someone other than a plumber.”

Anderson sat back and squinted his eyes in thought. After a long moment, he shook his head. “No one comes to mind, but let me go talk to the ladies at the cash registers. They’ve both been working here for over fifteen years. They know the customers and their buying habits better than I do. Maybe Mary Beth or Melanie noticed someone buying a lot of blades.” He stood up. “Be back in a minute.”

While he sat there waiting, Rivera looked around the office. It was small and functional. Walls made of unpainted sheetrock. A desk, a filing cabinet, two chairs. On the desk was an old Dell computer, stacks of paper, pens and pencils stuffed into an Arches National Park coffee mug, a telephone. Nothing fancy. No glitz. It was a working man’s office, not the executive kind you see in movies.

His gaze fell upon a wall calendar tacked to a small bulletin board. The September page featured a picture of a mariachi band performing in a public square filled with couples laughing and dancing. Diez y Seis de Septiembre was the caption. It reminded him of his days growing up in Las Cruces and celebrating the holiday commemorating Mexican Independence with family and friends. Those were happy times for him. He smiled, remembering how the young girls would form a circle around the park, walking in a clockwise direction, while the young boys formed a circle just outside the girls, walking in a counter-clockwise direction. That’s how they met each other and got acquainted, way back in the days before computer dating.

Anderson returned to the office, shut the door, and sat down. He leaned forward and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Manny, I’m not sure, but I think I may have something for you. Mary Beth remembered a man who’s been in here on several occasions buying hacksaw blades. Sometimes he would buy other things like fasteners or small tools, but always several packages of blades. She asked him one time if he was a plumber. The guy just shook his head. Never said what he was using them for.”

“Did she say what he looked like?”

“Tall guy, slender, sharp features, dark hair. About thirty years old.”

“I don’t suppose he paid with a credit card?”

Anderson grinned, reached into his shirt pocket, and pulled a copy of a credit card receipt. “We still do it the old fashioned way around here. Lay the credit card in the machine and take an imprint of it with a copy for the buyer and a copy for us. Mary Beth said the guy was in here six or seven days ago. She searched through last week’s receipts and found this.” He handed the receipt to Rivera.

Rivera read the name: Robert L. Quinn. Then he looked at Anderson. “Is Mary Beth absolutely sure this is the guy?”

“She doesn’t miss much. She’s sure.”
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RIVERA RETURNED TO his office and ran the name Robert L. Quinn through the National Law Enforcement Database system. There were no outstanding wants or warrants. Next he checked with the county tax assessor-collector’s office. There was no record of a Robert L. Quinn ever having paid property taxes or vehicle registration fees in Grand County. Lastly, he checked with Utah Department of Motor Vehicles. They had not issued a driver’s license to Quinn.

The credit card used by Quinn had been issued by a local bank. A call to the bank revealed that he had both a credit card account and a checking account. The credit card had a balance of $266.71 and was usually paid off in full at the end of each month. The checking account total was $1,317.23. Both accounts had been opened two years earlier. His address of record was simply Cisco, Utah.

Rivera was generally familiar with Cisco. It was a mostly abandoned, treeless town located in eastern Grand County. It was situated north of the LaSal Mountains and just south of I-70, not far from the Colorado border. Practically a ghost town, it consisted of a couple of dozen old wooden houses and stores scattered over a few hundred acres. Most of the structures were in a state of disrepair. Many had collapsed. Rusted machinery, relics of better times, lay scattered across the landscape.

Rivera knew that a few of the abandoned structures were occupied by people who needed shelter, moved in, and stayed. Squatters. One story had it that a young couple was hitchhiking west on I-70 one evening years ago when the wind picked up and a cold front blew in. Nearly freezing to death, they sought shelter in an abandoned house in Cisco. The next day, when the sun rose, they couldn’t believe how beautiful the setting was. The LaSal Mountains to the south, Piñon Mesa to the east, and the Book Cliffs to the north. And a huge blue sky above them. They decided to stay, fix the place up, and live there. They remained for three years before resuming their trip west.

Rivera recalled reading that Cisco was once populated and thriving. It was a water-refilling stop for steam locomotives on the Denver and Rio Grande rail line, so businesses and a saloon were established there and homes were built. When the railroads converted to diesel locomotives, there was no longer a need to stop at Cisco. The town’s decline was inevitable. People left for lack of jobs and Cisco dried up, soon to become another of the Southwest’s ghost towns.

Since Rivera had found no record of Quinn on the county tax rolls, he theorized that Quinn might have simply moved into one of the abandoned structures in Cisco and made it his home. The town was remote and unpopulated, perhaps a safe location for undertaking illegal activities. Rivera had driven through Cisco several times in the past, mostly out of curiosity. He extracted the image of the town from his excellent memory. The landscape was fairly flat and open, so a sheriff’s department vehicle cruising up and down the streets would be easy to spot by someone occupying one of the houses.

Rivera considered that. On the one hand, Quinn might have had a totally valid reason for buying the hacksaw blades. Maybe he’s a hobbyist of some kind. Maybe he’s a sculptor who takes parts from the abandoned machines in Cisco and welds them into artistic creations. On the other hand, maybe he’s the petroglyph thief who shot Raymond Stinson and strangled Sunshine.

Rivera requested Deputy Sheriff Dave Tibbetts come along as backup. He’d worked with Tibbetts on two earlier cases. Although Tibbetts was young and inexperienced, Rivera had found him to be smart and reliable.

After some discussion, they decided to use Rivera’s personal pickup truck. They would wear civilian clothing: shirts, jeans, cowboy hats, windbreakers. From a distance, they would look like two tourists exploring a ghost town instead of a couple of cops looking for a suspect. If an arrest were made, they would call for an appropriate sheriff’s department vehicle to transport the prisoner back to Moab.

They drove north out of Moab, turned right on Highway 128, and sped upriver alongside the Colorado River as it wound its way between looming red-rock canyon walls. They passed the cutoff to Castle Valley and continued through Professor Valley, passing Fisher Towers and the many other sandstone buttes and spires along the way.

Rivera tried to pay attention to Tibbetts as he described three rock climbers he once saw working their way up one of the sheer faces of Fisher Towers. But Rivera’s mind was on Robert Quinn. If Quinn had indeed defaced the petroglyph panels, he was a lawbreaker and the FBI would have no mercy on him. They would use him as an example to would-be violators of the Archaeological Resources Protection Act. But why would someone smart enough to invent such an ingenious device kill two people to protect a business that yielded such modest returns? If the market value of a petroglyph was $2000, Quinn would be lucky to get half that from a dealer. If Sunshine had caught him in the act of petroglyph theft, he could simply have moved his operation somewhere else instead of strangling her. Why didn’t he just do that? The more Rivera thought about it, the less sense it made.

He crossed Dewey Bridge, left the river canyon, and continued up Hwy 128. Stinson might have been a different matter. He loved the land dearly and hated interlopers with a passion. While he was searching for the man who was butchering his calves, Stinson might have stumbled upon Quinn stealing petroglyphs. Maybe he’d started with accusations, then pulled out his rifle. Intending to do what? Scare Quinn off? Kill him? Would the petroglyph thief have been armed? Rivera thought about that. It was a reasonable expectation. Quinn might have shot Stinson with his pistol and relocated the body a safe distance away. Such an encounter between Stinson and Quinn was entirely plausible. By why strangle a harmless girl?

“You seem deep in thought, Manny.”

“I’ve been wondering about something. I can picture a scenario where Quinn would kill Stinson, possibly even in self defense. But I can’t fathom a reason why he’d strangle Sunshine. But let’s suppose he did. If he were capable of murdering that girl over a few petroglyphs, what kind of man are we dealing with? The petroglyphs aren’t worth enough to justify one killing, let alone two. Are we dealing with someone who’s a talented inventor and also a deranged psychopath? Logic and lunacy in the same brain?”

“No idea. We’ll find out soon enough. How are we going to locate this guy?”

“You’ve been to Cisco before, haven’t you?”

Tibbetts shook his head. “I’ve driven past it a few times, but I’ve never gone in and explored it.”

“There’s not much to it. A couple of dozen structures still standing and a lot of rusted junk everywhere. The roads are part asphalt and part gravel. I’m guessing only a few of the structures are occupied. We’ll have to figure out which one is Quinn’s and try to surprise him.”

“Do we know what kind of vehicle he drives?”

“I checked with the county. There’s no vehicle registered in his name. Maybe he owns a vehicle with out-of-state license plates.”

“So we’ll just have to play it by ear.”

“Looks that way.”


23

RIVERA TURNED RIGHT onto the broken asphalt of a nameless street that led into Cisco and stopped. It was a warm day and the sky was bright blue and cloudless. The town appeared abandoned except for a few prairie dogs that stood on their mounds watching with curiosity. The two deputies sat there, surveying the layout.

Cisco was situated on a grassy plain with gently rolling hills. A Union Pacific rail line passed through just north of town. Ramshackle wooden structures, widely separated from one another, dotted the town’s half-dozen streets. Decades of desert sun and wind had removed all but a few traces of paint from the wood. Some concrete block walls had collapsed. Rusted machinery and abandoned vehicles left over from earlier days lay scattered here and there.

“Dave, do any of those structures look occupied to you?”

“That house down the street on the left side has a tricycle in front. And there are rose bushes in the back yard. Someone’s living there.”

Rivera put the vehicle into gear and began rolling slowly down the street. The motion caused the prairie dogs to dart into the safety of their burrows. All was quiet except for the crunching sound of tires on broken asphalt.

They reached the house with the tricycle. Two young faces peered at them through a window. “I think we can probably rule that one out,” said Rivera. “Looks pretty domestic.”

“Why do you suppose that family decided to live here?”

“Could be they fell on hard times. The recession hurt a lot of good people.”

“It doesn’t look like there’s much going on up ahead.”

“Yeah. The rest of the houses on this street look abandoned. I’ll drive to the end and turn right.”

They passed a hulking mass of rusted machinery set out in a field.

“What do you suppose that was?” asked Tibbetts.

“No idea. Maybe some kind of rail yard machine.”

They turned right and slowly drove up a long incline. Straight ahead in the distance rose the LaSal Mountains, its aspen trees just beginning to turn golden. They passed two empty structures on the left. Up ahead on the right, a late-model gray SUV was parked in front of a dilapidated house. The structure was obviously abandoned—its roof had caved in on one side and the windows were missing. A woman in a wide-brimmed hat sat in front of an easel, capturing the old house on canvas. Odd subject for an oil painting, thought Rivera. He wondered for an instant what title she would give it. She waved at them with a brush as they drove past.

They crested the incline and saw a dead-end gravel road heading off to the left. There were a couple of structures at the very end of the street. The back of a blue pickup truck protruded from behind one of the buildings.

Rivera pointed. “That looks like a possibility.”

“Yeah, but what do we do now? Just drive in there and knock on the door?”

“I’ll go to the front door. You duck around the side of the house and cover the rear.”

Rivera turned onto the street and slowly rolled toward the house. As they got closer, they could see that the two structures were fairly well intact. It appeared that some effort had been expended to transform them into a habitable condition. One was obviously a house. The other, situated behind the house, looked like a garage or workshop. Someone had planted a small Russian olive tree in the front yard. It was probably the only tree in Cisco.

Rivera stopped just short of the house and shut off the engine. “Let’s move.”

They stepped out of Rivera’s vehicle and quietly pushed the doors closed. Both men partially zipped up their windbreakers to conceal the handguns in their shoulder holsters. They approached the house with caution. As they got closer, they heard the hum of a portable electric generator. It seemed to be coming from behind the house, possibly from the workshop. Rivera walked up to the front door as Tibbetts slipped around the left side of the house.

Rivera peered in the front window and saw no one. He knocked on the door. Waited. Listened. No response. He knocked again, louder this time.

Soon, a woman opened the door. She appeared to be in her late fifties. She had a pleasant face and short grey hair. Her eyes were hazel, but her pupils were a dullish gray. Rivera had seen eyes like that before. The woman was badly in need of cataract surgery.

She seemed surprised. “We don’t get many visitors out here. Can I help you? I’ll bet you’re lost.”

Rivera noticed she was looking in his direction but not really focused on him. Most likely, he appeared to her as a shadowy figure in a cowboy hat. “I’m sorry to trouble you, Ma’am, but I’m looking for Robert Quinn. Does he live here?”

“Robert’s my son. He’s around back working in the shed. I’ll go tell him he has a visitor.”

“No, no. That’s all right, Ma’am. I don’t want to trouble you. I’ll just go around back and find him.”

Rivera walked around the right side of the house and converged with Tibbetts who was now positioned behind the house. Tibbetts tapped his lips with his index finger, giving Rivera the universal signal for him to be quiet. Then he pointed into the shed. Robert Quinn was kneeling on the floor, his back to them, in front of a flat wooden crate. He appeared to be folding bubble-wrap around a slab of sandstone.

“Robert Quinn?”

“Yes?” He stood up and turned around. His smile faded when he saw the two deputies pointing pistols at him.

Rivera flashed his deputy’s shield at Quinn. “We’re Grand County deputy sheriffs. Turn around and put your hands behind your head.

“What’s this about?” said Quinn in an innocent sounding tone.

Tibbetts cuffed him and patted him down. Announced he was clean. Then he peeled back the bubble wrap and exposed a shaman petroglyph.

“It’s about the theft of petroglyphs from federal lands,” said Rivera. “You’re under arrest.”

Quinn said nothing. He appeared embarrassed and just stood there, blushing and looking at the ground.

While Tibbetts read Quinn his rights, Rivera called the dispatcher requesting a police vehicle be sent. He explained the mother’s situation and asked that someone from Social Services also be dispatched to look after her.

Then he explored the shed. Inside, it looked like a less elaborate version of Charlie Savage’s garage-turned-laboratory in Moab. There was a collection of electronic instruments and metal-working tools. Hanging on wall hooks were five of the mechanisms used to remove the petroglyphs. Each frame was a different size. They looked pretty much the way Savage had described them. A car battery sat on the dirt floor, connected to a recharging device. Outside the workshop were a gasoline-powered electric generator and a blue pickup with Colorado license plates.

Rivera had the unwelcome job of informing Mrs. Quinn what had just taken place. He knocked on the front door, informed her he was a deputy sheriff, displayed his shield, and asked to come inside. She smiled and invited him into the living room. Apparently she had no idea of the suffocating news she was about to receive.

The house smelled of something tasty baking in the oven. Chocolate chip cookies, Rivera guessed. The living room was furnished with what appeared to be hand-me-down pieces. On a small table rested a collection of Hummel ceramic figurines and a framed photograph of a smiling man cooking hamburgers on a smoky backyard grill. Faded still-life prints hung on the wall. A Tony Bennett ballad wafted from a back room.

Rivera removed his hat. “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news. We’ve had to arrest Robert for theft and destruction of public property,” he said. Bringing a parent bad news about a son or daughter was part of the job, but it always made Rivera feel like a damned heel. And Mrs. Quinn’s fading eyesight made it even worse.

“Oh, dear.” She sucked in a breath. “My son, under arrest?” She lowered herself onto a tattered overstuffed chair and became silent, her face frozen in fear, her grey pupils staring out into space. Rivera could only imagine what was going on in her mind.

“Ma’am, we’ll send someone out here from Social Services to look after you.”
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RIVERA SHIFTED THE Sheriff’s Department vehicle into gear and started on the long drive from Cisco back to Moab. He glanced in the rearview mirror at the face of Robert Quinn. The man was thirty-two years old, but he looked like a teenage delinquent who had just been picked up for truancy. He sat with his shoulders slouched forward, staring through the cage mesh, looking bewildered.

Quinn had been read his rights. Now Rivera wanted to see if he could get him talking. The trip to Moab would take nearly an hour, plenty of time to delve into the details of the crime if Quinn were willing to open up. Rivera figured the best way to get him started was to appeal to his ego by asking about his invention.

“Those machines of yours are pretty clever. Very well designed. What’s your technical background?”

Quinn blinked several times, as if coming back into the present. “I was a senior technician working at Coronado Systems Design Corporation. I worked there for my whole adult life until I got laid off a couple of years ago. My technical experience is in electronics and electromechanical design.”

“How come they laid off a guy with your obvious talents?”

“The company had to close down. We lost some government contracts and then the recession finished us off. I kept hoping they’d start up again but they never did. Eventually I was broke so I came up with the idea of selling petroglyphs and pictographs. I grew up in Grand Junction. I’ve done a lot of off-the-beaten-trail backcountry hiking ever since I was a kid. So I knew where I could find the panels.”

“Who did you sell them to?”

“Various artifact dealers in the Four Corners area.”

“Did they know what they were doing was illegal?” Rivera knew the answer to that but he wanted to keep the conversation moving forward.

“I’m sure they did.”

“How did you end up living in Cisco?”

“My mom and I used to live in Fruita, Colorado. She lost her job working at the flea market because her eyesight got so bad. But my salary was enough to take care of us. Everything was fine until I lost my job. Couldn’t find another one. The recession was affecting everything. Eventually I ran out of savings and couldn’t pay the apartment rent. So we moved to Cisco where the rent was cheap.”

“Rent?”

“It was an abandoned dwelling. Free for the taking. I fixed it up and it became our home.”

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

“No. It’s just me and my mom. I’m an only child. My father had a heart attack and passed away when I was sixteen.”

“Aunts, uncles, cousins? Any relatives at all?”

“No.”

“Who’s going to take care of your mother while you’re in jail?”

That question was followed by an extended silence. Then Rivera heard a sniffle.

Quinn spoke with a quiver in his voice. “Will I really go to jail? I thought if I got caught, there would just be a fine or something.”

“You violated the Archaeological Resources Protection Act. That’s a Federal offense. The FBI will probably come down hard on you to set an example for others.”

“What about my mother? She’s nearly blind.”

“She’ll be taken care of by someone in Social Services until a long-term solution can be found.”

“She needs me to take care of her,” he said softly.

“Didn’t you think all that through before you started stealing petroglyphs?”

“I was trying to earn enough money selling petroglyphs to pay for cataract surgery. So my mom could see again. But I barely made enough for our groceries and gasoline.”

Rivera reached the Colorado River and turned downriver, heading toward Moab. After a long period of silence, he began probing Quinn about the killings.

“When you were out in those rocks east of Labyrinth Canyon setting up your machinery, did you ever see anyone?”

“One time, I saw a man in the distance on a horse.”

“When was that?”

“A couple of weeks ago.”

“Did he see you?”

“I don’t think so.”

“What color was the horse?”

“It was a pinto.”

“What did the rider look like?”

“He was too far away for me to see his face. He looked tall and wore a cowboy hat.”

Rivera nodded. “You sure you never talked to him?”

“Heck, no. I didn’t want anyone to see me.”

“While you were out there, did you see anyone else?”

“No.”

“Do you own a gun?”

“No. Never in my life. I know some people think this is the Wild West, but I don’t believe in guns. Why do you ask?”

It was slowly becoming evident to Rivera that he’d arrested the petroglyph thief, but not the man who’d murdered Sunshine and Raymond Stinson. There was no way Robert Quinn was a killer. He just wasn’t the type. Rivera thought about Quinn’s mother for the rest of the trip. What would become of her without her son to take care of her? The more he thought about her, the more he wanted to smack Quinn.

Rivera pulled to a stop in front of the Sheriff’s Department building. He shut off the engine and twisted his body so he was facing Quinn in the back seat. “First thing you do is ask to speak to a public defender. Later, when the FBI questions you, you and your public defender offer to give them the names of every dealer who bought petroglyphs from you. Agree to testify against them in court in exchange for the judge giving you a suspended sentence. If all that works out, you’ll be able to take care of your mom again. Meanwhile, she’ll be in good hands with Social Services.”

Quinn looked exhausted. Nodded. “Okay.”

Rivera pointed through the wire cage at Quinn and spoke in an angry tone. “And don’t ever do anything so irresponsible again.”
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AFTER A BEWILDERED Robert Quinn was booked and placed in a jail cell, Rivera went to Sheriff Campbell’s office to bring him up-to-date. He started with his hunch about the hacksaw blades and finished with the arrest.

Campbell was silent for a moment, apparently digesting the implications of the report. He sniffed, his mouth forming an inverted smile. “I suppose I should say thank you.”

Rivera knew exactly what he meant but wanted to hear him say it. “For what? I was just doing my job.”

“For stopping me from organizing a four-county stake-out. You know damn well what I mean.”

“Oh, sure. You’re welcome.” Rivera was slightly ashamed for rubbing it in but Campbell had it coming. And Rivera had to admit to himself, it felt good.

“What was he charged with?”

“Theft and destruction of public property. The FBI will probably add multiple counts of ARPA violations.”

“Why didn’t you book him for those murders? He had motive and opportunity. He was operating in that same area when those people were killed.”

“Stinson was shot three times with a .38-caliber weapon. We searched Quinn’s house, his workplace, and his vehicle. We didn’t find a weapon.”

“That doesn’t mean a whole lot. He could have stashed it anywhere. Buried it in the desert.”

“He’s still a possible suspect but I don’t think he did it.”

Campbell frowned. “Why not?”

“He doesn’t strike me as someone who would kill. Doesn’t fit the profile of a murderer. He was trying to earn money to pay for a cataract operation for his mother.”

“He doesn’t strike you as someone who would kill?” Campbell let out a derisive laugh. “What are you, some kind of a psychiatrist? You’re supposed to be a deputy doing detective work.”

Rivera felt a familiar resentment rising within him. He suppressed it. “If you met him, interviewed him, I think you would agree. He’s a little boy in a thirty-two year old body. To him, the whole thing was a game to show how clever he was. And, as I said, he needed money for the cataract operation.”

“Well, if you’re right, and I’m not saying you are, that takes us back to the hippies at the commune as our top suspects.”

Rivera nodded. “Possibly, but I don’t see a good motive there either.”

“Well, keep me posted. We’ve solved the petroglyph case, but we still have two murders on our hands. In the end, I think you’ll discover it was one of those MoonShadow people.” He smiled his humorless smile and dismissed Rivera with a wave of his hand.

Rivera grabbed a cup of coffee in the break room and returned to his office. He closed the door, sat down, took a sip. He reflected on Campbell’s rudeness for a moment, decided dwelling on it would be unproductive, and put it out of his mind. He hoisted his feet onto his desk and stared out his window at the LaSal Mountains. He was forever thankful for that window—it provided him with a visual escape to the backcountry whenever he needed to clear his mind. The clouds had left a light dusting of snow on the peaks last night, producing a picture postcard effect. It would be short lived though. The sun would melt it away by late afternoon.

Now it was time to rethink the details of the two murders to see if he could make some sense out of them. Robert Quinn was the only suspect Rivera had who could tie both murders together. It was theoretically possible that Raymond Stinson and Sunshine had both been killed by Quinn because they individually had stumbled onto his illicit enterprise. However, after meeting Quinn, that possibility seemed remote beyond all reason. Rivera, at least for the time being, rejected the idea.

He searched his mind for another potential suspect that would have had a reason to kill both victims. Logic strongly argued the two murders were connected since they took place in the same area within days of each other. No one came to mind.

That took him back to the other possibility—the two murders were committed by two different people for two different reasons. Rivera advanced his thinking based upon that premise. He started with the strangulation of Sunshine.

Raymond Stinson was a possible suspect. He’d run her off his BLM lease in a threatening manner. It was likely she’d returned, exploring the terrain for stones and seeds for her handiwork. Probably she’d been assured by others at the commune that she had every right to be on his grazing lease. Maybe Stinson saw her out there a second time.

Stanley Poole at the drill site was also a possible suspect. Sunshine had chosen Bobby Nester for her affections instead of him. And Poole had an alleged history of violence, having been charged with starting a bar fight and slashing his girlfriend’s tires.

Nester’s girlfriend, Karen, couldn’t be ruled out. She might have been angry at Sunshine for coming on to her man.

Rivera sighed. He felt like he was just grasping at straws. None of these motives seemed sensible. Stinson was an egotistical blowhard who acted like he owned that BLM land. But he was intelligent, wealthy, and political. Not the kind of man to do something stupid.

Poole and Karen were no more likely to kill Sunshine than anyone else in the county. They had virtually no interface with Sunshine and no strong motive.

He turned his attention to the murder of Raymond Stinson. His cousin Elmore was the stand-out possibility, but Raymond’s wife certainly couldn’t be ruled out. In the event of Raymond’s death, the ranch would become Rebecca’s property and she could then sell the ranch and move to town as she wanted to do. That prompted another thought. The Stinsons had no children. Who would inherit the ranch if she died?

He jerked his feet off the desk, grabbed the Frontier telephone directory for Moab, and turned to Attorneys in the classified section. He started at the top of the list and began dialing numbers. On the fourth call, he found the lawyer who had prepared the Last Will and Testament for Raymond and Rebecca Stinson. William Tobin, a well known attorney who had been practicing law in Moab for the past forty years, had handled legal matters for the Stinson family for about that same length of time. Tobin informed Rivera that in the event both of the Stinsons died, the ranch would become the property of Raymond’s only living relative: his cousin, Elmore Stinson.

So Elmore had something to gain by killing his cousin. Suddenly, Rivera became concerned about the welfare of Rebecca Stinson. If Elmore were the killer, she might be next.

He dialed the number for the Stinson ranch and drummed his fingers as he listened to the telephone ring. The answering machine came on after the eighth ring. He left a message requesting a return call, saying it was very important.

If Elmore had killed Raymond Stinson, might he also have a reason for killing Sunshine? He was seen talking to her on Spring Canyon Point Road a couple of days before she was killed. Had he reverted to his old ways and attacked another young woman?


26

RIVERA NOTICED A frown on Betty’s face when she arrived at his table. There was none of the usual banter and flirtation. She poured him a mug of coffee. Said nothing.

“What’s wrong, Betty?”

“I’m mad at that man two booths down, the one with the blond hair.”

Rivera looked and saw the back of the man’s head. He was sitting by himself and looked to be in his early twenties.

“What did he do?”

“He insulted me.”

“Really? What did he say?”

“He called me a waitperson. A waitperson!”

Rivera gulped down some coffee. Looked up at Betty. “What’s wrong with that?”

“I’m a waitress, not a waitperson. I’m proud of my profession and I don’t want some tourist trying to change my title.”

“Well, Betty, waitperson is now the politically correct term for both waiters and waitresses. It’s gender neutral.”

“I know, but I’m not gender neutral. I’m a woman. Waitresses are nothing like waiters. Not even close.” She put her hand on her hip and struck a pose. “Wouldn’t you agree, Manny?”

He laughed. “I certainly would.”

“So who’s Amy?”

Rivera was never surprised by Betty’s sudden changes of subject. He’d gotten used to it over the years. He’d also gotten used to everyone in Moab knowing his business. He took another swallow of coffee. “She’s a new friend of mine. She’s a botanist.”

“Is she pretty?”

“Yes.”

She moved closer. “Prettier than me?”

Rivera squirmed slightly in his seat. Looked at his coffee mug. Twirled it with his fingers. “I think you’re both very attractive.”

“I hear she’s got a doctorate.”

“Yes, she does.”

“Well, if you need some plain talk instead of all that uppity intelligent stuff, I’m available. You know where to find me.”

He smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Where’s Emmett this morning?”

“His boss called an early meeting. He had to skip breakfast.”

“You want the usual?”

“Please.”

She refilled his coffee mug and left to turn in the order.

Rivera took a sip, sat back, and looked out the window. The scene on Main Street was the same. Jacked-up Jeeps heading out into the backcountry. An occasional eighteen-wheeler passing through town. A flatbed Ford hauling alfalfa bales. The sun was peeking over the LaSal Mountains. It looked like a little more snow had been deposited on the peaks during the night.

Rivera’s thoughts turned to Mrs. Quinn. Her son had been damn foolish to steal those petroglyphs. Robert Quinn was simple and naïve. He probably didn’t understand the severity of his crime but he would soon receive an education from some spit-and-polish FBI agent. Rivera wondered where Social Services had placed Mrs. Quinn for the night. All the motels were filled with tourists so they probably found her a room in a private home. The frightened expression on her face yesterday was a haunting image that lingered in his mind.

He picked up his iPhone and dialed Dr. Pudge Devlin’s home phone number.

“I hope I’m not calling too early.”

“I’m an early riser, Manny. How can I help you?’

“I need a favor. There’s a woman in Moab who’s badly in need of cataract surgery in both eyes. She has no money. Is there any way we can help her?”

“I’ll look into it and call you back.”

“Thanks, Pudge.”

After breakfast, Rivera went to the office. He checked to see if he had received a return call from Rebecca Stinson. He had not. He started to dial her number and leave a second message, but then decided there was no point. One message was enough. He looked at his watch. Soon it would be time to head out to MoonShadow to attend Sunshine’s memorial service.
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RIVERA STOOD BEHIND the small group of people who had gathered out beyond the orchard at MoonShadow. The MoonShadow residents were sitting on the semi-circle of rocks that faced the LaSal Mountains. Visitors to the commune were standing behind the residents. Present were Tess Braxton, her mother, Bobby Nester from the drill site, and Rebecca Stinson. Rivera felt a sense of relief upon seeing Mrs. Stinson alive and well. Absent from the group, though, was Sunshine’s sister from Texas. Perhaps she hadn’t yet gotten the message about Sunshine.

The sun shone overhead in a blue sky. Orin stood in the center of the semicircle, holding a bible. Next to him was a small table which held a framed photograph of Sunshine and a lighted candle. After reading a few psalms, Orin began his eulogy.

“Sunny came into our lives about a year ago and brought smiles to our faces. Now she has been taken from us and our hearts are broken. She was as close to a perfect human being as anyone I’ve ever met. She was what all of us aspire to be. She was loved by all those whose lives she touched. I know how much each of you will miss her. I know I certainly will. But we’ll always have her memory and her spirit warmly nestled in our minds. We’ll recall her kind words, her gentle disposition, and her ever-present smile whenever we need an uplifting moment.”

Without notes, Orin continued his eulogy for ten minutes. His words were punctuated by muffled sobbing from some of the attendees. Rivera was surprised by Orin’s tenderness, eloquence, and presence. For a man who claimed to be an introvert, he calmly delivered an inspiring and reassuring talk to his people.

When he finished his remarks, he invited those present to come up and add their personal thoughts and remembrances. One by one, the MoonShadow residents walked to the center of the semicircle and talked about what Sunny had meant to them. Some were brief, others spoke at length. All expressed a deep sense of loss.

Helen was the last to speak. She walked to the center and stood there, looking at the ground, apparently trying to compose herself. She looked up. “If the world were run by people like our Sunny, it would be a much better place to live in.” She started to say more, then shook her head with an anguished look and returned to her seat. She sat down and stared with brooding eyes at the ground.

James played the guitar while the group sang Amazing Grace and The Lord Bless You and Keep You.

After the service was finished, the congregation broke up into smaller groups. They meandered through the orchard on their way back to their residences. Helen remained behind. Rivera walked over to where she was sitting and knelt down on one knee.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” he said. “I know Sunshine meant a great deal to you.”

“Thank you.” She wiped her nose with a tissue. “Have you made any progress finding her killer?”

“Some. I’m still working on it.” He paused, wondering for an instant if he’d really made any progress. “It was a nice ceremony.”

“Yeah, it was. Even that standoffish friend of hers stopped by to attend.”

“Who’s that?”

“The man in the pickup with the camper top. The one who dropped her off at MoonShadow a year ago. I caught a glimpse of him standing on that hill over there.” She nodded to the north.

Rivera stood up and scanned the hill. It was fifty yards away and covered with sagebrush and junipers. He saw no one.

He looked back at Helen. “Any idea who he is?”

“Not a clue.”

Rivera decided to take another look at Sunshine’s residence as long as he was at MoonShadow. Her murder was still a complete mystery. He needed to find an inspiration. Helen walked with him back to the residence.

He removed the crime scene tape and opened the door. He looked at Helen. “Want to come in?”

She hesitated a long moment. Nodded. “Yes. I think I’m okay with it now. Eventually I’ll have to dispose of her things. Tess has already told me she’d like to have the jewelry-making equipment to carry on the tradition of Sunny’s work.”

Rivera pushed open the door and stepped inside. Helen followed him in and looked around wide-eyed. She seemed perplexed.

“What happened in here?” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“This place is a mess.”

Rivera scanned the room. Looked back at Helen. “This is the way I found it.”

“Sunny was absolutely fastidious. She kept her home as neat as a pin.”

Rivera shrugged. “I’m certain this is the way it looked the first time I saw it.”

“No, no. There’s definitely something wrong here. The jars are all crooked—they’re usually in a perfect row.” She pointed. “Look, those beans are spilled on the workbench, and there are more beans and some rocks on the floor. Sunny would never leave her place looking like this. If this is the way you saw it that first time, then someone came in here the night Sunny was killed and messed the place up. It would have been after she left that evening and before you came to look at her residence the next day. Someone was in here looking for something.”
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RIVERA DROVE DOWN the two track out of MoonShadow. When he reached the intersection with Spring Canyon Point Road, he spotted Rebecca Stinson waiting there in her pickup truck. He pulled up behind her, got out, and walked to the open window of her vehicle. She was sitting there with a cigarette in her mouth, staring straight ahead.

“I got your message. Thought I’d wait here to see what you wanted.”

“I’m glad you did. I wanted to talk to you about something. It’s, um, a rather delicate subject.”

She took a hard drag on her cigarette. She exhaled audibly, the smoke billowing against the windshield. She looked at him. “I think I already know. Our family attorney called me this morning and said you’d been asking about the will. He said you sounded concerned when you learned Elmore inherits the ranch if I pass away.”

“Well, yes.”

“You’re worried that if Elmore was the one who killed my husband, maybe he did it to get the ranch. And if that’s correct, you figure I’ll be next. Is that about it?”

Rivera nodded. “In my business, you have to be concerned about not just evil deeds, but also the potential for evil deeds. I see potential here. That’s all.”

“Well, I appreciate the concern. I really do. But I don’t believe Elmore killed Raymond. Elmore was a real hard case when he was young and went to prison. I can still remember how he was back around the time Raymond and I got married. He was trouble, no question about it. But prison broke his spirit. Now he’s a gentle man and just wants to lead a normal life with whatever time he has left on this earth.”

“You might be right, but just the same, I think you should be careful until you’ve moved into town.”

She looked at Rivera for a long moment, then nodded. “Okay, I’ll be careful.” She thanked him, put the truck into gear, and drove off.

Rivera hopped back into his vehicle just as Millie Ives, the dispatcher, called him on his iPhone.

“Hi, Millie.”

“Manny, we just received a call from a Dr. Randy Hunter at that drill site near MoonShadow. He reported that one of his employees was a no-show for work this morning. He said they called him at home but there was no response. They’re worried about him. I told Dr. Hunter we don’t normally get involved in missing persons cases until the individual has been missing for at least a couple of days. He sounded disappointed. He said that because of all the trouble in that area recently, he thought he should report it.”

“What’s the missing man’s name?”

“Felipe Ramon, 68 years old.”

“I’ve met him. I’m not far from the drill site now. I’ll drive over there and talk to Dr. Hunter.”

“Okay, Manny. Thanks.”

When Rivera arrived at the drill site, he saw Dr. Hunter, Bobby Nester, and Stanley Poole huddled near the drill rig with concern on their faces. He pulled up next to them and stepped out of his vehicle.

“I understand Felipe didn’t show up for work this morning,” said Rivera.

“That’s right,” said Hunter. “It’s very unlike him. He’s usually the first one to arrive. It’s strange because his vehicle is here but he isn’t.”

“Which vehicle is his?”

Hunter pointed to a black Ford pickup with tinted windows, a 1990s model. “It’s that one. We weren’t sure if he arrived in the truck this morning or if it’s been here since last night, so we raised the hood and checked the engine. It was still warm so he must’ve arrived this morning. But we can’t find him.”

“Where did you look?”

“We searched the drill site and the area around it. Hunted through the brush and rocks for a couple of hundred feet out. There was no sign of him and no recent footprints.”

“Maybe someone came here in another vehicle and they drove off together.”

The three men looked at each other. “We didn’t think of that,” said Hunter. “That’s sure a possibility but Felipe is always here when the first one of us arrives. So we thought it was very unusual. If he drove off with someone, though, he’s now very late for work which is also unusual for him. We’ve got a lot to do today. We’ve started breaking down the drill site.”

Rivera considered that. “Maybe he didn’t leave of his own free will. Does he have a cell phone?”

“No. Just a home phone. We called there earlier but there was no answer. He lives by himself.”

“Well, all we can do for the time being is keep our eyes open. I’ll call you if I see him.” Rivera handed Hunter one of his business cards. “And please call me if he shows up.”
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RIVERA HEADED SOUTH on the access road, thinking about the missing man. Normally a no-show at a jobsite wouldn’t be a reason for worry, but with two recent murders in the immediate area, Rivera found himself concerned. Could this be a third murder with the corpse as yet undiscovered? Or had Felipe Ramon murdered Sunshine and Raymond Stinson, and then split? And if so, what was his motive?

When Rivera reached Spring Canyon Point Road, he again noticed a vehicle parked on the other side of Spring Canyon. He picked up his binoculars and focused on it. It was the man in the pickup with the camper top. He was once again peering at the deputy through binoculars. Rivera was beginning to get the feeling that he was the object of someone’s surveillance.

Rivera wondered if he was the same man who dropped Sunshine off at MoonShadow, was later seen talking to her in his truck, and still later seen by Helen at the memorial service. He was obviously curious about what Rivera was doing and now Rivera’s own curiosity was rising. With all the strange things that had been happening in this remote piece of Grand County real estate, Rivera wanted to confront this fellow and have him account for his time.

The place where the man stood was a half mile away. But in this rugged land of deep canyons, tributaries, and arroyos that provided drainage for an enormous empty landscape, traveling from point A to point B was never a straightforward matter. He looked at his watch. It was early enough in the day so that he could make the long drive to the other side of the canyon.

He turned left and slowly drove east. He had a lot on his mind and the drive would give him time to think.

When he reached the two track that led to MoonShadow, he stopped and consulted his map, searching for the best way to reach the other side of Spring Canyon. Secret Spire was about two miles ahead. At that point, the Secret Spire Jeep Trail headed south, connecting to Spring Canyon Road (not to be confused with Spring Canyon Point Road). From there, he could head west to the place where the man had stood watching him.

But the arrows alongside the Secret Spire Jeep Trail on his map pointed north. That meant south to north was the recommended direction of travel. Rivera was well aware these “one way” roads existed in the backcountry for good reason. The narrow primitive roads were barely roads. And, of course, they were one lane only. So if you drove for an hour in one direction and encountered someone in another vehicle coming in the opposite direction who had also driven for an hour, the ensuing conversation would be lively and possibly x-rated. And finding a pull-out where one vehicle could get out of the way would be a challenge. Someone would have to back up until such a place was found.

Rivera discarded the notion of driving south on the Jeep Trail and decided to continue all the way back to Dubinky Well Road. From there, he would head south to its intersection with Spring Canyon Road. Then he would turn west and head all the way back to the point where he started his journey, except that he would be on the other side of Spring Canyon.

While he drove, he reflected on the details of the case. He’d picked up four new pieces of information during the day. First, someone had broken into Sunshine’s residence the night she was strangled and searched the place for something unknown. Second, Rebecca Stinson was quite sure Elmore Stinson hadn’t killed her husband. She was also sure Elmore had no ill intent toward her. But, in Rivera’s mind, he remained a suspect. Third, Felipe Ramon had apparently disappeared, and, in so doing, he became a potential third victim as well as a potential suspect. And fourth, someone in a camper-top pickup was almost certainly tracking Rivera’s movements.

These new facts were nudging Rivera back into believing the recent events in this part of the county were all connected. They almost had to be. The rocky, brush-covered terrain west of MoonShadow and east of Labyrinth Canyon held a secret that someone believed was worth killing for. And it wasn’t about petroglyphs.

Rivera turned off Dubinky Well Road onto Spring Canyon Road, heading west. He lowered the sun visor and put on his sunglasses. He turned on the windshield washer and washed off the red dust that had accumulated on his windshield. He scanned the horizon, searching for ever-present September thunderstorms. There were none. Instead, he saw a band of thin feathery cirrus clouds stretching northward in a blue sky. At least he wouldn’t be driving these roads in the rain.

It took him nearly two hours of bumping along the rocky road to reach the other side of Spring Canyon. When he arrived, the man with the camper-top pickup was gone. Somehow, Rivera wasn’t surprised. The elusive fellow seemed to have a knack for staying just beyond the deputy’s reach. Rivera got out of his pickup and photographed the vehicle’s tire prints from several angles. He walked to the edge of the bluff and looked down. Two ravens glided in gentle circles in the canyon below. Their squawks echoed off the sandstone walls. He sat down on a rock encrusted with green and orange lichens.

He wondered how the man had eluded him. There were several ways he could have done it. He might have continued on this road, down the treacherous switchbacks that led to the Green River as it meanders through Labyrinth Canyon. From there he could have headed downriver on the Hey Joe Canyon Trail and disappeared. Or he might have turned around and headed east when Rivera did. It was possible the man had headed north on the Secret Spire Jeep Trail as Rivera took the long way around. It was also possible he’d found a place where he could pull off the road, hide behind a butte or an outcropping, and watch unseen as Rivera drove past him.

Rivera stared across the canyon at the red-rock wall on the other side. A huge chunk of gray cap rock hung precariously over the edge, awaiting its turn in geologic time to plunge to the bottom, join its predecessors, and continue in the inexorable disintegration of rock into sand. It was Tuesday, already six days since Sunshine’s body had been found. Time was not waiting around for the deputy to solve his case. An unsettling thought occurred to him. Was he getting closer to the truth or was he simply accumulating a collection of unrelated facts? Was it possible he wasn’t making any real progress? What was he going to tell Sheriff Campbell at the next briefing?

Rivera needed more pieces to the puzzle and wondered where he might search for them. He pondered that question for a long time. Something was unsettled in his subconscious mind. He felt like he had missed something—a clue, an angle, an insight. His thoughts went back to the beginning.

The first killing had occurred when Sunshine decided to leave her dwelling and head west into the oncoming thunderstorm. She was on a mission to achieve some particular goal. What was it? The most likely answer was that she was in search of materials to assemble a piece of jewelry. Was she simply exploring the landscape for interesting new materials or was she returning to a known source of material? Something she needed more of. Rivera guessed she knew exactly where she was headed. An exploratory mission would probably have been postponed until after the rainstorm.

He stopped himself. He was assuming she was after materials for her jewelry business. Could it have been something else? He thought and remembered she had gone with Jack in search of relics of the early explorers who passed through this part of the country. But those journeys had been in a direction northeasterly from MoonShadow. Not the direction she was traveling when she ran into trouble. He ruled that out and, in the absence of another idea, decided she probably was searching for jewelry materials.

So she’d set out toward the west, headed directly for the source of materials she needed. She would have been taking the most direct route. Rivera decided then and there that his next step would be to head west on foot from MoonShadow to the place where Sunshine’s body was found, and then continue hiking west from that point.

What had Sunshine run into out there? There had to have been some kind of encounter. Was it something she wasn’t supposed to see? Whatever it was, had she been heading toward it or coming back from it? Tomorrow, he would explore the rocky terrain to the west and see what he could find.
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AFTER BREAKFAST AT the Rim Rock Diner, Rivera drove to MoonShadow and parked his vehicle next to the community Datsun. Before beginning his journey, he visited Orin and informed him of his planned route, requesting that he notify the sheriff’s office if Rivera wasn’t back by sundown.

The weather forecast was for a warm day, partly cloudy. Rivera checked the contents of his daypack, strapped it on, and headed westward through the orchard toward the place where, one week ago, Sunshine’s body had been found. He reasoned that, because Sunshine spent so much time exploring the area around MoonShadow, she would have been very familiar with the terrain. If her goal was to arrive at a particular spot to retrieve certain raw materials for her jewelry business, she would have taken the most direct route, something approximating a straight line. Rivera would try to do the same.

Unfortunately, the rocks, brush, hillocks, and washes made traveling in a straight line a constant challenge. He consulted his compass often and checked the position of a prominent butte on the western horizon whenever he came to a high point in the terrain. There was no mistaking this landmark. It stood by itself in a vast emptiness.

As he hiked, he noticed a change in his normal practice of focusing his attention on rock formations. He had always marveled at their exquisite shapes, textures, and colors. Now he found himself equally interested in the plant life. He wondered if by chance he might spot the mystery plant Amy was searching for. But how would he know? He had no idea what it looked like.

He thought about Amy, holding in his mind an image of her smiling during their date at La Jacaranda. There was no doubt about it, she was beautiful and he was drawn to her. He half expected to run into her out here, continuing her quest to find the mystery plant. He wanted to meet her again at La Jacaranda as soon as possible and often after that. But her sabbatical at D.R.R.I. was only for a finite period. The idea that she might be leaving the Moab area sometime soon entered his thoughts, a possibility he found most unpleasant.

After an hour of hiking, he arrived at the depression in the sandy terrain where Sunshine’s body had been found. He stopped briefly, drank some water, and scanned the landscape ahead. He checked his compass reading, then continued westward on an imaginary straight line drawn from MoonShadow to the murder site and beyond. The straight line supposition, though by no means certain, was not without merit. Besides, he had no better idea in mind. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he knew Sunshine had come this way that evening.

A half mile past the murder site, Rivera spotted a blue plastic pail. It was lying on its side, its handle snagged on a thorny branch of a blackbrush plant. It was empty except for a layer of windblown sand. He wondered if it had belonged to Sunshine. If she’d been out collecting seeds or stones, she certainly would have been carrying some kind of container, but none was found at the murder site. Maybe she had dropped it here. But why? Had she spotted her assailant, become fearful, and run, dropping the pail so she could run faster? He freed the handle from the blackbrush, picked up the pail, and dumped out the sand.

From MoonShadow to the murder site to the pail’s location was roughly a straight line, so Rivera continued hiking west, extending the imaginary line. The terrain was rugged and Rivera’s legs were tiring. The clouds had drifted off to the east, leaving a clear sky. The bright noontime sun was causing the temperature to rise. He took a drink of water, looked at the half-empty plastic Aquafina bottle, and wished he’d thought to bring along an extra bottle.

He crested a hillock and descended through a field of boulders and brush until his route was impeded by a ten-foot deep arroyo with steep banks. Descending by sliding down the bank would be easy, but climbing up the sandy slope on the other side would be difficult. He judged that Sunshine would have searched for an easier spot to cross.

He turned right and followed along the bank until he came to a place where the arroyo was wider and the banks shallower. He slid down the bank, dislodging a small avalanche of rocks and sand, and began traversing the arroyo. In the center of the wash, the sun glittered off an object in the sand, catching his attention. He picked it up and smiled. It was a flake of stone similar to the ones Sunshine had used to make Tess’s necklace. Similar, but were they the same? He would visit Tess when he got back to Moab to make a comparison.

He looked around and saw a few more of the stone flakes lying half buried in the sandy bottom. Glancing farther upstream, he could see still more of them. He concluded this arroyo had probably been Sunshine’s source of these thin flakes of stone.

He imagined she had come here to fetch a pailful of them. He didn’t remember seeing any in the jars at her workshop, so it might have been a re-supply trip. Perhaps she was filling her pail when her assailant made his appearance. Frightened, she ran and was chased. When she dropped the pail so she could run faster, the flakes spilled out. He hadn’t noticed any near the pail, but perhaps the wind had blown the pail away from where it was dropped and it bounced along until its handle became snagged on the blackbrush.

Rivera pushed back his Stetson and wiped his brow with his sleeve. Of course, all this was conjecture, maybe just the wild imaginings of a deputy desperate for a theory. In truth, he wasn’t even sure the pail belonged to Sunshine. And he wasn’t sure she had made it this far that evening. The oncoming thunderstorms might have forced her to detour and seek shelter somewhere else. But it was certainly a possible scenario, more likely than any other he could think of.

Whatever the case, this was another point on the approximately straight line heading west from MoonShadow. He picked up several of the flakes, wrapped them in his handkerchief, and placed them in his shirt pocket. Then he continued hiking west. Soon he arrived at the access road that had been bladed from Spring Canyon Point Road to the drill site. The sight of it gave him a sense of disappointment. He’d hiked all this way expecting to learn something he didn’t know, something that would suggest a motive for Sunshine’s murder. But a motive still eluded him.

He considered crossing the road and continuing west until he reached the fence line of the Stinson Ranch. He was getting pretty far from Sunshine’s murder site, so the odds of finding anything material to her case diminished with each step.

He pulled out the Aquafina bottle from his daypack and took a swallow of water. The water remaining in the bottle made the decision for him. Crossing the road and hiking into that vast depression in the land where he’d seen the petroglyphs would be suicide without more water than he had on hand. He turned around and began the long trek back to his vehicle. He had learned a little about Sunshine’s journey but nothing about why she was killed. And he had no idea how any of this was connected to the murder of Raymond Stinson.
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RIVERA WAS TIRED and thirsty when he arrived back at MoonShadow. He went directly to Helen’s dwelling and knocked on the door.

“Well, hello,” she said. She seemed to be in a better mood. Her face was relaxed and the frown was gone.

“I’m sorry to bother you again, but I’d like to ask you a few more questions.”

“Sure. Let’s go sit out in the orchard. It’s a beautiful day and the trees are full of birds.”

“Okay, but I wonder if I could get a refill from your kitchen.” He held out the empty Aquafina bottle.

“Sure. Be just a minute.” She took the bottle and disappeared inside.

Rivera stood there, feeling light-headed and a little dizzy. He sat down in one of Helen’s canvas chairs. He was on the edge of dehydration and felt foolish because of it. Hiking into the desert with an insufficient supply of water was strictly bush league. He hadn’t expected to go so far, but one thing led to another and he kept pushing on. Big mistake.

He knew better than most that dehydration was a stalking backcountry killer. Because of the bushes, wildflowers, trees, and colorful geologic formations, the high desert doesn’t look like a desert. It’s beautiful. And enticing. As a result, inexperienced hikers get fooled. They have a preconceived idea that a desert looks like the Sahara, miles and miles of nothing but sand dunes. They get fooled into thinking this red-rock canyon country can’t possibly be a desert. So they misjudge. They end up hiking farther than they had planned. Then they run out of water and become dehydrated. Disorientation follows. The lucky ones are found the next day by the Search and Rescue volunteers from Moab. The unlucky ones are found weeks or months later. Rivera knew he shouldn’t have taken such an unwise risk.

Helen reappeared and handed him the water. He drank the entire bottle nonstop. Handed it back to her with the unspoken request that she fill it again.

“You don’t look so good. Are you okay?’

“I’m okay. Just a little thirsty.” He was too embarrassed to tell her the truth.

“You’re dehydrated,” she said, her tone of voice stern. “You ought to know better than that.” She grabbed the bottle, went inside, and returned with a refill.

Rivera drank half the bottle and stopped. “I just need to sit for a minute.”

“Take your time, Deputy. Best thing is to sit and sip.”

Which is what he did.

Then Helen noticed the blue pail. She pointed. “Hey, that’s Sunny’s pail. Where did you find it?”

Rivera sat there, at first not responding. He took another sip of water. Then another. He was beginning to feel better. “I found it beyond where you and Orin and the others discovered Sunshine’s body, about a half-mile farther west.”

“Now that I think about it, she was carrying her pail when I saw her heading out that evening. I was so upset about her death, I forgot to mention it.”

Rivera reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out his handkerchief containing the stone flakes. He unfolded it. “Farther west from there, I found a place where there were many of these in the bottom of an arroyo. I’m guessing she was headed out there to collect a pailful for her jewelry work.”

“I’ve seen her make necklaces with those—two of them.”

“Somewhere on that trip, either before or after she arrived at the arroyo, she must have seen somebody out there doing something, somebody who didn’t want to be seen. I can’t figure out what that person was doing, but I’m guessing that’s what got Sunshine killed.”

Before leaving MoonShadow, Rivera decided to visit Sunshine’s residence one more time. He didn’t expect to learn anything new, but thought seeing the workshop again, in the light of facts he’d learned since his last visit, might suggest a new line of thought. He was running out of ideas. And maybe running out of time, too. How much longer before the sheriff pulled him off the case? Then what? Campbell might be sufficiently self-absorbed to take over the case himself. Then, most certainly, he’d be at MoonShadow making arrests.

He entered Sunshine’s dwelling, sat down at her work table, and took another swig of water. Looked around. Everything was as he’d left it. Tugging at the back of his mind was Helen’s comment that Sunshine’s residence had been searched the night she was strangled. Someone could have come here in the dark of night after everyone was asleep. Finding Sunshine’s unit would have been no problem. Her name was carved into the door. And there was no lock, so entry would have been easy and noiseless. But what was the intruder looking for? Rivera thought about that for a long time but could come up with no answer.

He flipped open the picture album on the table and began thumbing through it. It was a traditional photo album with padded leather covers and black pages. There were four photos per page, each one held in place with mounting fasteners at the corners. Each photo was a snapshot of a different piece of jewelry Sunshine had made.

On one of the pages, he found Calvin’s mesquite-bean necklace. Calvin and a date were written beneath it in white ink. On another page, he saw a photo of Tess’s necklace with her name and a date inscribed beneath it. He took one of the flakes out of his pocket and compared it to the image of Tess’s necklace. They seemed to be the same but he couldn’t be sure. A few pages later was a photo of a red necklace made from mountain laurel beans. Helen’s name was written under that one.

After he rested and regained some of his energy, he made the long drive back home. As he approached Moab, he could see the lights of the town twinkling in the clear desert air. He crossed the Colorado River, drove down Main Street, and stopped at Wendy’s for dinner. He was still feeling the aftereffects of dehydration, but now, instead of being thirsty, he was famished. He ordered a double cheeseburger, some fries, and a drink, then sat down at a table and wolfed it down. It wasn’t until he finished his meal that he realized how tired he was. He got up and went home.

He fed the animals, then lay down in his bed. As soon as his head hit the pillow, his body submitted to fatigue and he fell into a deep sleep.
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RIVERA SKIPPED BREAKFAST at the diner with Emmett Mitchell, choosing instead to sleep late. The cold sensation of Bentley’s nose on his face brought him out of his slumber around eight thirty. He petted the dog but knew petting wasn’t what he wanted. It was well past his normal breakfast hour.

Rivera rolled out of bed, splashed some cold water on his face, and attended to his duties. He filled Bentley’s bowl with fresh dog food and refilled his water bowl. Then he checked on the guppies. They too were demanding attention. They were crowded into the corner of the aquarium closest to Rivera, wiggling and darting, making him feel guilty that he hadn’t yet fed them. He sprinkled a pinch of tropical fish food into the tank and watched them eat.

He showered, shaved, and put on his uniform. He ate some raisin bran and a banana for breakfast, and then let Bentley out in the backyard so he could run up and down the fence line, frolicking with the German Shepherd that lived next door.

His iPhone rang. It was Millie Ives, the sheriff’s dispatcher.

“Manny, just calling to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m fine Millie.” He looked at his watch. It was nearly nine thirty. “I’ll be in the office in about ten minutes.” He didn’t volunteer the information that he’d become dehydrated yesterday and needed some extra sleep.

Millie had been working at the sheriff’s office for thirty years and knew pretty much everything that was going on in the county. Since Rivera had arrived in Moab, they’d become good friends.

“The sheriff had an early game of golf this morning with a couple of the county councilmen. He’s not due back until eleven. How’s the investigation going?”

“Not so good. I haven’t yet figured out a motive for either murder. I’ll head back out to the commune this afternoon and look around some more. See what I can come up with.”

“You’ve been going twenty-four seven since that girl was killed. Glad you could get a little extra rest.”

“Thanks, Millie. See you in ten.” He clicked off. Though they had never discussed it, Millie was aware of the sour relationship between Rivera and his boss. It had been thoughtful of her to let him know, without making a big deal out of it, that the sheriff would have no way of knowing one of his deputies had overslept.

When Rivera arrived at his office, he found Dr. Pudge Devlin sitting there, waiting for him.

“I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d stop by and drop this off.” He placed a manila envelope on Rivera’s desk. “It’s the final autopsy on Sunshine from the State Medical Examiner’s office. It pretty much confirms everything I said but goes into a little more detail about the abrasions on her neck. Now tell me all about that pretty girl you were with at the Farmers Market.”

And so Rivera did. He told Devlin how Amy and he had first met during a previous case of Rivera’s where she’d been caught in the middle of a shoot-out at the Bishop Ranch. He covered the essentials, that she was from a small town in New Mexico, that she was on sabbatical at the Dolores River Research Institute, and that she had a PhD in botany from the University of New Mexico. And he told him about her interest in finding the plant that produced the mystery seeds.”

“She sounds like an interesting lady.”

Rivera smiled. “She is.”

“Why don’t you and Amy come out to my place on Sunday? Elsie said she’d cook a pot roast dinner and serve some of her famous blueberry pie for dessert.”

“Sounds great. I’ll check with Amy and give you a call.”

After Devlin left, Rivera’s thoughts drifted back to his case. He felt a rising sense of frustration. What was going on in that barren strip of high desert between MoonShadow and Labyrinth Canyon? As he pondered that, the door to his office was abruptly opened. It was Sheriff Campbell, back from his golf outing.

“What’s the status of your investigation?”

Rivera took his feet off the desk but remained in his chair. Shook his head. “I haven’t been able to come up with a motive for the killings. I’m still working on it.”

“The county council members are getting concerned. They’ve been getting calls from some of the merchants in town. I don’t have to tell you what murders in the backcountry will do to Moab’s tourism. And tourism is all this town has. The council members are growing impatient. And that means I’m growing impatient. I need some results. And pronto.” Campbell smiled one of his humorless smiles.

“Right,” said Rivera. He thought about asking Campbell if he had any ideas but thought better of it. He just wanted him to go away. And he did. He left the office, closing the door with greater force than necessary.

Rivera tried to put Campbell out of his mind, but couldn’t. His resentment of Campbell kept intruding on his thoughts. Leroy Bradshaw’s job offer was still open. Maybe it was time for a change.

Moving to New Mexico to work with Bradshaw had two things in its favor. He would get to work for someone he respected and admired. And he would be closer to his family in Las Cruces. The negatives were that he’d miss the red-rock canyon country around Moab and he’d be far away from this new and interesting woman in his life. If only Bradshaw had remained as sheriff.

Rivera felt a need to get away from the office for some quiet reflection. He immediately thought of Secret Spire. He loved that spot. It was perfect for relaxing the mind and fostering clear thought. And it was on the way to MoonShadow, a place that might, if he dug hard enough and smart enough, hold the answers to his questions about motive. He grabbed his coffee and the State Medical Examiner’s report and headed for his vehicle.

On the way out of town, he stopped at the residence of Tess Braxton’s mother and knocked on the door. After a long delay, Mrs. Braxton opened the door. She was wearing a paint-stained smock and her red hair was tied up with a kerchief. She was wiping her hands on a rag.

“Hello, Deputy. Excuse my appearance. Come on in.”

Rivera stepped inside. The house smelled of oil paint and the living room walls were filled with framed paintings of landscape scenes.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your work but I need to ask Tess a couple of more questions.”

“Sure. No problem. I’ll get her for you.” She left the room.

A short while later, Tess appeared. She was carrying a tabby cat. “Mom said you wanted to ask me some more questions.”

“I wonder if I could take another look at the necklace Sunshine gave you.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a few of the stone flakes. “I’d like to compare it to these. See if it’s the same kind of rock.”

She glanced at the flakes, then back at Rivera. She shrugged. “I wish I could but we had a break-in Saturday night while we were at the Sorrel River Ranch concert. Some idiot who didn’t know what he was doing stole a bunch of jewelry from my room and my mother’s room. None of it had any real monetary value but some of those pieces had sentimental value. That included the necklace Sunny gave me. I always thought I’d have that for life. We reported it to the sheriff’s office when we got home.”

Rivera now remembered the weekend dispatcher telling him of a break-in, but she hadn’t mentioned a name, and he didn’t think to ask. There had been no way to make a connection.

“I’m sorry about the burglary but can you tell me, to the best of your recollection, did the stones on your necklace look like these?”

She peered into the palm of his hand. Nodded. “They sure look the same.”
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RIVERA DROVE WEST on Spring Canyon Point Road. The landmarks along the route were now familiar to him. He’d been driving this road every day for a week. When he reached the Secret Spire Jeep Trail, he turned south and drove the last half mile in four-wheel-drive. He parked his vehicle at the trailhead, and strapped on his daypack, now replenished with a fresh supply of water. He would never tempt the dehydration demon again.

He felt an uplifting as soon as he took the first few steps toward Secret Spire. The trail wound its way through rocks and outcroppings, slowly rising toward the huge sandstone dome on top of which the spire stood. There was something relaxing about being alone in this broken, eroded landscape where plants and animals had learned to survive despite the scarcity of water. Maybe it was the clarity about life that came with appreciating the immensity of the universe and the tiny role humanity played within it. In a way, the high desert seemed to underscore the lack of importance of the human race. It put the troubles of a lone deputy into perspective.

He headed up the trail, stopping every hundred feet or so to absorb the scenery. There was a vague scent of sage in the air. Ravens and buzzards circled in the sky. Lizards darted across the trail and rabbits scampered through the bushes.

Half an hour later, the trail reached the edge of the sandstone dome. He began walking up the dome and with each step, more and more of the immense undulating mesa that surrounded him came into view. He could see a scar slashed across the earth to the north. This he knew was Tenmile Canyon. Another rip in the mesa projected away from him toward the southwest. That was Spring Canyon. Farther south was Hell Roaring Canyon. Hundreds of side canyons and arroyos fed these larger canyons, resulting in a rocky landscape of incredible beauty. Snakeweed with its yellow blooms, small purple and red wildflowers, and dark green junipers added color to the palette. Far to the north, he could see the Book Cliffs and the Roan Cliffs beyond. The Henry Mountains dominated the southwest horizon as did the LaSals to the east.

As he neared the top of the dome, he could see his goal. Secret Spire stood alone at the top, reaching twenty-five feet into the sky, its oversized top resting on a narrow, spindly shaft.

He took off his daypack and sat down at the top, resting his back against the sandstone shaft. He’d done this many times before and never failed to imagine the cap rock tumbling down on him. Some day it would fall from its perch. But hopefully not today.

For twenty minutes, he sat there in the warmth, staring across the stone landscape, thinking about nothing, and clearing his mind of all the questions and confusion. He breathed deeply and the tension began seeping out of his body. The air was still and the sky was clear. A red-tailed hawk glided past the spire toward the sun, searching for prey. He watched it become smaller as it faded into the distance.

A plume of rising dust off to his right caught his attention. He guessed it was either a dust devil or a vehicle heading west on Spring Canyon Point Road. He extracted his binoculars from his daypack and focused on it. The lower part of the plume was hidden from sight by contours in the terrain. He waited and watched. Soon a vehicle ascended a rise and became visible. It was the pickup with the camper top. Rivera smiled. There it was again. His curiosity was aroused and he thought about pursuing it, but he came here to think and had no desire to get sidetracked.

After a time, his thoughts drifted to Sheriff Campbell. There was no question about it. Rivera didn’t like the man or enjoy working for him. He knew it would be foolish to believe Campbell might one day change. He was what he was. Rivera had to accept that premise as the starting point in his thinking. So what to do about it? There were only two choices. Remain in the man’s employ or resign. Remaining would mean toughing it out until the voters of Grand County selected a competent sheriff at the next election. Surely someone experienced would run against Campbell and unseat him.

On the other hand, resigning would mean leaving the land he loved and the job he enjoyed. Unlike some unfortunate people, he looked forward to going to work each day. Ever since Leroy Bradshaw had assigned him to his first case as an investigator, he knew detective work was what he wanted to do for the rest of his life. He loved the challenge of solving murder cases. Gathering facts, making inferences, applying logic, reaching conclusions. That’s what his brain was wired for. Why let Campbell rob him of that?

There were other opportunities for investigators. He could apply to become a cop with the Moab Police Department or Utah State Police. That would allow him to stay in the area and continue the work he enjoyed. Or he could join Leroy Bradshaw’s private practice. Bradshaw had said he was considering setting up shop in Santa Fe. That would at least keep Rivera in the Four Corners area.

The other consideration was Amy Rousseau. He loved spending time with her and was strongly attracted to her, but they barely knew each other. He had no idea what long-term plans she had made for herself. She might want to stay in the area after she finished her sabbatical, but he doubted it. He knew of no job opportunities for PhD botanists in Grand County. As serious as she was about her profession, she would probably pursue offers from universities to teach and continue her research. He decided to raise the subject with her in the near future.

Rivera couldn’t reach a conclusion about his future and sensed he wasn’t ready to. But he would continue to tumble these thoughts around in his mind, hoping for clarity and moving toward a firm decision. At least he had options.

Meanwhile, he still had two murders on his hands. He had a collection of facts but no cogent theory that tied them all together. So he did what Leroy Bradshaw had taught him to do. He considered everything in chronological order. Cause and effect.

First, months ago, Raymond Stinson chased Sunshine off of his BLM lease. Then his cousin, Elmore Stinson, arrived on the scene after thirty years in prison. He moved to Raymond’s ranch and lived in the barn. During this same general period of time, someone was killing Stinson’s calves with crossbow darts. The animals were butchered and presumably the meat was eaten. Also during this time, Sunshine had been visiting Bobby Nester at the drill site.

Ten days ago, Elmore was seen sitting on his horse, talking to Sunshine. Eight days ago in the evening, Sunshine was strangled. Later that night, someone, probably the killer, searched her dwelling for something unknown. Maybe he found what he was looking for, maybe not.

The following day, someone shot and killed Raymond Stinson with a .38-caliber weapon. Elmore found his body near the rock field and brought it back on horseback.

A couple of days later, Amy stumbled onto the defaced petroglyph panel in that same area. The petroglyph thief was soon apprehended, but Rivera judged him to be incapable of murder. Make that most likely incapable of murder. It’s possible Quinn had been a good actor.

Then Rivera found Sunshine’s pail and the ivory/rust-colored stone flakes. They turned out to be the same type of rock Sunshine used to make Tess’s necklace, which was later stolen. Was that the work of an amateur burglar or was the necklace the target of the break-in? But it had no monetary value. Furthermore, not many people knew the necklace existed. Helen and the others at MoonShadow would have known. And, of course, Tess’s friends and mother.

The sun had descended closer to the horizon. Rivera stood up, stretched, strapped on his daypack, and started back to his vehicle. He had mixed feelings. He felt better physically and mentally, but the hoped-for inspiration that would help him solve his case hadn’t come.

He removed his daypack, placed it behind the seat of his pickup, and slid in. As he did, he noticed the manila envelope containing the State Medical Examiner’s report on the seat. Devlin had said it confirmed his preliminary autopsy, but there was a little more detail about the abrasions on Sunshine’s neck. He opened the envelope and read the report.

The only new information related to the wounds on her neck. They’d found a sliver of material imbedded in one of the abrasions. The sliver was identified as sylvinite.

He picked up his cell phone and called Devlin.

“I just read the State ME’s report. That sliver of rock in Sunshine’s neck was sylvinite. That mean anything to you?”

“I’d never heard of it until I read the report. So I looked it up in an old chemistry book of mine. Turns out sylvinite is a very common mineral, composed of sylvite and halite. I looked them up too. Sylvite is potassium chloride and halite is sodium chloride.”

Rivera shrugged. “Well, okay, thanks, Pudge.”

He disconnected. Maybe the rock flakes he found in the arroyo were sylvinite. And Tess’s necklace too. According to the photos in Sunshine’s album, she’d made a second necklace just like the one she’d given Tess. Probably she was wearing it the day she was strangled. A tiny shard might have fractured off one of the flakes and become imbedded in the skin of her neck.

Was it possible those necklaces were the reason Sunshine was killed and Tess’s jewelry was stolen? Rivera shook his head. It didn’t seem likely. The necklaces would have little value. Devlin had said sylvinite was a common mineral. Also, there was no apparent connection between the necklaces and Raymond Stinson’s shooting. It had to be something else.

He started his engine and began driving west toward MoonShadow—to do what, he wasn’t sure. Ask more questions of the residents, probe around, try to find a new angle. See what came up, then go from there. Not a very promising plan. He reconsidered. Maybe he should visit Dr. Hunter first and show him the stones. Get a geologist’s take on them. The drill site wasn’t far from MoonShadow. Afterwards, he could loop back to MoonShadow to continue his investigation.

He ran it through his mind again as he drove. Tess had said the stone flakes he showed her looked like the ones strung on her necklace. Maybe they were sylvinite, maybe they weren’t. But if they were, then both necklaces had been made from flakes of the rock he found in the arroyo. So, what would that prove? Probably nothing, but maybe something was going on near the arroyo that he’d overlooked. He’d tell Dr. Hunter about the necklaces and the arroyo where he found the stones. See if he had any ideas. He’d also inquire about Felipe Ramon. Ramon was still on Rivera’s short list of possible suspects.

Driving west on Spring Canyon Point Road, he spotted a pickup truck approaching from the opposite direction. Bobby Nester was the driver. His co-worker, Stanley Poole was the passenger. Rivera slowed down and stopped. He rolled down his window and waved for Nester to stop. Which he did. As usual, Nester’s expression was friendly, Poole’s was surly.

Rivera learned that Nester and Poole had finished their work for the day and were headed back to Moab. Dr. Hunter was still at the drill site finishing up some work in the office. Rivera asked about Felipe Ramon and learned he hadn’t yet returned.
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THE SUN WAS low in the sky as Rivera descended the long slope to the drill site. He parked next to the Littleton Exploration Company pickup, noticing that Felipe Ramon’s pickup was still there. Hunter pushed open the door of the portable office and peered outside. He smiled, waved at Rivera, and descended the three steps that led to the dirt floor of the clearing.

“Welcome back.”

Rivera stepped out of his vehicle and closed the door. “Thanks. Any sign of Felipe?”

Hunter produced a grim expression. “No one has seen him. I don’t know what to think. I guess we’ll just have to finish up here without him. We owe him some back pay so maybe he’ll come around to collect it. Could be he just got tired of working here and quit.”

“Had he been unhappy on the job?”

“That’s the funny thing. I had the impression he loved his job. Showed up early, worked hard, never complained, got along with everybody.” He shook his head. “I just don’t get it.”

“Have you got a few minutes to talk? I need some help and I’d like to take advantage of your expertise.”

“Sure. It’s a beautiful evening.” He gestured toward two aluminum frame chairs next to the portable building. “Let’s sit outside and enjoy it.”

They sat down facing the west, watching daylight turn to dusk. The cloud formations along the horizon promised an interesting sunset. Soon the evening began pulsating with the sounds of crickets, beetles, toads, and other nocturnal creatures. The desert had begun its cooling cycle. In an hour it would be dark.

Rivera pointed at the western sky. “Look at that. That’s one of the things I love about this country.”

Hunter studied the horizon for a long moment. He nodded and smiled. “Yeah, I never get tired of it.” He looked at Rivera. “So what is it you need help with?”

“I found some stone flakes and I wanted to see if you could identify them for me.” He reached into his shirt pocket and extracted three of them. He held them out for Hunter to take a look at.

Hunter peered at them. Squinted. “Can I hold them?”

“Sure.” Rivera picked up each one with his free hand and placed them in Hunter’s palm.

“Interesting. Where did you find them?”

“In an arroyo south of here, just east of the access road.”

Hunter nodded. “They look like sylvinite, but let me check and make sure. I’ll get a magnifying glass and one of my mineral textbooks. Might take me a while to find the right textbook but I’m sure one of them will have color photos. Be right back.” He stood up and went back into the building.

Rivera sat there, enjoying the evening. Venus had made its appearance in a light blue sky. He thought about life as a geologist and wondered what it would be like. Hunter continually moved from place to place, drilling holes in the ground, and writing reports about what he found. It sounded like dull work to Rivera but, he figured, if you’re a geologist, it’s probably interesting.

His mind went back to the arroyo where he’d found the stone flakes. They were all along the bottom of the waterway, as though they were slowly being washed downstream. But where were they coming from? He pictured a map of the area in his mind’s eye. Upstream it crossed the road leading to the drill site and continued northwest from there. Sunshine had found them, just like Rivera did, and had made two necklaces from them. Tess’s had been stolen and Sunshine’s ripped from her neck. And Sunshine’s dwelling had been searched. For more sylvinite? But why? Pudge Devlin had said it was a common mineral. Probably worthless.

Rivera pulled out his iPhone, accessed the internet, and searched for information on sylvinite. Just like Devlin had said, it consisted of sylvite and halite. Halite was sodium chloride, which he knew to be table salt. Sylvite was potassium chloride, better known by its common name: potash. It was one of the basic ingredients of fertilizer. Rivera was somewhat familiar with potash. It was mined near the Colorado River downstream from Moab. He recalled it was found deep in the earth at around two thousand feet in the Paradox Formation. Worthless in small flakes, but very valuable in large quantities. So what was sylvinite doing on the surface of the earth?

Rivera’s eyes fell on the partially dismantled drill rig and the piles of coring waste on the far side. Next to them were the wooden trays used to hold the rock core extracted by the drilling rig. Abruptly the whole picture fell into place. And he could see how both murders were connected. He stood up and unsnapped the leather strap which held his Glock Model 22 .40 caliber pistol in its holster.

“Not so fast. Sit back down and place your hands on the armrests where I can see them.” Rivera turned slowly toward the portable building. Hunter was on the steps pointing a revolver at him.
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RIVERA SAT DOWN in the chair as Hunter had ordered. His eyes were locked on the geologist as he descended the steps and walked to his chair. He dragged his chair around and positioned it so it was facing Rivera and about six feet away from him. He sat down. The barrel of his pistol was pointed at Rivera’s chest.

“We need to have a little talk,” Hunter said. “I think maybe you just figured things out. That right?”

“Maybe some of it.” Rivera knew his only hope for survival was to keep Hunter talking and look for an opportunity to make his move. “I think you discovered a deposit of potash down below us. Two thousand feet about right? And I think your report to your employer will say you found nothing of value. And your employer will forward that report to New Mexico Mining and Minerals. They will be disappointed but they have dozens of exploratory projects like this one. They are used to winning some and losing some. They will move on. And they will decide not to renew the mineral lease on this land. And when the lease expires next month, you will establish a new company and apply for the lease. That about it?”

“You’re a lot smarter than you act.”

“But I wasn’t smart enough to keep my mouth shut about Raymond Stinson’s plan to apply for the lease after it expired. Being a local, he could have easily beaten you to the punch.”

“Right again.” Hunter smiled. “You got him killed.”

That realization stunned Rivera for a moment. “But you’re the one who pulled the trigger,” he managed.

“A minor detail in the grand scheme of things. I’ve been waiting years for an opportunity like this.” Hunter’s smile abruptly became a frown. “And you almost screwed it up for me.”

“I wish I had figured it out sooner,” said Rivera, trying to maintain a matter-of-fact tone. “But others will read my reports and figure it out too. I can guarantee you that.” As he made that comment, he thought about Sheriff Campbell. He wondered if the man even read his reports. And if he did, he’d hardly be able to figure things out.

Hunter seemed unsure for the first time. “Well, I’ll just have to take that chance.”

“Tell me something. I’ve always been puzzled by the criminal mind. If it turns out you get away with this, do you really think some extra money will bring you happiness?”

“Some extra money?” Hunter laughed. “Do you have any idea what a potash deposit like this is worth?”

“It’s not worth killing for.”

“Of course it is. This deposit is worth tens of millions of dollars. Maybe a lot more.” He smiled, seemingly enjoying having someone to tell his tale to.

“You killed Raymond Stinson so he wouldn’t apply for the mineral lease but why did you kill that girl Sunshine?” Keep him talking, Rivera thought. He shifted his weight slightly to the front of the chair.

“We struck that potash deposit at 2100 feet a couple of weeks ago. Felipe’s job was to collect the corings from the drill site, arrange them in the coring boxes, and set them out by the coring heaps back there.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the piles of rock cuttings, never taking his eyes off Rivera. “In the evenings, after everyone was gone, I’d inspect them. Normally, I’d find nothing of value and I’d dump the corings from the boxes into the rock piles. But when we hit the potash, the game plan changed. After that, I’d dump the potash corings into my pickup and take them to that arroyo that crosses the access road. I’d back my truck into the arroyo and dump the stuff there, completely out of sight. The thunderstorms were an unexpected benefit. When it rained hard, the runoff in the arroyo washed the corings farther down the arroyo and buried them in sand, making them even harder to spot. You never know when someone from my company or NMMM or the BLM might drop by for a friendly visit. They’d recognize potash ore in an instant. The three employees I hired were used to drilling for oil and gas in the San Juan Basin. I figured they wouldn’t know potash from iron ore.”

“So why did you kill that helpless girl?’ Rivera already knew the answer.

“She found the spot where I was dumping the potash from the drill corings. I spotted her there one evening when I went to dump another load. She was filling her pail with potash flakes. I jumped out of the truck. I must have looked mad because she dumped the ore and ran. I chased her halfway across the damn desert. Finally caught up to her. You know the rest.”

“Was Sunshine wearing a necklace when you strangled her?” Rivera worked his feet back a couple of inches, and leaned forward an additional increment, trying to shift his weight to the balls of his feet so he could launch himself at Hunter if the opportunity presented itself.

Hunter nodded. “Made of pure sylvinite flakes from my secret dump. Evidently she’d been there before. I ripped it off her neck before I strangled her. Later that night, I went to that MoonShadow place where she lived. I searched her workshop and all those jars she kept there. One had a few flakes of potash in it. I took those.”

“And I guess you’re the one who broke into Tess Braxton’s mother’s house.”

He smiled. “I saw her wearing a necklace just like Sunshine’s at Swanny Park, the day I ran into you and your girlfriend there. Figured Sunshine gave it to her or sold it to her. There are lots of people in Moab who would recognize potash ore if they saw it. So I had to get it back.”

“What happens now?”

“Stand up slowly and put your hands behind your head. I want you to walk with me. You’re a very inquisitive fellow, so I’m going to show you something I think you’ll find very interesting.” Hunter stood up and backed away from the deputy, still pointing the pistol at his chest.

Rivera stood up and placed his hands behind his head. “Where are we going?”

“Over there.” He gestured with the barrel of his gun toward the west. “And have no doubt, if I see your hand move toward that gun, I’ll shoot without hesitation.”

Rivera began walking slowly, hoping Hunter would catch up and close the gap between them, but the geologist was being very careful to stay just out of reach. “What are you going to show me?”

“You’ll see. There’s one piece of the story you haven’t figured out yet.”

They left the drill site clearing and walked into the brush and rocks of the surrounding desert. The sun was below the horizon now but the light reflecting from the clouds in the west was sufficient to illuminate their path. Rivera glanced over his shoulder from time to time, hoping Hunter would be close enough for the deputy to make his move. But Hunter hung back just far enough so that there was no opportunity. Rivera slowed his pace hoping Hunter would catch up, but he never did. Hunter was careful to keep the distance between them constant.

They continued farther from the drill site, deeper into the boulder field. Rivera fought a rising sense of helplessness and panic. He knew his survival depended on suppressing such emotions. Fear would only paralyze his reflexes. He had to make a move soon or it would be all over. As they crossed a shallow arroyo, he pretended to stumble and fall against the sandy bank. As he did, he grasped a handful of sand. He stood up, returned his hands to the back of his head, and walked on.

“Nice try,” said Hunter. “Now open both hands and brush them off on your pants. And be careful not to get your right hand too close to that gun.”

Rivera did as instructed, feeling foolish. His next option was to wait until they passed a juniper or a large rock, dart behind it, draw his weapon, and hope for the best. It was looking more and more like that would be his only chance. But he was no quick-draw artist and Hunter would need only a fraction of a second to put a bullet in his back.

He tried a different tack as they walked. “You must know the dispatcher is aware of my location. And my vehicle is parked at the drill site. It’s not going to be hard for them to figure out what happened. There’s no way you’ll get away with this.”

“The vehicle is no problem. When it gets dark, I’ll drive it onto the Stinson Ranch and leave it parked somewhere between the front gate and the ranch house. Mrs. Stinson will find it in the morning and will call it in. If anyone asks me, I’ll say you stopped by here and we talked about my missing employee. I’ll tell them I was concerned and you promised to look for him. I’ll also tell them you said you were headed for the Stinson Ranch”

“But they know my theory about you and the potash. It’s in my reports.”

Hunter laughed. “I doubt that. You just figured it out a few minutes ago. Keep walking. We’re almost there.”

They passed between two boulders and entered a small clearing.

“Stop here,” said Hunter. “I brought you out here to show you Felipe Ramon’s final resting place.” He pointed to a mound of sand covered with rocks. “He figured it out too.”

Rivera’s breathing rate was increasing as he searched desperately for an opportunity to make a move on Hunter. He was ten feet away. It looked like Rivera’s only chance was to draw his gun and shoot, hoping Hunter’s shot would not be fatal. He steadied himself and tried to relax. He tried to divert Hunter’s attention with conversation.

“How did Felipe figure it out?”

“When I hired the three of them, I figured they were all ignorant of potash and minerals in general. They’d been working in the oil and gas fields. But it turned out that Felipe had worked in the Moab potash mine decades ago. Back when men and machines went down into the mine to extract the ore. That was before they converted to the present system of dissolving the potash in water and pumping it up. Felipe was there when they had that explosion that killed all those men working in the mine. He was lucky. He happened to be topside when it happened. Turns out he knew all about potash.”

“So what happened?”

“He stayed late a few evenings ago. After the others left, he told me he could move the potash to the dump site in the evenings so I wouldn’t have to do it. That’s when I learned he knew all about potash. I guess he wanted a piece of the action. So I got my pistol, marched him out here, and had him dig his own grave with that shovel.” He pointed to a shovel resting against a juniper.

“And you kept the keys to his pickup so you could warm up the engine the next morning. Made it look like he was still alive then.”

Hunter smiled. “Right. I also brushed out our footprints leading back to this place. I wanted it to appear someone had come that morning in a vehicle and picked him up.”

Rivera nodded, thinking that was exactly the conclusion he had reached. “Pretty clever. Now I suppose you want me to start digging my own grave.”

“Nope. Felipe was an old man. There was no way he could get the jump on me. But you’re young and spry. You might throw a load of sand in my face or hit me with that shovel. No, I’ll be the one digging your grave.” He grinned. “Right after I shoot you.”
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RIVERA KNEW THE moment had arrived. Subduing Hunter was out of the question. It was time to kill or be killed. All or nothing. He loved his life and didn’t want it to end here, out in the middle of nowhere, shot by a man obsessed with greed. If he died here, no one would ever find him. His family would be at a loss, never knowing what had become of him. His heart was pounding. His mouth was dry. Time to go for his gun.

Hunter was standing eight feet away, smiling. He raised his pistol and pointed it at Rivera’s chest.

Rivera dove to his left, his right hand flashing toward his weapon. The barrel of Hunter’s pistol followed him. At that instant, Rivera heard a thwang, a rush of air, and a thud. Hunter had a dumbfounded expression on his face as he dropped his pistol and fell to his knees. A crossbow dart was imbedded in his neck, the tip protruding a few inches on the exit side of the wound. Hunter emitted a frightful squealing sound. His eyes were open wide and his hands groped at the foreign object causing the pain. He fell over onto his side, helplessly grasping the dart. The squealing soon became a guttural coughing sound, followed by wheezing and then silence.

Rivera crouched, weapon in hand. The dart had been fired from his left. He studied the rocks and the brush in the fading light. He saw nothing but thought for an instant he heard the rustling of brush and the sound of footfalls running away from him. Then he heard nothing.

Rivera’s heart was still pounding. He moved toward Hunter, keeping his weapon trained on him. He kicked away Hunter’s pistol, then knelt down and felt the geologist’s wrist for a pulse that wasn’t there. Hunter had died a painful death.

Rivera was thankful he had survived and wondered who had saved his life. He also thought about all the tomorrows he would be able to enjoy and how he would appreciate each one of them, regardless of what problems they might bring.

He stood up, weapon in hand, and walked to a high point in the terrain to get his bearings. He scanned the area and spotted the drill tower, now back lighted by the rising moon. He figured he was about a quarter mile west of the drill site.

He pulled out his iPhone and called Millie Ives, the Sheriff’s dispatcher. As he reported the situation to her, he noticed a plume of dust rising from the access road. A vehicle was driving away from the drill site. Even in the fading light of dusk, Rivera could see it was the pickup truck with the camper top.
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RIVERA WOKE UP late. It had been a very long night. Dr. Pudge Devlin had come to the drill site and declared Hunter dead. The mortuary team had exhumed Felipe Ramon’s body. Both corpses were transported back to Moab for autopsies.

Rivera was thankful the crossbow hunter had shown up when he did but was still puzzled about the man’s identity. He knew it had been a man because he’d searched the general area from where the dart had been fired and found a pair of size eleven boot prints in the sand. They’d led back to a place behind a large outcropping off the side of the road where a vehicle had been parked. The tire prints matched those he photographed on the other side of Spring Canyon. He was certain the shooter was the same man who had killed and butchered Raymond Stinson’s calves. It would be too much of a coincidence that two different crossbow hunters were in the same general area within days of each other, especially considering that there was little game of any size to be had in that area this time of year.

Rivera wanted to find the man who drove the pickup with the camper top, not to hassle him about killing a couple of calves, but to thank him for saving his life. Also, he was curious about why the man happened to be there at exactly the right time. Had he been trailing the deputy? Probably, but why?

Rivera fed Bentley and the guppies, then drove to the Rim Rock Diner for breakfast. He walked to the corner booth and sat down. Betty hurried over with coffee.

“I’ve been so worried about you,” she said.

Rivera looked at her. She actually did look worried. “What were you worried about?”

“About you. You almost got killed last night. You need to be more careful.”

Rivera started to ask how she came by that information, then thought better of it. Of course, everyone in town knew the whole story by now.

“Well, I’m a little late this morning but I’m here, all in one piece.” He smiled, trying to make light of it.

“I’m serious, Manny. I don’t know what I’d do if you stopped coming in here for breakfast. I really don’t. You’re part of my day.” Tears welled up in her eyes.

Rivera was surprised at the display of emotion. He stood up, put his arms around her, and pulled her close. “You’re part of my day too, Betty.” He held her for a long moment, then wiped away the tears on her face. “You okay?”

She looked up at him. Sniffed. “You want the usual?”

“Please.”

She left to put in the order. Rivera sat down, thinking for the first time how much he’d miss her if she wasn’t at the diner each morning. He’d always enjoyed her company and had gotten used to her outlandish flirtations, but he’d never before thought how important she’d become in his life. As he sat there thinking about it, he realized there were so many other people in Moab he’d miss if he moved away.

Rivera sat in his office, tapping the keys of his word processor, updating his report. Before he finished, Sheriff Campbell entered his office and sat down.

He was smiling. “You had a close call last night. You know, the way we worked it in Detroit was to take along backup when entering a dangerous situation.”

Rivera nodded. “I didn’t know I was entering a dangerous situation. I had no idea Hunter was our man. I wanted his opinion as a geologist.”

“Well, your job’s not quite finished. The man with the crossbow is probably the one who’s been butchering Stinson calves. You need to run him down before you can close this case. Any ideas?”

Rivera thought for a long moment. Shook his head. “I’ll look into it. I’d like to thank him for saving my life.”

Campbell stood up. “Okay, but right after you thank him, arrest him. Killing other people’s cattle is a crime.” He left Rivera’s office.

Rivera returned to his report and finished updating it. He carefully omitted any mention of the pickup with the camper top leaving the scene.
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RIVERA HOPPED INTO his pickup and made the long drive out to the MoonShadow commune. He felt an obligation to explain to the residents why Sunshine had been killed and by whom. Since they rarely had visitors and had no means of communications, it was possible they had not heard the news.

He turned off Spring Canyon Point Road and followed the two track toward the commune. He knew the group was still mourning the loss of Sunshine but at least, now, they would have some closure on the circumstances of her death.

As he pulled into the parking area in front of the big rock, he saw the camper-top pickup parked there. He got out of his vehicle and walked over to it. The cab was unoccupied. He walked to the back of the vehicle, wiped away the dust from the rear window of the camper top, and peered inside. He saw a mattress, blankets, cooking gear, clothing, canned goods, and a hundred other items one would need to survive in the backcountry for an extended period. Hanging on one of the walls was a crossbow.

Orin was the first to emerge from his dwelling.

“Orin, we’ve solved the case of Sunshine’s murder. I’d like everyone to assemble out here in a few minutes so I can explain what happened and why.”

Orin was silent for a long moment. “Has the killer been arrested?”

“The killer is dead.”

Orin nodded. “I’ll gather up the residents.”

“Before you do that, can you tell me whose vehicle this is?” He pointed to the camper top. “I’d like to talk to the driver.”

“I don’t know his name but he’s with Helen, out beyond the orchard at our semi-circle of rocks.”

“Give me about fifteen minutes. Then I’ll come back here and talk to everyone.”

Rivera walked through the orchard under a clear blue sky. The sun was now halfway up the sky and it warmed Rivera’s back and shoulders. There was still some fruit on the trees but the crop was clearly past its peak. Birds sang and flitted about on the branches.

At the far side of the orchard, he encountered Helen who was returning. In the distance, he could see a man sitting on the ground, leaning back against one of the rocks in the semi-circle.

“Helen, we’ve solved the case. Orin is gathering everyone together now so I can explain to the whole group what happened.”

She held the deputy with her eyes. “Who killed her?” It was clear she wasn’t about to wait to hear the story.

“The geologist at the drill site. It’s a long and complicated story.”

“Did you kill him?”

“He’s dead.”

“Good. I hope he suffered before he died.”

“I believe he did. Who is that man you were talking to?”

“I don’t know his name. He’s the one who dropped off Sunny when she first arrived. He doesn’t say much. It’s like he lives in another world.”

“I’m going to talk to him for a while, then come back and give the whole group a detailed briefing on Sunshine’s murder.”

Rivera approached the man. He was scruffy looking with an unkempt beard and dust-covered clothing. He wore a faded ball cap, grey and threadbare, with an indistinguishable logo on the front. His hair hung over his ears and his skin was weathered. But it was his eyes that Rivera noticed. They were pale blue and moist. He stared off into the distance with an intensity that suggested he was mentally troubled.

“I’d like to talk to you for a moment.”

The man didn’t move. He continued looking at something in the distance. Rivera turned and followed his gaze to the LaSal Mountains.

“Pretty mountains,” said Rivera. “The peaks got a little dusting of snow last night. Won’t be long before winter’s here.” He sat down next to the man and leaned back against an adjacent rock. “I think it was you that saved my life last night and I wanted to thank you for that.”

Rivera glanced at the man. There was no movement, no response. He seemed to be filled with a debilitating inner tension.

Rivera decided to just keep talking. Maybe the man would begin to relax and open up. “That man you shot with the crossbow killed three people. I was about to become his fourth victim. First he strangled Sunshine, the young girl who lived here at MoonShadow.” The man twitched and made a grunting sound. “I think you knew her. Then he killed Raymond Stinson, owner of the Stinson Ranch. Shot him in the chest. After that, he killed one of the workers at the drill site, a man named Felipe Ramon. He buried him out there where you saved my life. If you hadn’t come along, I’d have been buried next to Felipe.”

The man glanced at Rivera for a moment, then returned his gaze to the mountains.

Rivera continued. “I saw you out in this area several times. I wondered who you were and what you were doing here. Then, after a while, I had the idea that you were following me. I couldn’t figure out why. At first, I thought you might have been involved in the killings. Then I got the feeling you were watching over me. It was like you had my back. And it turns out you did. But I’d sure like to know your name, make your acquaintance, learn a little about you.”

The man remained silent.

After a few minutes of silence, Rivera stood up. It was apparent he wasn’t going to break through the man’s shell. “There’s something you need to know. We have a new sheriff. He means well but he has some strange ideas. He thinks the man who shot the geologist with a crossbow is the same man who’s been killing Stinson calves and butchering them. So he wants him arrested for killing the calves, even though he saved my life.” He paused, letting that sink in. “So if I owned a crossbow, I think I’d keep it out of sight for a while.”

Rivera turned, started to leave.

The man mumbled something unintelligible.

Rivera stopped and looked back. The man’s eyes had become teary.

“Excuse me. What did you say?”

The man turned his head and looked at the deputy. “Sunny was my daughter.”

After a long moment, Rivera sat down next to him. The deputy remained silent.

“I’ve been tracking you,” the man said. “I figured you were the deputy who was hunting for my Sunny’s killer. Didn’t see no other law enforcement out here except you. I figured you’d eventually lead me to her killer. Then I’d get even. I followed you to the drill site yesterday. Heard the conversation between you and that geologist. Then I followed as he took you at gunpoint to that other fella’s gravesite. I could have made it a clean shot, killed him instantly. But I shot him in the neck so he’d suffer before he died. Same way he made my Sunny suffer.” He pulled a gray handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his eyes.

Rivera said nothing. Just nodded his understanding.

“I shot that rancher’s calves because he threatened my daughter. Waved a rifle at her. She told me he frightened her. I didn’t want to waste the meat so I butchered the animals and ate them. But I shot them to punish the rancher for scaring Sunny and making her cry.”

He massaged his temple. “I’m kinda sick in the head. It’s left over from my time in Iraq. I came here to get away from noise and people. Sunny came up here from Dallas because she thought I needed someone looking after me. And I guess I did. But I sleep in the camper, someplace different almost every night. And I hunt for my meat. It wasn’t a life fit for Sunny, so I dropped her off at this place. I did the best I could to watch over her. Checked on her every few days. When she was in Moab and near a phone, she called me on my cell phone. So we stayed in touch. Sometimes we’d meet out on the road and talk. Lots of times I just hid and watched my beautiful daughter from a distance. But I didn’t do a good enough job. I wasn’t there when she needed me most.”
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THE RESIDENTS OF MoonShadow gathered in front of the big rock they called home. Rivera looked out at them. Some stood alone. Some held hands. Sunshine’s father was off to one side, sitting on the ground and leaning back against a pear tree. The two dogs lay snuggled beside him, as if sensing his pain.

Rivera began taking the group through the events of the past few days. He moved through the chronology in a straightforward manner, sparing no details. They had a right to know everything that had happened, especially since they lived alone in the backcountry without benefit of neighbors who cared for their welfare. Their isolation protected them and made them vulnerable at the same time. When he was finished, he asked if there were any questions.

They looked at each other. Shook their heads. Then, they slowly meandered back to their dwellings in the big rock.

Rivera shook hands with Orin and said goodbye.

“You’re welcome here any time, Deputy.” said Orin.

Just then, a late model Rubicon came bouncing up the two track. A man was driving. The passenger, a pretty woman who looked to be in her mid-twenties, jumped out and ran toward Sunshine’s father.

“Daddy!” She ran up to him and they hugged each other tightly.

“I’m sorry about Sunny,” he said to her.

As Rivera drove out of MoonShadow, he reflected on Mr. Templeton, Sunshine’s father. His other daughter, Elizabeth, had explained some of the family history to Rivera before he left MoonShadow. Templeton had been close to an IED explosion in Iraq during his stint there as an Army sergeant. There was only minor physical damage to his body, but he came away with a severe case of P.T.S.D. Loud noises terrified him, and for that reason, he was unable to live in a city. He needed silence, so he returned to a place in the high desert he was familiar with. His father had taken him to Moab as a boy. They’d hiked, explored, camped out. He decided to come back here and live by himself in the backcountry. Except for his visits with Sunshine and an occasional trip into town for supplies, he spent all of his time alone, away from the confusion of civilization.

Rivera figured his aversion to noise was the reason he hunted with a crossbow instead of a rifle. He wondered if maybe, some day, Mr. Templeton might quit the camper life and settle down at MoonShadow. The quiet life of the commune might be good for him.

On the way back to Moab, Rivera decided he would visit the commune from time to time to check on the residents. Maybe he could pick up where Leroy Bradshaw had left off.

Back in his office, Rivera spent the next two hours polishing up his report. There was, of course, no mention of Mr. Templeton’s crossbow. Sheriff Campbell had claimed more than once that Rivera only enforced the laws that made sense to him instead of following the letter of the law. Rivera smiled. Maybe the sheriff was right about that.

There was one last item that Rivera had to decide whether or not to include in his report. It required some thought. As he began to consider the question, the phone on his desk rang. It was Dr. Pudge Devlin.

“Manny, I’ve got some good news. An ophthalmologist friend of mine in Grand Junction says he’ll do the cataract surgery on that lady you told me about. He owes me a big favor, so he’ll do the work pro bono.”

“That’s great news, Pudge. Thanks.”

“And don’t forget about this weekend. Elsie and I are looking forward to seeing you and Amy. Especially Amy.”

Rivera laughed. “We’ll be there.”

Rivera returned to his report. He had one last decision to make. A big one. There were only three people on the planet who had learned of the newly-discovered potash deposit between Labyrinth Canyon and MoonShadow: Dr. Randy Hunter, Felipe Ramon, and Rivera. Hunter and Ramon were both dead. Now Rivera was the only one alive who knew. Should he report what he’d learned about the discovery or not? Was he ethically obligated to do so? He sipped on a cup of coffee and pondered those questions for a long time.

His thoughts meandered to the existing potash mine on the Colorado River just downriver from Moab. He was familiar with how the operation worked. The mine was over two thousand feet underground. Water from the river was pumped down into the cavity, dissolving the potash and salt from the deposit. Then the water, laden with dissolved minerals, was pumped to the surface. From there, it was piped through thick black hoses to immense evaporation ponds where it remained until the sun and the low humidity did the job of removing the water. What remained was a white powder consisting mostly of potash. It was loaded into trucks by front-end loaders and hauled to a nearby rail line which had been built solely for the purpose of transporting the potash to fertilizer manufacturing plants.

Rivera pictured the evaporation ponds. Viewed from a distant mesa top, they were beautiful. Rectangular greenish-blue ponds nestled in the red rock of the Colorado River canyon. But up close, they were an eyesore on the landscape. Black hoses ran everywhere and ugly salt deposits covered the land, creeks, and back roads of the surrounding area.

Rivera now thought about the land between Labyrinth Canyon and MoonShadow. Rugged, unspoiled, and filled with the glyphic writings of ancient Indians. He mentally replaced that with a railroad spur cutting through the land, evaporation ponds, large industrial buildings, a system for pumping water up from the Green River, a tangle of black hoses running everywhere, and power lines bringing electricity to the site. Gone would be the solitude, the beauty, the picturesque Stinson ranch, the petroglyphs, and the residents of MoonShadow.

On the positive side, it would mean jobs for Moab and tax revenue for the county. But was that a good trade-off? It didn’t take him long to decide. He omitted any mention of the potash deposit in his report. New Mexico Mining and Minerals had plenty of other deposits to exploit.

Let the world believe Dr. Randy Hunter killed three people because he was a madman.
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THE EVENING WAS cool and the crowd on the patio of La Jacaranda was lively. Mariachi music from the sound system wafted over the patio. Rivera recognized the song Y Volveré, a romantic ballad and one of his favorites. He and Amy Rousseau sat at a corner table enjoying margaritas, nachos, and each other. Bentley dozed under the table.

“Did you ever find that plant you were looking for?”

She looked dejected. Shook her head. “No. I’m getting discouraged. The trouble is that it might not even be indigenous to this area. I may never find it, see what it looks like, study it. I was really hoping to publish a paper describing it at a plant biology conference. I’m very disappointed.”

He reached over and held her hand. “Is that all you want? To see what that plant looks like?”

“Well, yes.”

He smiled. “And you’re through searching all over the high desert for it?”

“I guess so.”

“But you’d still like to see what it looks like?”

“Well, yes, of course.”

Rivera reached into his pocket and pulled out a clear plastic evidence bag. It contained several of the large yellow and black mystery seeds from Sunshine’s jar. “Then why don’t you just plant these and see what comes up?”

She laughed, came around the table, and gave him a big hug. “Now why didn’t I think of that?”
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