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FROM WHERE BAI BUCHANAN SAT with his back resting against the rough breccia, he could see the side of Whitesides head, about three feet away. When John leaned back, Buchanan could see the snowcapped top of Mount Taylor looming over Grants, New Mexico, about eighty miles to the east. Now John was leaning forward, talking.

This climbing down to climb back up, and climbing up so you can climb back down again, Whiteside said. That seems like a poor way to get the job done. Maybe its the only way to get to the summit, but Ill bet we could find a faster way down.

Relax, Buchanan said. Be calm. Were supposed to be resting.

They were perched on one of the few relatively flat outcrops of basalt in what climbers of Ship Rock call Rappel Gully. On the way up, it was the launching point for the final hard climb to the summit, a slightly tilted but flat surface of basalt about the size of a desktop and 1,721 feet above the prairie below. If you were going down, it was where you began a shorter but even harder almost vertical climb to reach the slope that led you downward with a fair chance of not killing yourself.

Buchanan, Whiteside, and Jim Stapp had just been to the summit. They had opened the army surplus ammo box that held the Ship Rock climbers register and signed it, certifying their conquest of one of North Americas hard ones. Buchanan was tired. He was thinking that he was getting too old for this.

Whiteside was removing his climbing harness, laying aside the nylon belt and the assortment of pitons, jumars, etriers, and carabiners that make reaching such mountaintops possible.

He did a deep knee bend, touched his toes, and stretched. Buchanan watched, uneasy.

What are you doing?

Nothing, Whiteside said. Actually, Im following the instructions of that rock climbers guide youre always threatening to write. I am getting rid of all nonessential weight before making an unprotected traverse.

Buchanan sat up. He played in a poker game in which Whiteside was called Two-Dollar John because of his unshakable faith that the dealer would give him the fifth heart if he needed one. Whiteside enjoyed taking risks.

Traversing what? Buchanan asked.

Im just going to ease over there and take a look. He pointed along the face of the cliff. Get out there maybe a hundred feet and you can see down under the overhang and into the honeycomb formations. I cant believe theres not some way to rappel right on down.

Youre looking for some way to kill yourself, Buchanan said. If youre in such a damn hurry to get down, get yourself a parachute.

Rappelling down is easier than up, Whiteside said. He pointed across the little basin to where Stapp was preparing to begin hauling himself up the basalt wall behind them. Ill just be a few minutes. He began moving with gingerly care out onto the cliff face.

Buchanan was on his feet. Come on, John! Thats too damn risky.

Not really, Whiteside said. Im just going out far enough to see past the overhang. Just a peek at what it looks like. Is it all this broken-up breccia or is there, maybe, a big old finger of basalt sticking up that we could scramble right on down?

Buchanan slid along the wall, getting closer, admiring Whitesides technique if not his judgment. The man was moving slowly along the cliff, body almost perfectly vertical, his toes holding his weight on perhaps an inch of sloping stone, his fingers finding the cracks, crevices, and rough spots that would help him keep his balance if the wind gusted. He was doing the traverse perfectly. Beautiful to watch. Even the body was perfect for the purpose. A little smaller and slimmer than Buchanans. Just bone, sinew, and muscle, without an ounce of surplus weight, moving like an insect against the cracked basalt wall.

And a thousand feet below himno, a quarter of a mile below him lay what Stapp liked to call the surface of the world. Buchanan looked out at it. Almost directly below, two Navajos on horseback were riding along the base of the monolithtiny figures that put the risk of what Whiteside was doing into terrifying perspective. If he slipped, Whiteside would die, but not for a while. It would take time for a body to drop six hundred feet, then to bounce from an outcrop, and fall again, and bounce and fall, until it finally rested among the boulders at the bottom of this strange old volcanic core.

Buchanan looked away from the riders and from the thought. It was early afternoon, but the autumn sun was far to the north and the shadow of Ship Rock already stretched southeastward for miles across the tan prairie. Winter would soon end the climbing season. The sun was already so low that it reflected only from the very tip of Mount Taylor. Eighty miles to the north early snows had already packed the higher peaks in Colorados San Juans. Not a cloud anywhere. The sky was a deep dry-country blue; the air was cool and, a rarity at this altitude, utterly still.

The silence was so absolute that Buchanan could hear the faint sibilance of Whitesides soft rubber shoe sole as he shifted a foot along the stone. A couple of hundred feet below him, a red-tailed hawk drifted along, riding an updraft of air along the cliff face. From behind him came the click of Stapp fastening his rappelling gear.

This is why I climb, Buchanan thought. To get so far away from Stapps surface of the earth that I cant even hear it. But Whiteside climbs for the thrill of challenging death. And now hes out about thirty yards. Its just too damn risky.

Thats far enough, John, Buchanan said. Dont press your luck.

Two more feet to a handhold, Whiteside said. Then I can take a look.

He moved. And stopped. And looked down.

Theres more of that honeycomb breccia under the overhang, he said, and shifted his weight to allow a better head position. Lot of those little erosion cavities, and it looks like some pretty good cracking where you can see the basalt. He shifted again. And a pretty good shelf down about

Silence. Then Whiteside said, I think I see a helmet.

What?

My God! Whiteside said. Theres a skull in it.
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THE WHITE PORSCHE LOOMING in the rearview mirror of his pickup distracted Jim Chee from his gloomy thoughts. Chee had been rolling southward down Highway 666 toward Salt Creek Wash at about sixty-five miles per hour, which was somewhat more than the law he was paid to uphold allowed. But Navajo Tribal Police protocol this season was permitting speeders about that much margin of error. Besides, traffic was very light, it was past quitting time (the mid-November sunset was turning the clouds over the Carrizo Mountains a gaudy pink), and he saved both gasoline and wear on the pickups tired old engine by letting it accelerate downhill, thereby gathering momentum for the long climb over the hump between the wash and Shiprock.

But the driver of the Porsche was making a lot more than a tolerable mistake. He was doing about ninety-five. Chee picked the portable linker light off the passenger-side floorboard, switched it on, rolled down the window, and slapped its magnets against the pickup roof. Just as the Porsche whipped past.

He was instantly engulfed in cold air and road dust. He rolled up the window and jammed his foot down on the accelerator. The speedometer needle reached 70 as he crossed Salt Creek Wash, crept up to almost 75, and then wavered back to 72 as the upslope gravity and engine fatigue took their toll. The Porsche was almost a mile up the hill by now. Chee reached for the mike, clicked it on, and got the Shiprock dispatcher.

Shiprock, the voice said. Go ahead, Jim.

This would be Alice Notabah, the veteran. The other dispatcher, who was young and almost as new on the job as was Chee, always called him Lieutenant.

Go ahead, Alice repeated, sounding slightly impatient.

Just a speeder, Chee said. White Porsche Targa, Utah tags, south on triple six into Shiprock. No big deal. The driver probably hadnt seen his blinker. No reason to look in your rearview when you pass a rusty pickup. Still, it added another minor frustration to the days harvest. Trying to chase the sports car would have been simply humiliating.

Ten four, Alice said. You coming in?

Going home, Chee said.

Lieutenant Leaphorn was in looking for you, Alice said.


Whatd he want? It was actually former lieutenant Leaphorn now. The old man had retired last summer. Finally. After about a century. Still, retired or not, hearing that Leaphorn was looking for him made Chee feel uneasy and begin examining his conscience. Hed spent too many years working for the man.

He just said hed catch you later, Alice said. You sound like you had a bad day.

Just a total blank, Chee agreed. But that wasnt accurate. It was worse than blank. First there had been the episode with the kid in the Ute Mountain Tribal Police uniform (Chee balked at thinking of him as a policeman), and then there was Mrs. Twosalt.

Cocky kid. Chee had been parked high on the slope below Popping Rock where his truck was screened from view by brush and he had a long view of the oil field roads below. Hed been watching a mud-spattered blue two-ton GMC pickup parked at a cattle guard about a mile below him. Chee had dug out his binoculars and focused them, and was trying to determine why the driver had parked there and if anyone was sitting on the passengers side. All he was seeing was dirt on the windshield.

About then the kid had said Hey! in a loud voice, and when Chee had turned, there he was, about six feet away, staring at him through dark and shiny sunglasses.

Whats you doing? the kid had asked, and Chee had recognized that he was wearing what looked like a brand-new Ute Mountain Tribal Police uniform.


Im watching birds, Chee said, and tapped the binoculars.

Which the kid hadnt found amusing.

Lets see some identification, hed said. That was all right with Chee. It was proper procedure when you run across something that maybe looks suspicious. Hed fished out his Navajo Tribal Police identification folder, wishing he hadnt made the smart-aleck remark about bird-watching. It was just the sort of wisecrack cops heard every day and resented. He wouldnt have done it, he thought, if the kid hadnt sneaked up on him so efficiently. That was embarrassing.

The kid looked at the folder, from Chees photograph to Chees face. Neither seemed to please him.

Navajo police? hed said. Whats you doing out here on the Ute reservation?

And then Chee politely explained to the kid that they werent on the Ute reservation. They were on Navajo land, the border being maybe a half mile or so east of them. And the kid had sort of smirked and said Chee was lost, the border was at least a mile the other way, and hed pointed down the slope. The argument that might have started would have been totally pointless, so Chee had said good-bye and climbed back into his truck. He had driven away, thoroughly pissed off, remembering that the Utes were the enemy in a lot of Navajo mythology and understanding why. He was also thinking he had handled that encounter very poorly for an acting lieutenant, which he had been now for almost three weeks. And that led him to think of Janet Pete, who was why hed worked for this promotion. Thinking of Janet always cheered him up a little. The day would surely get better.

It didnt. Next came Old Lady Twosalt.

Just like the Ute cop, shed walked right up behind him without him hearing a thing. She caught him standing in the door of the school bus parked beside the Twosalt hogan, and there wasnt a damn thing he could do but continue standing there, stammering and stuttering, explaining that hed honked his horn, and waited around and hollered, and did all the polite things one does to protect anothers privacy when one visits a house in mostly empty country. And then hed finally decided that nobody was home. Finally, too, he stopped talking.

Mrs. Twosalt had just stood there, looking politely away from him while he talked instead of looking into his eyeswhich is the traditional Navajo way of suggesting disbelief. And when hed finally finished, she went right to the heart of it.

I was out looking after the goats, she said. But what are you looking for in my school bus? You think you lost something in there, or what?

What Chee was looking for in the school bus was some trace of cow manure, or cow hair, or wool, or any other evidence that the vehicle had been used to haul animals other than schoolkids. It involved the same problem that had him peering through his binoculars at the big pickup over by Popping Rock. Cattle were disappearing from grazing land in the jurisdiction of the Shiprock agency, and Captain Largo had made stopping this thievery the first priority of Chees criminal investigation division. He put it ahead of dope dealing at the junior college, a gang shooting, bootlegging, and other crimes that Chee felt were more interesting.

Hed rolled out of the cot in his trailer house in the cold dawn this morning, put on his jeans and work jacket, and fired up the old truck intending to spend the day incognito, just prowling around looking for the kind of vehicles into which those cattle might be disappearing.

The GMC pickup was a natural. It was a fifth-wheel model designed to pull heavy trailers and known to be favored by serious rustlers who like to do their stealing in wholesale, trailer-load lots. But hed just happened to notice the school bus while jolting down the trail from Popping Rock, and just happened to remember the Twosalt outfit not only raised cattle but had a shaky reputation, and just happened to wonder what they would want with an old school bus anyway. None of that helped him come up with the answer for which Mrs. Twosalt had stood there waiting.

I was just curious, Chee said. I used to ride one of these things to school when I was a kid. I was wondering if theyd changed them any. He produced a weak laugh.

Mrs. Twosalt hadnt seemed to share his amusement. She waited, looked at him, waited some moregiving him a chance to change his story and to offer a more plausible explanation for this visit.


In default of a better idea, Chee had fished out his identification folder. Hed said hed come by to learn if the Twosalts were missing any cattle or sheep or had seen anything suspicious. Mrs. Twosalt said she kept good track of all their animals. Nothing was missing. And that had been the end of that except for the lingering embarrassment.

It was almost dark as he topped the hill and looked down at the scattering of lights of Shiprock town. No sign of the Porsche. Chee yawned. What a day! He turned off the pavement onto the gravel road, which led to the dirt road, which led to the weedy track down to his trailer under the cottonwoods beside the San Juan River. He rubbed his eyes, yawned again. Hed warm up what was left of his breakfast coffee, open a can of chili, and hit the sack early. A bad day, but now it was over.

No, it wasnt. His headlights reflected off a windshield, off a dusty car parked just past his trailer. Chee recognized it. Former lieutenant Joe Leaphorn, as promised, had caught him later.






[image: chpt3]

CHEES TRAILER HAD BEEN CHILLY when he left it at dawn. Now it was frigid, having leaked what little warmth it had retained into the chill that settled along the San Juan River. Chee lit the propane heater and started the coffee.

Joe Leaphorn was sitting stiff and straight on the bench behind the table. He put his hat on the Formica tabletop and rubbed his hand through his old-fashioned crew cut, which had become appropriately gray. Then he replaced the hat, looked uneasy, and took it off again. To Chee the hat looked as weatherworn as its owner.

I hate to bother you like this, Leaphorn said, and paused. By the way, congratulations on the promotion.

Thanks, Chee said. He glanced around from the coffeepot, where the hot water was still dripping through the grounds, and hesitated. But what the hell. It had not seemed plausible when hed heard it, but why not find out?


People tell me you recommended me for it.

If Leaphorn heard that, it didnt show on his face. He was watching his folded hands, the thumbs of which he had engaged in circling each other.

It gets you lots of work and worry, Leaphorn said, and not much pay goes with the job.

Chee extracted two mugs from the cabinet, put the one advertising the Farmington Times in front of Leaphorn, and looked for the sugar bowl.

How you enjoying your retirement? Chee asked. Which was a sort of oblique way of getting the man to the point of this visit. This wouldnt be a social call. No way. Leaphorn had always been the boss and Chee had been the gofer. One way or another this visit would involve law enforcement and something Leaphorn wanted Chee to do about it.

Well, being retired theres a lot less aggravation, Leaphorn said. You dont have to put up with He shrugged and chuckled.

Chee laughed, but it was forced. He wasnt used to this strange new version of Leaphorn. This Leaphorn, come to ask him for something, hesitant and diffident, wasnt the Lieutenant Leaphorn he remembered with a mixture of puzzlement, irritation, and admiration. Seeing the man as a supplicant made him uneasy. Hed put a stop to that.

I remember when you told me you were retiring, you said if I ever needed to pick your brains for anything, to feel free to ask, Chee said. So Im going to ask you what you know about the cattle-rustling business.

Leaphorn considered, thumbs still circling. Well, he said, I know theres always some of it going on. And I know your boss and his family have been in the cow business for about three generations. So he probably doesnt care much for cow thieves. He stopped watching his thumbs and looked up at Chee. You having a run of it up here? Anything big?

Nothing very big. The Conroy ranch lost eight heifers last month. That was the worst. Had six or seven other complaints in the past two months. Mostly one or two missing, and some of them probably just strayed off. But Captain Largo tells me its worse than usual.

Enough to get Largo stirred up, Leaphorn said. His family has grazing leases scattered around over on the Checkerboard.

Chee grinned.

Ill bet you already knew that, Leaphorn said, and chuckled.

I did, Chee said, and poured the coffee.

Leaphorn sipped.

I dont think I know anything about catching rustlers that Captain Largo hasnt already told you, Leaphorn said. Now we have the Navajo Rangers, and since cattle are a tribal resource and their job is protecting tribal resources, its really their worry. But the rangers are a real small group and they tend to be tied up with game poachers and people vandalizing the parks, or stealing timber, or draining off drip gasoline. That sort of thing. Not enough rangers to go around, so you work with whoever the New Mexico Cattle Sanitary Board has covering this district, and the Arizona Brand Inspection Office, and the Colorado people. And you keep an eye out for strange trucks and horse trailers. Leaphorn looked up and shrugged. Not much you can do. I never had much luck catching em, and the few times I did, we could never get a conviction.

I dont think Im going to get much return on the time Ive been investing in it either, Chee said.

I bet youre already doing everything I suggested. Leaphorn added sugar to his coffee, sipped, looked at Chee over the rim. And then, of course, youre getting into the ceremonial season, and you know how that works. Somebodys having a sing. They need to feed all those kinfolks and friends who come to help with the cure. Lots of hungry people and maybe you have them for a whole week if its a full-fledged ceremony. You know what they say in New Mexico: nobody eats his own beef.

Yeah, Chee said. Looking through the reports for the past years I noticed the little one or two animal thefts go up when the thunderstorms stop and the sings begin.

I used to just snoop around a little. Maybe Id find some fresh hides with the wrong brands on em. But you know theres not much use arresting anybody for that. Id just say a word or two to let em know wed caught em, and then Id tell the owner. And if he was Navajo, hed figure that he should have known they needed a little help and butchered something for them and saved em the trouble of stealing it.

Leaphorn stopped, knowing he was wasting time.

Good ideas, Chee said, knowing he wasnt fooling Leaphorn. Anything I can do for you?

Its nothing important, Leaphorn said. Just something thats been sort of sticking in my mind for years. Just curiosity really.

Chee tried his own coffee and found it absolutely delicious. He waited for Leaphorn to decide how he wanted to ask this favor.

It was eleven years this fall, Leaphorn said. I was assigned to the Chinle office then and we had a young man disappear from the lodge at Canyon de Chelly. Fellow named Harold Breedlove. He and his wife were there celebrating their fifth wedding anniversary. His birthday, too. The way his wife told it, he got a telephone call. He tells her he has to meet someone about a business deal. He says hell be right back and he drives off in their car. He doesnt come back. Next morning she calls the Arizona Highway Patrol. They call us.

Leaphorn paused, understanding that such a strong reaction to what seemed like nothing more sinister than a man taking a vacation from his wife needed an explanation. Theyre a big ranching family. The Breedloves. The Lazy B ranch up in Colorado, leases in New Mexico and Arizona, all sorts of mining interests, and so forth. The old man ran for Congress once. Anyway, we put out a description of the car. It was a new green Land Rover. Easy to spot out here. And about a week later an officer spots it. It had been left up an arroyo beside that road that runs from 191 over to the Sweetwater chapter house.

Im sort of remembering that case now, Chee said. But very dimly. I was new then, working way over at Crownpoint. And, Chee thought, having absolutely nothing to do with the Breedlove case. So where could this conversation possibly be leading?

No sign of violence at the car, that right? Chee asked. No blood. No weapon. No note. No nothing.

Not even tracks, Leaphorn said. A week of wind took care of that.

And nothing stolen out of the car, if I remember it right, Chee said. Seems like I remember somebody saying it still had an expensive audio system in it, spare tire, everything still there.

Leaphorn sipped his coffee, thinking. Then he said, So it seemed then. Now I dont know. Maybe some mountain climbing equipment was stolen.

Ah, Chee said. He put down the coffee cup. Now he understood where Leaphorn was heading.

That skeleton up on Ship Rock, Leaphorn said. All I know about it is what I read in the Gallup Independent. Do you have any identification yet?

Not that I know of, Chee said. Theres no evidence of foul play, but Captain Largo got the FBI laboratory people to take a look at everything. Last I heard, they hadnt come up with anything.

Nothing much but bare bones to work with, I heard, Leaphorn said. And what was left of the clothing. I guess people who climb mountains dont take along their billfolds.

Or engraved jewelry, Chee added. Or anything else theyre not using. At least this guy didnt.

You get an estimate on his age?

The pathologist said between thirty and thirty-five. No sign of any health problems which affected bone development. I guess you dont expect health problems in people who climb mountains. And he probably grew up someplace with lots of fluoride in the drinking water.

Leaphorn chuckled. Which means no fillings in his teeth and no help from any dental charts.

We had lots of that kind of luck on this one, Chee said.

Leaphorn drained his cup, put it down. How was he dressed?

Chee frowned. It was an odd question. Like a mountain climber, he said. You know. Special boots with those soft rubber soles, all the gear hanging off of him.

I was thinking about the season, Leaphorn said. Black as that Ship Rock is, the sun gets it hot in the summereven up there a mile and a half above sea level. And in the winter, it gets coated with ice. The snow packs in where its shaded. Layers of ice form.


Yeah, Chee said. Well, this guy wasnt wearing cold-weather gear. Just pants and a long-sleeved shirt. Maybe some sort of thermal underwear, though. He was on a sort of shelf a couple of hundred feet below the peak. Way too high for the coyotes to get to him, but the buzzards and ravens had been there.

Did the rescue team bring everything down? Was there anything that youd expect to find that wasnt there? I mean, youd expect to find if you knew anything about the gear climbers carry.

As far as I know nothing was missing, Chee said. Of course, stuff may have fallen down into cracks. The birds would have scattered things around.

A lot of rope, I guess, Leaphorn said.

Quite a bit, Chee said. I dont know how much would be normal. I know climbing rope stretches a lot. Largo sent it to the FBI lab to see if they could tell if a knot slipped, or it broke, or what.

Did they bring down the other end?

Other end?

Leaphorn nodded. If it broke, thered be the other end. He would have had it secured someplace. A piton driven in or tied to something secure. In case he slipped.

Oh, Chee said. The climbers who went up for the bones didnt find it. I doubt if they looked. Largo asked them to go up and bring down the body. And I remember they thought thered have to be two bodies. Nobody would be crazy enough to climb Ship Rock alone. But they didnt find another one. I guess our fallen man was that crazy.


Sounds like it, Leaphorn said.

Chee poured them both some more coffee, looked at Leaphorn and said, I guess this Harold Breedlove was a mountain climber. Am I right?

He was, Leaphorn said. But if hes your fallen man, he wasnt a very smart one.

You mean climbing up there alone.

Yeah, Leaphorn said. Or if he wasnt alone, climbing with someone whod go off and leave him.

Ive thought about that, Chee said. The rescue crew said hed either climbed up to the ledge, which they didnt think would be possible without help, or tried to rappel down from above. But the skeleton was intact. Nothing broken. Chee shook his head.

If someone was with him, why didnt they report it? Get help? Bring down the body? You have any thoughts about that?

Yeah, Chee said. Makes no sense either way.

Leaphorn sipped coffee. Considered.

Id like to know more about this climbing gear you said was stolen out of Breedloves car, Chee said.

I said it might have been stolen, and maybe from the car, Leaphorn said.

Chee waited.

About a month after the guy vanished, we caught a kid from Many Farms breaking into a tourists car parked at one of the Canyon de Chelly overlooks. He had a bunch of other stolen stuff at his place, car radios, mobile phones, tape decks, so forth, including some mountain climbing gear. Rope, pitons, whatever they call those gadgets. By then wed been looking for Breedlove long enough to know he was a climber. The boy claimed he found the stuff where runoff had uncovered it in an arroyo bottom. We had him take us out and show us. It was about five hundred yards upstream from where wed found Breedloves car.

Chee considered this.

Did you say the car hadnt been broken into?

It wasnt locked when we found it. The stuff kids usually take was still there.

Chee made a wry face. You have any idea why hed just take the climbing gear?


And leave the stuff he could sell? I dont know, Leaphorn said. He picked up his cup, noticed it was empty, put it down again.

I heard youre getting married, he said. Congratulations.

Thanks. You want a refill?

A very pretty lady, Leaphorn said. And smart. A good lawyer. He held out his cup.

Chee laughed. I never heard you use that adjective talking about a lawyer before. Anyway, not about a defense lawyer. Janet Pete worked for Dinebeiina Nahiilna be Agaditahe, which translates more or less literally as People who talk fast and help people and was more likely to be called DNA, or public defenders, or with less polite language by Navajo Police.

Has to be a first time for everything, Leaphorn said. And Miss Pete Leaphorn couldnt think of a way to finish that sentence.

Chee took his cup and refilled it.


I hope youll let me know if anything interesting turns up on your fallen man.

That surprised Chee. Wasnt it finished now? Leaphorn had found his missing man. Largos fallen man was identified. Case closed. What else interesting would there be?

You mean if we check out the Breedlove identification and the skeleton turns out to be the wrong size, or wrong race, or Breedlove had false teeth? Or what?

Yeah, Leaphorn said. But he still sat there, holding his replenished coffee cup. This conversation wasnt finished. Chee waited, trying to deduce the way it would be going.

Did you have a suspect? I guess the widow would be one?

There seemed to be a good reason for it in this case. But that didnt pan out. Then there was a cousin. A Washington lawyer named George Shaw. Who just happened to also be a mountain climber, and just happened to be out here and looked just perfect as the odd man in a love triangle if you wanted one. He said hed come out to talk to Breedlove about some sort of mineral lease proposal on the Lazy B ranch. That seemed to be true from what I could find out. Shaw was representing the familys business interests and a mining company was dickering for a lease.

With Harold? Did he own the place?

Leaphorn laughed. Hed just inherited it. Three days before he disappeared.

Well, now, Chee said, and thought about it while Leaphorn sipped his coffee.


Did you see the report on the shooting over at Canyon de Chelly the other day? Leaphorn asked. An old man named Amos Nez shot apparently by somebody up on the rim?

I saw it, Chee said. It was an odd piece of business. Nez had been hit in the side. Hed fallen off his horse still holding the reins. The next shot hit the horse in the head. It had fallen partly across Nez and then four more shots had been fired. One hit Nez in the forearm and then he had pulled himself into cover behind the animal. The last Cheed seen on it, six empty 30.06 cartridges had been recovered among the boulders up on the rim. As far as Chee knew thats where the trail in this case ended. No suspects. No motive. Nez was listed in fair condition at the Chinle hospitalwell enough to say he had no idea why anyone would want to shoot him.

Thats what stirred me up, Leaphorn said. Old Hosteen Nez was one of the last people to see this Hal Breedlove before he disappeared.

Quite a coincidence, Chee said. When hed worked for Leaphorn at Window Rock, Leaphorn had told him never to believe in coincidences. Told him that often. It was one of the mans cardinal rules. Every effect had its cause. If it seemed to be connected and you couldnt find the link it just meant you werent trying hard enough. But this sounded like an awfully strained coincidence.

Nez was their guide in the canyon, Leaphorn said. When the Breedloves were staying at the lodge he was one of the crew there. The Breedloves hired him to take them all the way up Canyon del Muerto one day, and the main canyon the next. I talked to him three times.

That seemed to Leaphorn to require some explanation.

You know, he said. Rich guy with a pretty young wife disappears for no reason. You ask questions. But Nez told me they seemed to like each other a lot. Having lots of fun. He said one time hed been up one of the side canyons to relieve himself and when he came back it looked like she was crying and Breedlove was comforting her. So he waited a little before showing up and then everything was all right.

Chee considered. What do you think? It could have been anything?

Yep, Leaphorn said, and sipped coffee. Did I mention they were celebrating Breedloves birthday? We found out that hed turned thirty just the previous week, and when he turned thirty he inherited. His daddy left him the ranch but he put it into a family trust. It had a provision that the trustee controlled it until Breedlove got to be thirty years old. Then it was all his.

Chee considered again. And the widow inherited from him?

Thats what we found out. So she had a motive and we had the logical suspect.

But no evidence, Chee guessed.

None. Not only that. Just before Breedlove drove away, our Mr. Nez arrived to take them on another junket up the canyon. He remembered Breedlove apologized for missing out, paid him in advance, and gave him a fifty-dollar tip. Then Mrs. Breedlove and Nez took off. They spent the day sight-seeing. Nez remembered she was in a hurry when it was getting dark because she was supposed to meet Breedlove and another couple for dinner. But when they got back to the lodge, no car. Thats the last Nez saw of her.

Leaphorn paused, looked at Chee, and added, Or so he says.

Oh? Chee said.

Well, I didnt mean hed seen her again. Its just that I always had a feeling that Nez knew something he wasnt telling me. Thats one reason I kept going back to talk to him.

You think he had something to do with the disappearance. Maybe the two of them werent up the canyon when Breedlove was supposed to be driving away?

Well, no, Leaphorn said. People staying at the lodge saw them coming out of the canyon in Nezs truck about seven P.M. Then a little after seven, she went over to the lodge and asked if Breedlove had called in. About seven-thirty shes having dinner with the other couple. They remembered her being irritated about him being so late, mixed with a little bit of worry.

I guess thats what they call an airtight alibi, Chee said. So how long did it take her to get old Hal declared legally dead so she could marry her coconspirator? And would I be wrong if I guessed that would be George Shaw?

Shes still a widow, last I heard, Leaphorn said. She offered a ten-thousand-dollar reward and after a while upped it to twenty thousand and didnt petition to get her husband declared legally dead until five years later. She lives up near Mancos, Colorado. She and her brother run the Lazy B now.

You know what? Chee said. I think I know those people. Is the brother Eldon Demott?

Thats him.

Hes one of our customers, Chee said. The ranch still has those public land leases you mentioned on the Checkerboard Reservation and theyve been losing Angus calves. He thinks maybe some of us Navajos might be stealing them.

Eldon is Elisa Breedloves older brother, Leaphorn said. Their daddy was old man Breedloves foreman, and when their daddy died, I think Eldon just sort of inherited the job. Anyway, the Demott family lived on the ranch. I guess thats how Elisa and the Breedlove boy got together.

Chee stifled a yawn. It had been a long and tiring day and this session with Leaphorn, helpful as it had been, didnt qualify as relaxation. He had accumulated too many memories of tense times trying to live up to the mans high expectations. It would be a while before he could relax in Leaphorns presence. Maybe another twenty years would do it.

Well, Chee said. I guess that takes care of the fallen man. Ive got a probable identification of our skeleton. Youve located your missing Hal Breedlove. Ill call you when we get it confirmed.


Leaphorn drained his cup, got up, adjusted his hat.

I thank you for the help, he said.

And you for yours.

Leaphorn opened the door, admitting a rush of cold air, the rich perfume of autumn, and a reminder that winter was out there somewhere, like the coyote, just waiting.

All we need to do now he said, and stopped, looking embarrassed. All that needs to be done, he amended, is find out if your bones really are my Breedlove, and then find out how the hell he got from that abandoned Land Rover about a hundred fifty miles west, and way up there to where he could fall off of Ship Rock.

And why, Chee said. And how he did it all by himself.

If he did, Leaphorn said.	
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