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To the 1967 graduating class of
 Shiprock High School. We were all there
 when the dust was flying.
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References in this novel to the contamination of construction materials by radioactive tailings have a personal relevance to David. His childhood home in Shiprock, located across the highway from a uranium mill, was eventually demolished and buried because of unacceptable levels of radioactivity detected within the structure.
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Special Investigator Ella Clah leaned back in her office chair and rubbed her weary eyes. It was only 6 P.M., but she was tired of sitting in her office at the tribal police station in Shiprock. For the past few months things had been quiet on the Navajo Nation, at least here in the Four Corners area, but the paperwork never seemed to slow down. To make matters worse, these days almost every form she filled out was a request for additional funding.

Manpower, along with morale, was lower than she’d ever seen it at the department. According to the October staffing reports, there were fewer than 360 cops responsible for the entire Rez now—an area roughly the size of West Virginia.

To make matters even worse, their police equipment—everything from radios to the patrol units themselves—was worn or obsolete and not being properly maintained because funding cuts were already to the bone. The situation was critical, but it didn’t appear to be something that would be resolved anytime soon.

It was November, and winter was still officially a month away, but already the cold evenings on the Colorado Plateau were giving the patrol officers fits when it came to starting up their vehicles in the mornings. Many of the officers, including Ella, had found it necessary to tune up their own vehicles just to keep the units in service.

Ella loosened and removed the silver barrette from her long, ebony hair and shook it loose over her neck and back, then glanced at her watch for the third time in the last half hour.

It was probably dark outside, or nearly so already, with Daylight Savings Time now in effect. It was finally time for her to call it a day. The requisition forms, the one thing they seemed to have in abundant supply, would wait until morning. Tonight, she wanted to spend some time with her three-year-old daughter, Dawn. All too often her family was forced to take a backseat to her duties as the lead investigator of the Special Investigations Unit, but there was no way Dawn was going to take second place to paperwork.

Ella turned out the light in her small office, then walked down the hall past the squad room. The place was virtually deserted, with all available officers already out on patrol. Nodding to the duty officer behind the lobby counter, she pushed open the station door and walked outside.

It was cool, and she stopped to zip up her lined leather jacket. Not being in uniform was a distinctive plus during the severe winters experienced here in northern New Mexico.

As she walked over to her unmarked blue Jeep, Ella noticed that Officer Justine Goodluck, her partner and second cousin, was heading to her own unit, a white department sedan with the gold department markings. “What are you still doing here?” Ella asked.

“I needed to finish an overdue laboratory inventory I should have completed yesterday.” Justine stopped and pulled down a black stocking cap over her ears. Justine was short and slender, and looked too young to be a cop until one noticed the pistol on her belt and had a look at the hardness already appearing in her eyes.

“At least you had the chance to move around the room a little. I think I’m going to be eligible for early retirement, the way that computer keyboard is cramping up my wrists. What are the symptoms for carpal tunnel syndrome?” Ella held out her hands, then curled her fingers up. “See, just like two dead spiders.”

“You think you’ve got it bad, cousin?” Justine smiled. “My fingers are being worn to a nub.” She held up her right hand, showing her index finger, which had lost two joints courtesy of a madman over a year ago.

Ella laughed, glad that Justine had gotten over the incident well enough to kid about it now. “You win, partner.”

With a wave, Ella unlocked her vehicle and climbed in, quickly starting the engine and pulling out of the parking lot onto the highway. Once she was south of the community of Shiprock, Ella pressed down on the accelerator, picking up speed until she was over the posted limit. There was no emergency, but she was feeling restless, and traffic was light. What she needed most right now was to be actively involved in a challenging case.

Ella kept an alert eye on her surroundings as she sped down the highway. This was the Dinetah, Navajo country. The full moon that bathed the desert revealed the scarcity of vegetation any taller than stunted grasses this time of the year. In the distance, thanks to the clean air that made everything even sharper to the eye, she could see the towering twin peaks of Ship Rock to the west, hugging the dark blue velvet sky.

Yet, despite all the beauty, the desert held its own dangers. Here, culture and beliefs all too often shaped the way a crime was dealt with and the motives behind them.

As she glanced up through the windshield at the clear sky she remembered the old police axiom that the crazies always came out during the full moon. She took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. But it was already very cold out tonight, and that would tend to keep most criminals inside—a good thing, considering the equipment problems the department was experiencing.

Ella was already slowing down as she approached the side road which would lead to her home—actually her mother’s—when her radio suddenly crackled with static. Accustomed to the sound, her mind automatically filtered out everything but the dispatcher’s voice, one of three women that worked eight-hour shifts. “SI-One, this is Dispatch. We have a ten-eighty-three. What’s your ten-twenty?”

Ella’s heart began pumping fast and furiously. Her body’s reaction to a ten-eighty-three, an officer needs help call, was always the same. She responded to Dispatch’s request for her location, checking automatically for traffic as she slowed down in case she needed to reverse directions.

“Officer Franklin’s exact location was garbled in transmission, and we lost contact with him after he stopped to investigate a possible twenty-seven-three,” Dispatch said. “The burglary was at a gas station—actually I think he said garage—off the main highway. He was requesting backup when his radio cut out. His last reported location was west of Hogback on Highway 64. But that was ten minutes ago.”

Ella felt her hands grow clammy as she brought the SUV to a stop on the shoulder of the highway. There were two stations between there and Shiprock that answered that description. “I’ll try Jack Nez’s station first, then if everything’s okay there, I’ll go on to Kieyoni Haley’s place.”

“Ten-four.”

Ella placed the mike back on the rack, then switched on her emergency lights and siren. The sound would carry across the desert for miles like a low-flying jet.

Her hands tightened around the wheel, adrenaline surging through her as she whipped the SUV around and accelerated back north again along the blacktop. This appeared to be just the type of crisis she and nearly every other officer in the department had been warning the brass in Window Rock about for the past six months. Faulty equipment would jeopardize the lives of all the officers out in the field, and they deserved better than that.

It was bad enough that radio transmissions in some parts of the Rez were sketchy at best. But being forced to use equipment prone to malfunctions only added an unnecessary risk to their already dangerous jobs.

Once through Shiprock, Ella was able to increase her speed again as she continued east. The first gas station she needed to check was closed for the day. No vehicles were parked outside except for a derelict that had been there for years, and nothing seemed amiss. She reported in to Dispatch as she pulled back out onto the highway.

As she raced toward the Haley’s self-serve, just a few miles west of the Hogback, she realized there was another old gas station in the area—one that had been closed as long as she could remember.

Ella slowed down as she approached the former business. Although the place had been closed for years, the concrete island beside the sturdy cinder-block building and the garage bay area next to it seemed in good shape. No windows were broken, and there was no graffiti on the walls.

Ella slowed further, her thoughts racing. Dispatch hadn’t said that it had to be an in-service station…

As she aimed her spotlight toward the building and pulled off the road onto the concrete pad, she spotted Officer Franklin’s tribal police unit parked near a side door. Ella swept the area with her searchlight and made a quick radio report. “I’m going to need backup here. Officer Goodluck should still be in the area somewhere, if no one else is available.”

“Ten-four.”

Ella crouched low as she left her unit, her nine-millimeter pistol in hand and a flashlight in her jacket pocket. Stopping by Officer Franklin’s vehicle, she took a look inside. The vehicle was empty and unlocked, and Jason’s uniform cap was resting on the front passenger’s seat. His shotgun was still in the rack as well. Whatever had caused Franklin to stop and look around had not given him reason to believe that he’d need extra firepower.

Her eyes sweeping the area, Ella tried to reach Officer Franklin using her handheld radio. There was no response, though at this distance, she was sure there were no obstacles that would prevent him from hearing her clearly.

Something was very wrong. Proceeding with caution reinforced with years of field experience, Ella used the moonlight to find her way around the front of the building, after checking the side door and finding it locked. The metal door to the small office was closed and padlocked, and from what she could see through the dirty glass, that small area was empty except for a built-in countertop and an ancient calendar still on the wall. The connecting door that led from the office into the garage bay was closed.

The bay doors were padlocked at the bottom, and when she looked through the small windows in the massive doors, there were no lights visible inside. Ella moved past the doors toward the far end of the building.

Ella continued carefully around the exterior. A window high up on the wall on the end was boarded up with plywood, and there was no sign that it had been tampered with. A rear window or back entrance had to have been the point of entry for any intruder. There was no sign of a ladder on either side when she’d pulled up, so the roof was out as a possibility, at least so far.

Listening first before she advanced, Ella crept around the corner and saw that the metal door about a third of the way down the back wall was ajar a few inches. Moving closer, she discovered a hasp on the door, and below it, on the ground, a big padlock. It had been cut off.

Two long minutes passed while she waited, looking inside through the gap, but absolute silence surrounded her. “Officer Franklin, this is Investigator Clah.” There was no response. “Jason, where are you?” she whispered.

Ella waited, crouched low, then flicked on her flashlight, holding it away from her body and directing the beam around the room.

The interior was filled with stacks of cardboard boxes and large pieces of furniture that included a bed frame, a wood cabinet, and an inexpensive metal dinette set like those that had been popular in the sixties. A few of the boxes had been torn open, probably by whoever had broken in. As the flashlight beam swept the room, something caught her eye, and she moved the light back to check again. A man’s leg was visible extending out from behind some cardboard boxes. The tan trousers, complete with stripe, were part of a tribal police officer’s uniform.

Bile rose to the back of her throat, but she swallowed her fear, forcing herself to remain calm. Her training told her to move cautiously in case the officer had been ambushed. The shooter could still be inside, waiting for another victim. Ella walked toward the body, hoping that her instincts would turn out to be wrong and that the officer was still alive.

As she peered around the stack of boxes, she saw Officer Franklin lying facedown in a pool of blood. A bullet had entered the back of his head, leaving a black hole soaked with blood.

Ella swallowed hard, trying to push back the horror of the scene. The officer’s weapon was still in his holster, though the snap on the hold-down strap was unsnapped.

Looking cautiously around the next corner, she confirmed that the room was empty except for the cardboard boxes. Taking the first deep breath in what seemed like an hour, she tried to organize her thoughts.

A fellow officer had been killed in the line of duty, and no one in the department would rest until his killer was caught and brought to justice.

Reaching for her radio, she contacted Dispatch and made a full report.

 

Justine arrived first. There were only three other officers in her Special Investigations team these days. Justine, Ralph Tache, and when the need dictated it, she was allowed to pull in Sergeant Joseph Neskahi. Currently, Joseph was back on patrol duty, so it would be only the three of them here tonight.

Justine slipped on two sets of latex gloves, then along with Ella and Tache, began the task of gathering evidence from the site. None of them were traditionalists, or particularly superstitious, but some cultural taboos were too deeply ingrained. To avoid contamination by the chindi, the evil in every individual that remained earthbound after death, Navajos were taught from earliest childhood not to have any direct contact with the dead, and to avoid places where others had died, if possible. That second set of gloves would ensure that nothing that had come in contact with the corpse would touch them.

“The cause of death won’t be difficult for Dr. Roanhorse-Lavery to figure out,” Justine muttered under her breath, seeing the body clearly thanks to the floodlights hooked up to the portable generator.

“But why was the officer killed? And why didn’t he draw his service weapon when going into an unknown situation?” Ella asked, thinking out loud. “Near as I can figure, the officer saw that the padlock had been cut and went inside for a look. He unsnapped the strap so he could draw his weapon faster, but apparently never did.”

“Why would anyone bother to break into this place?” Justine asked.

“What’s inside those boxes?” Ella added. “Have you had a chance to check?”


“I took a quick look inside several that had already been torn open. They contained old books, papers, clothes…nothing that looked particularly valuable to me,” Justine said.

“Maybe the thief came in searching for something in particular, the officer surprised him, and there was a struggle,” Ella suggested, but then, studying the area, added, “No, nix that. There are no signs of a fight at all.” She paused, then continued. “Let’s try it from another angle. The perp got behind the officer, shot him, then apparently took off before completing his search of the boxes. Or maybe he found what he wanted in one of those two boxes…What still doesn’t fit is why an ordinary burglar would kill a cop.”

“The shooting was at very close range—an execution-style murder. That’s pretty drastic for a breaking and entering suspect.”

Officer Tache, who was photographing the scene, joined them. “If I were a betting man, I’d say the officer didn’t see a real threat, so he placed his weapon back into the holster. That’s when the burglar shot him from behind. Our man may have never seen his killer.”

Ella mulled it over. They were missing something. She had brought a powerful flashlight to supplement the floodlights, and squatted low, studying every detail of the floor near the victim. The room was dusty, and indistinct footprints were everywhere, but she doubted they’d be able to discern a sole pattern or narrow down the killer’s shoe size.

As Ella looked below one of the boxes that had been torn open, something caught her eye. Almost simultaneously, Justine crouched and, using tweezers, pulled a medium-length black hair that had entwined itself around a torn portion of the cardboard box.

Ella looked over at the victim, then back to Justine. “Too long to belong to the officer.”

Justine nodded, then placed the hair in an evidence pouch and labeled it as Ella continued to work, scouring the floor, searching for anything else that might give them a lead.

Soon she went outside to search the perimeter. The first thing she noticed as she went outside was a partial shoe print on the pavement. She crouched low to examine the pattern up close with her flashlight.

“It looks like the killer stepped in the officer’s blood and tracked it out,” Justine said, coming out and looking over Ella’s shoulder.

“And the perp was wearing soft-soled shoes, judging from these tracks. That might explain why the officer didn’t hear anyone creeping up behind him.”

Ella noticed that they were all avoiding using the officer’s name out loud. They’d all been taught that to use a man’s name so soon after his death was sure to call his chindi. But, to them, it was simply a sign of respect to the tribe and one more way to honor a fellow Navajo who’d died serving the tribe.

“It’s the viciousness of the crime that throws me,” Ella muttered. “Burglars run—they don’t stand and fight, or wait in ambush for police officers.”

“Maybe this burglar also has a grudge against cops,” Justine said.

“Or maybe the officer knew his killer and didn’t expect any trouble, so he let his guard down, put his weapon away, and later turned his back,” Ella said.

Headlights told Ella that the ME had just driven up in her van. Ella went to meet her longtime friend, Dr. Carolyn Roanhorse-Lavery. Carolyn was the only medical examiner allowed to practice outside the network of the State Medical Examiner’s Office in Albuquerque, owing to the unique cultural needs of the Dineh.

“I was wondering when you’d show up.” Ella smiled. “Married life has been a bad influence on you.”


“Life? I wasn’t aware that any of us were entitled to have one.” She glanced around at Ella’s team. “Where’s Neskahi? I’ll probably need help with the body.”

Ella smiled ruefully. A comment the sergeant had made once about Carolyn’s weight had made him number one on her hit list.

“He’s back on patrol duty. He’s not part of our team for now.”

“Demoted?”

“No, nothing like that. Right now the department believes that the tribe needs patrol cops more than I need another member of the crime-scene team.” Ella led Carolyn inside.

The second Carolyn saw the body, she shook her head. “He’s one of your own. That’s very bad.”

Leaving Carolyn to work, Ella joined Justine and Tache and continued examining the surrounding area.

“We’ll keep working tonight for as long as possible,” Justine said, “but before we leave, we’ll need a uniform here to protect the scene until we return in the morning. Tache and I will go over everything once more in the light of day to make sure we didn’t miss anything.”

Ella nodded. “Fine. Also, as soon as possible, find out who owns this garage. Someone’s still using it, obviously. Meanwhile, I’ll talk to Big Ed and see about notifying the officer’s next of kin.”

Ella checked the interior of the officer’s vehicle, searching for trace evidence. Finding nothing, she joined Carolyn and found her packing up her gear. Without waiting to be asked, Ella helped the ME place the body in a bag and transport it back to the van.

Carolyn acknowledged her help with a grateful nod. “You already know what the cause of death was, but if I find anything else on the body or in the officer’s chemistry that might give you a lead, I’ll let you know immediately. I’ll start the autopsy tonight.”

“Thanks. The chief will want fast answers, but this case is going to be a complicated one. I can feel it in my bones.”

Carolyn nodded, knowing Ella’s intuitions were generally right. “I’ll have preliminary findings on your desk by noon tomorrow, if not sooner. Toxicology will take longer, but I don’t expect any surprises there.”

Lost in thought, Ella watched Carolyn drive away. Despite her hectic schedule, there was a serenity about Carolyn these days that hadn’t been there before she’d married Dr. Michael Lavery, a retired medical examiner, and an Anglo. Her friend, who’d been so ostracized because she was a Navajo woman who worked with the dead, now had a companion, and the loneliness that had punctuated her life had finally eased.

“Officer Philip Cloud is coming over to secure the scene,” Justine said, interrupting her thoughts. “He’s the only one available right now, and he needs the overtime. Of course once word gets around that a tribal cop has been murdered, we’ll have no shortage of volunteers.”

Ella nodded somberly. “The killer just made the entire department his mortal enemy.”








Two
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Ella had been sound asleep when the mattress jiggled suddenly, and she heard muffled giggles coming from the foot of the bed. Opening one eye, she saw a lump beneath the blankets moving upward toward the pillows.

Smiling, she allowed her daughter to get within arm’s distance, then quickly reached out and began tickling her. Dawn squealed with laughter as the familiar game ensued.

After several moments and the usual untangling of covers, Dawn wriggled away. “Shimasání angry last night,” she said, looking very serious for a three-year-old.

“Grandmother got upset? What did you do?”

Dawn’s brown eyes were big and round, suiting her chubby face, and her coal black hair dropped down past her shoulders. “Lima beans are yucky. I gave them to Two.”

Ella forced herself to remain stern. “You aren’t supposed to give the dog your dinner. You know better than that. Two has his own food, and you have yours.”

Dawn nodded slowly. “Shimasání got mad at you, too. You didn’t come home for dinner.”

“You both know I have to work late sometimes.”

Dawn nodded somberly, looking away and playing with a loose thread on the quilt. Finally, she looked up at her mother. “But we miss you, Shimá.”

Something about the little round face that looked so innocent and vulnerable at the moment tugged at every motherly instinct she possessed. “Listen to me, Pumpkin. I love you and your grandmother more than I can ever put into words, but no matter what kind of work I chose, there would always be times when I wouldn’t be here with you and shimasání.”

“If I had a daddy, it wouldn’t be like that,” she said, suddenly looking very grown-up.

Ella suspected that Dawn had just repeated verbatim what she’d overheard Grandmother Rose say. “You do have one,” Ella said quietly. “You know your shizhé’é visits you often.”

Dawn shook her head. “Alice’s shimá and her shizhé’é live with her.”

Alice, another Navajo girl, and Dawn had become great friends at day school. “Everyone’s family is different, Pumpkin. But you always have someone here who loves you, and that means you have it better than a lot of kids your age.”

“But I want more better,” Dawn said with a pout, looking back down at the thread on the quilt, then giving it a tug.

Ella caressed Dawn’s face with her hand. Her child’s simple request tore at her. She truly wished she could spend more time at home. These were special years—time she’d never be able to recapture.

Hearing Rose call her, Dawn scrambled off the bed and ran off toward the kitchen.

Dawn was growing up. Her steps were no longer halting and clumsy. She dressed herself, and ate without help, though she could still make a spectacular mess. But most telling of all, her daughter was growing independent, and Ella could see glimmers of the unique woman Dawn would someday become.

Ella’s cell phone rang, interrupting her thoughts. She answered it quickly.

“I’m back at the scene,” Justine said. “Unfortunately, we still haven’t figured out what the burglar might have been looking for, or if he found it.”

“Keep working. I’m going to the station first,” Ella said. “I need to talk to Big Ed. He has probably spoken to the officer’s family by now, but I’d like to make sure of that before I give the press a statement beyond what the chief has already released. After I take care of that, I’m going to track down whoever’s been using the garage for storage.”

Saying good-bye, Ella tossed the covers aside and hurried to shower and get dressed. One thing she intended to do this morning was file a formal report stating that faulty equipment had contributed to her delay in reaching the scene. Maybe this incident would finally force the Tribal Council to take another look at the situation.

After breakfast, Dawn ran outside in her coat and gloves to take Two for a walk. Rose sat down across from Ella at the kitchen table and glared at her. “Your daughter needs to see you more than a few hours a day. The older she gets, the more she’ll need her shimá at home.”

Ella tried to hide her impatience. “Mom, you know that’s not an option. Crimes aren’t committed around my schedule.”

“You have a suitor now. If you paid him a little bit more attention, he would ask you to marry him. I know this.”

Ella sighed. Rose was referring to Harry Ute, the former member of the SI team who had joined the U.S. Marshal’s Service. Assigned now to the Albuquerque office, Harry and she saw each other as often as possible, e-mailed daily, and spoke at least once or twice a week on the phone. But as much as they cared for each other, neither one of them was ready to take their relationship to the next step, the major commitment that would radically change their lives and careers.

“Mom, some things either work out by themselves or not—they can’t be forced.” Ella cared a lot for Harry and he for her, but Harry didn’t want to come back to the Rez and Ella couldn’t see leaving her job here. And even if she’d managed to get a position in Albuquerque as a police officer or federal agent, the time they could spend together as a family wouldn’t increase very much, and Dawn would still have the same situation.

Ella saw the morning paper at her mother’s end of the table, and a headline caught her attention. It would be the perfect way to change the subject.

“Nuclear Casino, huh? That must be another article about NEED. You said a newspaper reporter asked you a bunch of questions about the project. Did they quote you?” Ella asked.

“Yes, but they took my comments out of context. I said that I was still studying the Navajo Electrical Energy Development project, and just because it was being pushed by a bunch of Navajos didn’t automatically make it a good idea. I called it a ‘nuclear casino,’ and said it might present more dangers than benefits to the Dineh, the Navajo people. I also said that this was still the best idea the New Traditionalists have come up with yet, and if someone could prove to me it was a good thing for us, I might change my mind. But the reporter jumped on the nuclear casino comparison, knowing how I’d worked so hard against gambling on the Rez. The article came out very distorted, like I’m opposed to everything new around here.” Rose handed Ella the newspaper.

Ella scanned the article. “They are talking about building a new kind of power plant using the latest technology, and say it will be a lot safer and cheaper than the ones in Arizona and other places around the country. I’m still trying to get all the information I can before making up my mind.”

“I’ve been doing the same, trying to stay objective, though you know I have a bias when it comes to digging up Mother Earth and working with radiation,” Rose added.

“So it’s all based on logic and common sense. You’re not just naturally a little bit stubborn, are you, Mom?” Ella said, then chuckled.

“Like mother, like daughter,” Rose shot back, then went to the sink and began to wash dishes. “Will you be home for lunch?”

“As usual, at this point I have no idea where I’ll be around lunchtime. I started investigating a new case last night.”

Rose nodded somberly. “I heard the news on the Navajo radio station this morning.” She paused, then added, “Is it true that a police officer was murdered just east of Shiprock?”

“Yes.”

“The man’s name wasn’t released. Is it someone I know?”

“I don’t think so,” Ella answered softly, getting her gun from the top shelf in the kitchen. She always left it there while having breakfast, knowing that Dawn would never be able to reach it.

As Ella said good-bye to Rose, she tried to block out the fear she always saw in her mother’s eyes whenever the danger a cop faced struck home. Her mom had probably been thinking about it since she got up, and talking about Harry and then the NEED article had been a good way of avoiding the subject at least for a while.

Going quickly outside, Ella hugged Dawn, and sent her and Two back into the house. Mornings were usually bitterly cold, but today was worse than normal. The icy temperature seemed to cut right through her jacket. Though the sun was visible in the eastern sky, it was still below freezing. At least there was no early breeze.

As she watched the desert come alive and the long shadows begin to fade, Ella wondered what today would bring. Investigations on the Rez often took unexpected turns, because the Navajo culture was so complex—or so simple—depending on whether one asked an anthropologist or her brother Clifford, a hataalii, or medicine man. But restoring order and upholding the law was her way of serving the Dineh and of walking in beauty. As a tribal police officer, she’d found her place within the tribe.

By the time Ella arrived at her office, she was eager to get to work. The quest for answers would become nearly all-consuming to her until everything fell into place, whether it be a day, a week, or a month or more.

Ella picked up the written transcript of the dispatcher’s report. Officer Franklin’s last communication was sketchy. Ella leaned back in her chair, considering the facts and trying to visualize the events as they unfolded. From what she could determine so far, Jason had seen an unidentified figure inside the building and had gone through the protocols of asking for backup. That was when his transmission had become garbled and finally cut out. Ella had heard Dispatch’s tape recording of the call last night, and it was barely discernible. It was a wonder the dispatcher had been able to get as much information as she had.

Ella walked to the records room, signed the proper forms, then pulled the log of Officer Franklin’s patrols for the month prior to his death, wanting to know if he’d responded to other burglary calls recently. What she found out surprised her. Although there had only been two burglaries in his entire sector, it appeared that Officer Franklin had made it a point to stop at the garage where he’d met his death at least twice a week, as if he’d expected trouble there. Unfortunately, his log entries didn’t explain why he’d chosen to do that.

Often officers had a favorite locale where they preferred to stop and write their reports, usually an open restaurant where they had lighting and a cup of coffee available. Of course the local businesses loved it when an officer used their site as a regular stop, too. It offered an extra feeling of protection, at least for the duration of the visit, and it had a deterrent value even after the officer had gone. But the cold, dark parking lot of an out-of-business garage was a poor selection for all those same reasons.

Hearing someone at her office door, Ella glanced up. Big Ed Atcitty was there standing in, or rather occupying, the entire doorway. The broad-shouldered, barrel-shaped police chief had a touch of gray around his temples, but he still looked as tough as the gnarled salt cedars that survived along the San Juan River.

“Hey, Shorty,” he greeted, using the nickname he’d given Ella years ago, although she was nearly a head taller than he was. “I’ve been trying to get hold of Jason Franklin’s next of kin. His personnel file lists his father, Dr. Kee Franklin, as the relative to be notified in case of emergency, but I haven’t been able to connect with him. I sent an officer over earlier, but a neighbor says he thinks the man went on some overnight fishing trip. All I know so far is that he’s of the Waters Edge Clan, and is a retired professor. He’s a Ph.D., not a medical doctor. One of the office staff said that he sometimes gives science demonstrations as a guest lecturer at the Shiprock Community College, but from his listed address he lives off the Rez on private land. I’m going to need you to drive to his house and see if he’s returned,” he said, dropping the address on her desk. “Find him ASAP.”

“The officer’s name hasn’t been released to the press yet, has it?”

“No, we’re holding it pending notification of next of kin according to procedure, but you know how the press is. They keep digging and report it anyway.”

“I’ll go see Dr. Franklin,” Ella said. “Do you want me to work up the formal press release before I go?”

“No, I’ll handle it. Have you turned up any leads yet?”

Ella gave him a brief overview. “He obviously suspected something was going on at the garage. Now I have to figure out what it was.”


“Stay on it until you find the answers. If you need to pull in help from the ranks, do it. I’m not restricting you to Neskahi either. We’ll tighten our patrol schedule even more if we have to.”

Considering the manpower shortage, that statement alone convinced her of Big Ed’s resolve to find the killer.

“Chief, there’s one more thing I wanted to mention. I think this is the time to pressure the council again to get us some reliable equipment. A bad radio may have cost us an officer already.”

“Every officer at this station knows I’ve been trying to get additional funds, but every request I’ve made has been turned down or placed under perpetual review,” he said, expelling his breath in a hiss. “Make out a complete report, and I’ll try again. Now that we’ve lost an officer, they may finally understand the seriousness of the situation.”

“If morale keeps going down, the situation is going to reach a critical level.”

“I’m aware of that, Shorty. I’ve already had too many resignations related to our funding problems. Our experienced officers have started joining other PDs.”

“I can’t say I blame them. At the very least, we deserve reliable equipment,” Ella answered.

His eyes narrowed slightly. “Are you thinking of quitting, too?”

She exhaled softly. “No. There are times I’ve been tempted, but I belong here.”

“Me too,” he answered with a thin smile.

After Big Ed left her office, Ella leaned back in her chair. This case was bound to increase the tensions within the department. It wouldn’t be long before everyone learned that a faulty radio had contributed to Jason Franklin’s death. More resignations were sure to follow, and there could be a lot of bad press. Maybe it would take a lawsuit from Officer Franklin’s family to wake the Tribal Council up.

Closing her mind to any more negative thoughts, Ella forced herself to concentrate on the case. She picked up the report Justine had left on her desk. Martha Grayhorse was the owner of the garage where the officer had been killed. Ella scribbled down her address, stood up, and grabbed her keys. On her way back from Dr. Franklin’s home she’d stop and interview her. Ella was nearly at the door when Justine came in.

“I thought you’d want to know. The officer’s handgun hadn’t been fired, and the only prints on it were his own. I did find some partials on the packing boxes, but my guess is that they’ll belong to the person who stored them there. I found others on the furniture as well, too old to belong to the killer unless he’d been there before. I’ve got a computer searching for matches on the more recent ones.” Justine paused, then added, “But to be honest, I don’t think we’ll get anything from the prints. This killer was careful, not to mention cold-blooded. Not many people would ambush a police officer at such close range.”

“Do you think the officer was set up?”

“Yes I do. Think about it, Ella. From what we’ve seen there was nothing in the garage worth stealing, let alone killing a police officer for. And the officer didn’t die after a struggle or in a firefight. If he drew his weapon at all, he put it back in the holster himself. Then he was shot at nearly point-blank range from behind.”

“Maybe the officer knew his killer and saw no threat. That would explain him putting away his weapon. But there’s one fact that still doesn’t fit. I’ve just learned that the officer stopped by the garage several times a week, though he’s never stated why in his reports. Have you heard of any crimes that could be linked somehow to that particular garage?”

Justine shook her head. “The only crimes of any consequence we’ve had lately are a few stolen cars, but there doesn’t seem to be a connection—like a chop shop operation. Those bay doors had cobwebs on them. They haven’t been opened in months.” Justine paused. “From what we saw, that place has been serving as a storage place for Martha Grayhorse for a year or longer.”

“The name isn’t familiar to me. Do you know her?”

Justine nodded. “I’ve met her once or twice. She’s my mom’s age. She was divorced, then married an Air Force officer. She’s in Germany with him now. I know because my sister Jayne is getting paid to keep her place rented while Martha’s gone.”

“You just saved me a trip. Thanks. See if you can track down an overseas telephone number where Martha can be reached. I’m on my way to deliver the news to the father, if he’s home.”

“That’s one job I’m glad I’ve never been asked to do,” Justine said softly.

Ella would have given anything to avoid the sad duty, but she had a responsibility to her fellow officer. “I’ll see you later.”

Ella drove toward Farmington at under fifty-five miles per hour, wanting the extra time to sort everything she’d learned. But as she reached the reservation’s borders near Hogback, an uneasy feeling began to creep up her spine. The badger fetish around her neck was warm, something that always seemed to happen when danger was near. She’d never been able to explain how it worked, but she never argued with facts.

She checked her rearview mirror and took a careful look around her. There were a few cars within view behind her, and more than one had passed her recently, but none looked suspicious.

Yet, despite all logic, the nagging feeling that someone was watching her slowly grew into a certainty. She slowed quickly and turned off onto a side road that led to one of the power plants to see if any car or truck followed her, but none did.

As she turned around and pulled back onto the main highway, she caught a glimpse of something shiny behind her about a half mile, halfway around a curve, and on the shoulder of the road. But the flicker was gone so quickly, she couldn’t be sure what she’d seen. It could have also been a car going the other direction, she supposed.

Ella kept a vigilant eye on the road behind and ahead of her as she drove directly to the Farmington address the chief had provided. It was located on the southwest side of the city in an old residential area among several apple orchards along the San Juan River.

Dr. Franklin’s home was a well-maintained but old pitched-roof house on a half-acre lot with a few gnarled apple trees. Pulling up the gravel driveway, she parked in front of the attached garage and went to the front door.

As she reached the porch, she heard classical music coming from inside. Ella rang the doorbell, hating the news she was bringing and the pain it would cause.

A few seconds later, the door opened, revealing a Navajo man in his early sixties, with thinning gray-black hair and wearing thick wire-rimmed glasses. He was dressed casually but well, wearing a yellow shirt beneath a gray wool sweater, dress slacks, and expensive-looking loafers. The professor could have blended in any of a hundred college campuses across the country.

Ella identified herself and saw the wariness that instantly crossed Kee Franklin’s features.

“Is something wrong?” he asked. “My son?”

“Can we sit down?” she asked gently.

He nodded and led her inside to a tastefully decorated living room that looked right out of Middle America rather than the Southwest. He took a seat on a worn leather chair beside a table lamp piled high with scientific magazines and journals, then waved her to a comfortable-looking sofa.

When she delivered the sad news, the man’s face turned ashen and he held on to the arm of the chair so tightly, it turned his knuckles a pearly white. For several moments he sat there, shaking, unable to speak.

Ella walked quickly to the kitchen and, taking a glass from the drain rack, returned with some water for him.

He took it from her slowly, disbelief and shock etched on his face. “I just saw him…well, just a week ago. We had lunch and talked.”

“About what?”

“The weather, ice fishing, nothing in particular,” Dr. Franklin said, his voice shaky. “Jason…he’s gone? It couldn’t be a mistake? Are you sure?”

Her heart aching for him, Ella nodded and saw the last glimmer of hope fade from his eyes. Her chest tightened as she thought of Dawn and the fear that had gripped her when her daughter’s safety had been in doubt. To face what Kee Franklin was experiencing now…she just didn’t know how anyone could stand the pain. Nothing could prepare a parent for the loss of a child.

“We’re going to need your help now, sir,” Ella said softly. “Is there anything you can tell us? Did your son have any enemies you know about, anyone who would want to hurt him?”

His eyes filled with tears, and he watched her silently. Ella wondered if he’d even heard her words. She waited patiently.

“Where…and how?” he managed.

“On duty, in an old garage, late last night. He was shot, and died instantly.” She’d spare him the details, except for that one important point. It was the only kindness she had to offer him. “I found the body myself not long after it happened.” She gave him the address and saw him look up at her in surprise. “You know the place?”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “My ex-wife uses it for storage. I keep some old books and odds and ends there myself.”

“Can you think of any reason your son would have stopped by there during his patrols? We know he was checking the place often.”

Dr. Franklin thought about it for a while before speaking. “Maybe he had things of his own there…or more than likely, he was just keeping an eye on the place for his mother.” He took an unsteady breath. “Does she know yet?”

“No, sir. We think she’s in Germany with her husband. We’re trying to locate her now. Do you know her address or telephone number, or the name of the base?”

Dr. Franklin shook his head. “It’s been a very long time since she and I had anything to do with each other. When she remarried, that was the end of it for us. I haven’t spoken directly to her in years.” He took another drink of water, and as he did, Ella saw his hand was still trembling.

“She loved our son, and should be told…” he said. His voice broke, and he took another swallow of water.

“We’ll track her down, sir. I know this is difficult, but I need you to think back. Did your son ever mention having any enemies?” she asked again.

He shook his head. “Enemies? No, it was impossible not to like that boy once you got to know him. I can’t think of anyone who would have done something like this to him.” He paused, and set the glass down. His hand was shaking so hard, water sloshed over the side. “But police work is a dangerous profession. Maybe a criminal, someone he had arrested…”

Ella watched Dr. Franklin carefully, afraid he’d have a heart attack. The man seemed to have aged ten years since she’d given him the news. “As soon as you feel you can handle it, Professor, would you look at photos of the garage, and maybe through the boxes we found in there, and tell me if anything is missing?”

“I can’t help you with that. I only went there one time to drop off some extra books I needed to store away. I used to live in Los Alamos. After I retired from teaching at the branch college there, I came back just to be closer to my son. He is, was, my only child.”

The words broke Ella’s heart. “Please let us know if you plan to have a funeral or a memorial service. His fellow officers will want to pay their respects.”

“No funeral,” he said, his words thick and heavy. “He wouldn’t have wanted that. He wasn’t a traditionalist, but he told me once he hated funerals. Said he wouldn’t be caught dead at one. I’ll hold…something else,” he said slowly. “Where should I pick up my son?”

“The medical examiner’s office is in the basement of the hospital at Shiprock,” she said gently, and gave him her card. “If there’s anything at all you need, or that I can help you with, give me a call—day or night. My cell phone number is on the back.”

Dr. Franklin walked her to the door, but his movements were mechanical.

Ella stepped outside and, as she turned around to express her regrets one last time, she saw that he had turned around and was staring at photographs of Jason on the wall. Softly, she closed the door, returned to her car, and drove west toward the Rez and Shiprock.

Ella considered her next step. Big Ed had told her that Dr. Franklin gave guest lectures at the college. Wilson Joe, her longtime friend, might be able to give her some insight into the Franklin family—and maybe a lead.

One thing was clear. She had to find answers quickly, before the trail got cold.








Three




[image: image]

Forty minutes later, she arrived at the college, a modern facility with the core classrooms and offices constructed in an architect’s interpretation of giant eight-sided hogans.

Wilson, a popular, good-looking professor about her height and a year older, sat alone in his office grading papers. Seeing her, he beamed a smile. “Hey, stranger. I haven’t seen you around much lately.”

“Work and family. That’s my whole life in a nutshell.”

“How’s Dawn? I heard that she’s going to day school.”

Ella smiled. Everyone tended to know everyone else’s business in this community, one of the largest on the Rez, but barely a “town” based upon population alone. “Yeah, and she loves it. I think it’s good for her. She needed to be around kids her own age. She’s learning Navajo and English and seems pretty comfortable with both—though I have to admit she makes up her own words with alarming frequency. Shush is bear in Navajo, but she calls her teddy bear Shooey. She’s also fond of playing ‘pretendly’ games.”

Ella stopped speaking and smiled. “Jeez, I sound like one of those mothers who’s convinced everything her child does is adorable.”

“And you’re not?” Wilson laughed as he walked over to a small coffeepot on the counter, carrying his empty cup.

“Most everything she does is cute,” she said, laughing. “And I don’t have to pull out a wallet full of photos—which I have, by the way—to prove it.”

“You’ve got your life organized the way you want it,” he said, pouring her a cup of coffee without asking, then topping off his own mug. “I envy you that. I wish I could get my life more on track. Justine and I…well, we have things to work out.”

Wilson offered her the coffee in a foam cup, and she took it silently with a nod. “But you didn’t come to talk about this, Ella. What’s up?”

“How well do you know Professor Kee Franklin? I understand that he guest lectures here.” She glanced at a mural painted on the far wall. At one end it depicted an eighteenth-century Navajo family huddled around the fire pit inside their hogan, and at the other end was an unpainted section Ella knew Wilson was saving for a portrait of the first Native American astronaut.

Between the beginning and end, the mural featured tall vignettes in Native American history, from the prehistoric cultivation of corn to the arrival of the Spanish. It concluded with the Navajo Code Talkers of WWII and Navajos building solar collectors to provide electricity for traditionalist families on a remote mesa.

“Dr. Franklin conducts demonstrations and lectures often. And, by the way, he loves the mural as much as you and I do,” he said, following her gaze. “I’ve had him here often, and he always comments on the space program, and his desire to see a Navajo at the International Space Station before he passes on. He’s a very gifted professor, and an inspiration to my students.”

“Do you know him on a personal level?”

Wilson shook his head. “We’ve made small talk and discussed the Dineh’s relationship to science and technology, but that’s about it. Why do you ask? Is he in some kind of trouble?”

“Not the kind you think. Have you heard that a tribal officer was shot and killed?” Seeing him nod, she added, “It was his son.”

Wilson took a deep breath. “That’s going to devastate Dr. Franklin. His son was the world to him. They hadn’t been close while the boy was growing up, but their relationship really improved since Kee moved back to this area. I know they went hiking and fishing together as often as possible.”

“When I gave him the news he took it really hard,” Ella said. Hearing someone approaching, she turned her head and was surprised to see her mother standing there. “Mom! What on earth are you doing here?”

“You’re not the only one with business to attend to, daughter,” Rose said, taking the chair Wilson offered, then glancing up at him and folding her hands on her lap. “I came to get your opinion on the proposed ‘nuclear casino.’ You explain things to people every day in words they can understand, I figured you could speak plainly to me about it.”

“Would you like some coffee?” Wilson offered, waving toward the coffeepot.

“No thank you.” Rose replied, then got right to the point. “What do you think are good reasons for building this nuclear power plant, Professor?”

“You have to hand it to the New Traditionalists,” Wilson said. “They’ve come up with something original that could add a whole new dimension to the energy industry in the Four Corners. If it passes and a nuclear facility is constructed, the electricity produced could bring our tribe a great deal of revenue in the first half of the new century. Right now many outsiders operating the coalfueled power plants, the mines, and so on, have a lot of control over what happens to our land. But with a nuclear power plant here, owned and operated by the tribe, those days would be over. We’d be calling our own shots at last.”

“That must be why Permian Energy keeps talking to our council, asking for approval to run the operation,” Rose asked. “If they’re operating the plant, then they’ll maintain control of the facility.”

“Exactly.” Wilson sat forward, then continued. “And if Permian calls the shots because they own and operate the facility, they’ll be taking the bulk of the profits, and we won’t be any better off than we are with the current coal power plants. We have to maintain controlling interest in this enterprise ourselves. There’s a small core of scientists right now among the Dineh who have the technical expertise to get this thing started, and the uranium required to fuel such a power plant is already on Navajo land. With the need for more energy across the nation, especially the West, such a project could turn things around for us as a tribe. Marketing clean energy that we produce and control will give us economic clout in the Anglo world, and the funding we need to educate and support our own people.”

“What I’m most concerned about is the safety issue.” Rose crossed her hands across her chest. “It’s only clean energy when everything goes as planned. The Holy People warned us that certain rocks should stay in the earth. When the bilagáanas, the white people, came to our land during the Cold War and council elders allowed them to take the uranium out, the mining ended up causing disease and misery. We can’t afford another mistake like that. Polluting our scarce water supplies is unforgivable.”

Ella glanced at Wilson. “That’s been bothering me, too. Most of us who live here know that the largest radioactive spill in the history of the United States happened on the Navajo Nation, but few off the Rez had ever even heard about it. You say ‘Three Mile Island’ and everyone knows what you’re talking about, but in 1979 millions of gallons of radioactive waste spilled down the Rio Puerco.”

Rose nodded. “And when the uranium companies closed operations, we were left to clean up the mess.”

Wilson spoke. “All true, but it should be different now—with scientific knowledge that simply wasn’t around before. And the public is a lot better educated.”

“Still, the past is hard to forget,” Rose said. “For years our people lived in houses that contained uranium tailings in the concrete that made the foundations. And many of the uranium mine shafts are still uncovered, and the ground around them contaminated. Should we open up new mines? The tribe needs money, but surely not at any cost.”

Wilson shrugged. “Still, operating a nuclear power plant here, even a small one, is something that could really turn our economic situation around. Do you realize that at current prices, we can make an estimated one billion dollars mining our own uranium and running the power plant—that is, if the plant is allowed to operate for twenty-five years.”

“Even if we make more money, that still won’t guarantee that we’ll find harmony and walk in beauty,” Rose said. “Even a small mistake could be a disaster.”

“I understand your fears,” Wilson said. “But what happened before shouldn’t happen again if the plant is run properly and safe mining practices are followed. A limited, short-term partnership with the current coal power plant operators would provide enough funding so we won’t be asked to empty the tribal accounts to get things set up. But control must remain with our own leaders. It’s our land, after all, and our resources.”

“Why would the NEED project be any better than what we already have with the current operations?” Rose was taking notes with a small notebook.

Wilson shrugged. “The coal-powered plant we have here still puts a lot of stuff into the air we breathe, and there’s the damage caused by the enormous surface-mining operations. A small modern nuclear facility, not one of the old-style monsters, is a good, clean, safe option for us.”

“I’m still worried about the mines, and the miners. Before, many died, and continue to die, of what they call Red Lung—named for the blood those affected would cough up. And many are just now getting a reasonable financial settlement, decades too late for some. Certainly we know more today—but there might be something else we don’t know that’ll come back to haunt us in the future.” Rose grew somber.

“There’s an element of risk in any new undertaking,” Wilson said.

“Whatever I decide, I intend to first make sure that everyone knows the potential dangers of what they’re inviting onto our land before they agree to this nuclear casino. Thank you for your time and your thoughts, nephew,” Rose added, using the term as a sign of affection, not kinship.

“Mom, wait, and I’ll walk back to the parking area with you,” Ella said.

As Rose went out to the hall, Ella glanced back at Wilson. “I need a lead that will point me to Officer Franklin’s killer. If you hear anything from your students or elsewhere, give me a call.”

“You’ve got it. I’ll start by finding out if the professor’s son ever attended classes here.”

Ella joined her mother as they walked back to their cars. “I still can’t get used to you taking such an active part in tribal issues, Mom. That newspaper interview is bound to make you enemies, especially with that nuclear casino sound bite. Sometimes I think you pick all the hot issues on purpose—payback, so I’ll have to worry about you like you have about me all these years.”

Rose smiled. “We both have to accept each other’s needs to be productive and useful—even if we make each other crazy, daughter.”

Ella laughed. Rose was very much her own person these days. The mother-housekeeper Clifford and she had known had disappeared.

They were nearing the parking area when a young woman in her early twenties, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, saw them and came over. Four other young women followed her.

“Aren’t you Rose Destea, the traditionalist who is trying to turn everyone against a tribal nuclear power plant? I read what you said in the newspaper.”

“You are right about my name. And although the newspaper gave a distorted report of my comments in that article, I do have many serious questions and concerns about the NEED project. But people are free to make up their own minds,” Rose answered calmly.

“My name is Vera Jim.” The woman stepped right up to within a foot of Rose, but Rose didn’t flinch or give ground. “People like you are the tribe’s biggest enemies. You’re so used to living in poverty you can’t see that the opportunity has finally come for the rest of us to break out of this cycle of misery. New Traditionalists provide leaders who can improve our standard of living, but there is always someone like you to stand in our way.”

“I am not an enemy of the tribe,” Rose said sharply. “The only ones who truly undermine who we are as the People are the ones who show no respect for our ways.”

Ella was surprised by how well Rose had handled things, though she could tell her mother was furious with Vera Jim. Her gaze was on Rose when Vera suddenly pushed Rose hard.

“Your ways suck!” Vera snarled.

As Rose staggered back, Ella steadied her mother quickly, then in an instant stepped right up to Vera’s face, pinning her against the trunk of a cottonwood tree so she couldn’t move.

“You have assaulted a member of our tribe,” Ella said. “I am a witness and a police officer.”

“Daughter, let her go,” Rose said sharply. “There’s enough division among the Dineh as it is.”

“Mom, you can press charges—”

“No. That’s your way, not mine. Common sense and respect for their elders isn’t something you can force into a person. If they haven’t been raised properly, they have to learn it by themselves.”

Still angry but unable to turn that feeling into action, Ella focused her attention back on Vera, who had wisely decided not to struggle. “If you ever pull something like that again—assaulting anyone young or old, I’ll haul you in. Am I making myself very clear?”

The woman nodded but didn’t speak, deciding, apparently, that it was best to become one with the tree bark for a while longer.

Ella stepped back, but Vera remained frozen in place. “Now get out of here before I change my mind and press charges myself.”

It took a few seconds for Vera to get the courage to move, but when she did, she stomped away quickly without looking back, her fists tightly clenched.

One of the women who had been with her hung back. “Vera really didn’t mean to be rough or anything. She’s going through tough times like most of us, and sometimes she gets so frustrated she just lashes out.”

“Then advise her to work off her frustrations at a job or by running cross-country. Assaulting someone will land her in the tribal courts. Guaranteed, if I ever hear about it,” Ella said.

Once they were alone again, Ella gave Rose a hard look. “You should have pressed charges, or at least let me haul her in for a few hours. I’ve dealt with young people like that before. The kindest thing you could have done for her was show her that actions have consequences.”

Rose shook her head. “She’s a New Traditionalist,” Rose said, referring to the growing tribal faction who professed to believe in the old ways but strongly advocated using whatever modern means were available to improve the quality of life on the Rez. “She’s fighting for this tribe like I am—she just doesn’t know how to do that effectively yet.”

Rose paused, then continued slowly. “I have a feeling that she’ll be one of my strongest adversaries someday. She’s as passionate about moving the tribe forward as I am about forcing people to weigh everything before making any lasting decisions. These newly proposed tribal ventures—trial casinos and the nuclear power plant—may exact a great price from all of us in the long run.”

Wilson came running up as they started walking again. “I saw what happened from my office window. Are you two okay?” He glanced toward the group of young women, now some distance away.

“Sure,” Ella said quickly. “That student, Vera Jim, is a hot-head, but she posed no serious threat.”

He relaxed visibly. “I know who she is. Her husband works for one of the oil well service companies. He’s an engineer and a financial supporter of the NEED Project. I’ve heard rumors that they, and others like them, overextended themselves trying to get NEED off the ground. Many have taken out second mortgages and borrowed all the money they can.”

“I think I’ll look into that some more,” Ella said slowly. She wanted to know everything she could about her mother’s enemies.

“You could talk to Samuel Nakai. He was a close friend of the Jims—that is until this issue came up. Samuel wouldn’t join in with them and invest in NEED. He was in favor of upgrading the technology at the coal-generated plants. Their differences ended up destroying their friendship.”

“Thanks for the tip,” Ella said.

As Wilson headed back to his office, Ella fell into step beside Rose, who was walking in the direction of the parking lot. “You need to be careful, Mom. I think this issue is going to be more volatile than any of us suspected.”

“I agree with you, daughter,” Rose said.

Ella helped her mother into the family’s pickup. She’d wanted to buy Rose a new car last year, something with power brakes and steering, but Rose had not allowed it, insisting that it was a waste of money. As long as her truck continued to start every morning, she’d use it.

Saying good-bye, Ella went to her tribal unit, which was in a special slot reserved for law enforcement vehicles. She’d speak to Samuel Nakai soon, but, right now, she needed to focus on Officer Franklin’s murder investigation.

Ella checked in with Justine on the cell phone, then drove back to the station, lost in thought. Leads were few at the moment, so she’d start by trying to find any known enemies the officer might have had.

When she walked back inside the station ten minutes later, she noticed the mood in the building was subdued. By now, everyone had learned about Jason’s Franklin’s death. Pressure to get answers would come not only from the Tribal Council and Navajo community, but from the rank-and-file officers who’d served with Franklin.

Justine met her in the hall outside her office. “I’ve been waiting for you. We got Dr. Roanhorse-Lavery’s report, and it was as we thought. The officer was shot at point-blank range. She’s sending me a bullet she recovered, and I’ll be checking it later for caliber and all the rest.” She paused, then continued. “I was able to match Kee Franklin’s prints to some I lifted from one of the boxes in the garage. The professor’s prints are in a government database, as are Captain John Grayhorse’s, Martha’s husband. There’s one partial I haven’t been able to match up. One last thing. The black hairs we found came from a wig. They’re synthetic.”

“I can’t imagine anyone around here, except chemo patients, buying a black hair wig. I mean, come on. Try to find a Navajo who doesn’t have black hair. Why spend money on something so ordinary?” She shrugged. “But let’s follow it up. Check and find out which stores in Farmington carry wigs, then see if you can learn the names of their customers.”

“Okay.”

“Have you managed to turn up anything useful on the officer’s personal relationships, politics, or circle of friends?” Ella asked.

“All I know so far is that he’d taken a very strong position against NEED and other energy industry projects. I spoke to one of the uniforms who knew him for many years when he was assigned to the Keams Canyon area—Mike Kodaseet. Mike told me Jason was completely against anything that would reopen the doors to uranium mining.”

“Any idea why?”

“Kodaseet said Franklin had relatives who’d died of Red Lung.”

“How close were Kodaseet and Franklin?”

“They’d worked adjacent patrol areas, backed each other up, and switched schedules from time to time, but they weren’t off-duty friends.”

“Did Jason have a girlfriend or someone else he was especially close to?”

“Kodaseet said Jason was dating an assistant professor at the local college by the name of Belinda Johns.”

“She’s a Navajo?”

“Yeah. She teaches introductory physics. Apparently, she’s a very bright lady.”

“Let’s go talk to her.”

“I figured you’d say that, so I called administration on campus. Professor Johns is ill this morning, so we’ll have to catch her at home. I’ve got her address.”

Justine and Ella walked outside. Before they could head for her tribal unit, Justine stopped her. “I think we better take your vehicle, Ella. It’s in better shape than mine, and it’s a rough drive. I’ve got a bald tire that needs replacing, but you know how it is right now with the budget.”

“No problem. Where does the professor live?”

“About five miles from campus, but not in a developed area. She has electricity from a generator, but not much else by way of modern conveniences. She told Mike once that she wants to live out there until she finishes her book on Navajo views of the universe. Apparently the primitive setting inspires her work.”

“She sounds like a New Traditionalist.”

Justine nodded. “That’s what I was told.”

“I wonder if she’s in favor of NEED and, if so, how that impacted on her relationship with Jason, if he was really a staunch opponent.” She paused, then added, “It ought to be an interesting interview.”
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