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      He’s buried in the Red Desert.

      He’s in India. Ran away from the priesthood and started a new life.

      I heard that he was dumped in an old mine in northern Wyoming. No reason why he was killed. Nice guy. Took the kids fishing and hunting.

      Most of us weren’t into his religious stuff, but having a beer with him was always nice.

      A real cowboy dreaming man. He’d grown up in a city, but he seemed to really love being here.

      Please don’t go back up there.

      Christopher Ruiz’s wife’s voice was the final line that echoed in his head, but the previous three statements had encouraged him to take another trip to the mountains. Now he wasn’t sure he’d get to hear his wife’s sweet voice again. As he desperately searched for something solid to hold on to, he wished he’d listened to her. Ruiz was scrambling along a narrow ledge that towered 10,000 feet above the valley. He’d only looked down once—a decision he regretted. Loose shale rock dislodged and slid along the edge of the mountain. Ruiz grabbed hold of the side of a boulder, pulled himself up, and located another rock large enough to serve as a step. You’ll either make it, or you won’t. It was a line he’d found soothing during his fifteen year career in law enforcement. Whenever he was in danger, he’d think, You’ll either make it, or you won’t. The somber thought calmed his nerves and gave him the strength and courage to push through. After all, if he didn’t make it, he’d only be aware of his failure for a few moments. If he fell off the side of the mountain, the descent would be fatal. He imagined that on his way down, as he hurtled through time and space, he’d hear his wife’s voice again. Only this time, she’d be saying, I told you not to go back up there!

      It was an unseasonably warm day in early spring. The trails were empty and would remain so for the next few months. Late April was a bad time to head out to higher elevations because of the unpredictability of the weather, but Ruiz had learned from his father that spring was the best time to go if you wanted solitude—which was what he desired. Searching for the remains of a man who went missing decades before required focus. The oscillating weather, spring run-off, and emergence of animals made searches dangerous. One minute sunshine was warming your face, and the next, a blanket of snow would rapidly cover the mountain. With this in mind, Ruiz was doing his best to examine the area one more time before accepting that Jim Raskin wasn’t in the mountains. He’d gone through all the cabins — which were full of graffiti and trash from vagrants — and searched the nearby ravines. If he’d died from exposure, the snow melt would have taken the bones down to the bottom of the mountain, so Ruiz walked the wash and checked caves in the area. He’d even checked the land where an orphanage run by the Church had stood. The priest, Fr. Arturo, had sighed when Ruiz walked into his office.

      The priest was a small man with milky eyes.

      “How can I help you, officer?” Fr. Arturo asked after Ruiz introduced himself.

      “I’m investigating a missing person case and would like to check the area around the old orphanage.”

      “Oh no. Who’s missing?”

      Fr. Arturo’s eyes caught fire. He stumbled out of his chair, gripping the edge of his desk as he stood up.

      “It’s an old case, Father.”

      The old man let out a long, labored sigh. Ruiz had heard the priest drive one hundred miles every Saturday and Sunday to cover the small parishes in the area. It seemed like a lot of work for an elderly man.

      “Oh. How old?”

      “Early 1980s.”

      “Hmm. I see.” Fr Arturo sat back down. He seemed relieved to know it wasn’t one of his current flock, but Ruiz wondered why he wasn’t more concerned. A soul is a soul. Even if the person had been missing for decades, it was still important to locate them—even if they were deceased.

      “It was a priest. Fr. Jim Raskin.”

      “I suppose that doesn’t surprise me too much. Dangerous country around here. Easy to underestimate it. By all means, search, but I can’t be there with you. I’ll be driving to Riverton in the morning and won’t be back until the evening. But Bishop Lancaster has granted you permission to check the area. He told me to make sure you were safe. You won’t be going by yourself, will you? I haven’t been up there, but I’ve heard that it’s treacherous.”

      “I will try to get some colleagues to travel with me, Father,” Ruiz lied.

      “Good. We want Fr. Jim found and returned to his family, but nothing is worth your life. So please promise me you won’t go there by yourself.”

      Ruiz felt a thin line of sweat form on the back of his neck. He hated lying to anyone, especially a man of the cloth, but there was no way anyone was going to entertain his crazy idea. The only person who would indulge him was across the country, oblivious to his mission.

      “Father, if you could just pray for me, I’d really appreciate it.”

      “Yes, of course. I’ll pray for you and your companions. What are their names?”

      “Sylvia Wilcox will accompany me,” Ruiz said, surprising himself. He hadn’t spoken to Sylvia in a few years. As far as he knew, she was back in Michigan, living her life. She didn’t know he was searching for Fr. Raskin, but since Sylvia Wilcox was the person who’d sparked the hunt for the priest, her name was on the tip of his tongue.

      “Only one? Is this Sylvia Wilcox also a detective?”

      Ruiz hesitated. “Yes, she is a detective of sorts.”

      The priest gave Ruiz a skeptical look, but his tired eyes showed he was stretched too thin to lecture Ruiz on honesty.

      “Very well. Christopher Ruiz and Sylvia Wilcox. Be safe, son,” the priest said as Ruiz left the rectory.

      Now he was dangling over the silent wilderness and wishing the priest had pushed back more. Would he have postponed the search if Fr. Arturo had pressed him a little more on the details? Probably not, but he felt better shifting some of the blame.

      Ruiz hadn’t been sure he was in good enough shape to do this hike, but he’d decided—against his wife’s wishes—to do it, anyway. The mountains had been his playground when he was a teenager, but after several years in the southern part of the state, living in a city, Ruiz knew he’d lost a step or two. Still, he was determined to give it a try. If the craggy peaks prove to be insurmountable, I’ll turn back, he’d told himself as he headed to the cliff. But now he had to keep going. He was at the point of no return. It would have been smart to take someone with him, but for now, he wanted to work the hunch on his own.

      This was his third time on the mountain, and Ruiz was confident he would find what he was looking for. The first time he’d made it a quarter of the way to the trail, and turned back. Several weeks after that, he’d tried again and only made it halfway. Then winter hit. He’d used the time to get back into running and lifting weights. Now he was in much better shape, but the hike was still verging on insurmountable. Ruiz closed his eyes for a moment and thought of his dad. Give me strength, Papa.

      His father, a former sheepherder, had spent weeks traversing the isolated edges of the mountains.

      “Most people skip it. They don’t think nature on its own is beautiful, but that’s a mistake,” his father told him.

      “We would always go by there because it was peaceful. There were rumors some Catholic priests from Europe put the cross there. They wanted to create a spot for Catholicism in a place that isn’t very Catholic. They wanted to leave something behind in Wyoming, so they made a place of pilgrimage in an area people don’t travel often. Long ago, it was a campsite owned by the Church. Now it’s privately owned, so you have to scramble to it if you want a day hike, but the safer way is to split it into two days, especially in the springtime. It’s hard to get there and you need permission from the owner. For some time there was a stream that gushed in the late spring, with the snowmelt, but last I heard it was dry. Of all the places to hike, it is not remarkable, but when you get there, it’s calm.”

      Ruiz had taken the shortcut, which turned out to be a mistake because the snowfall from the previous winter was beginning to rush down the side of the mountain. He was soaked and shivering, and saying a prayer in his head as he gathered his strength. Technically, he was on vacation. He felt guilty for working when he should be spending time with his family, but something about this case kept him up at night. As he ran his hand over the ledge above, Ruiz said asked for help aloud. Please let me be right about this. Finding a rock, he grasped it with both hands and hoped he was strong enough to hoist himself up. Ruiz felt his arms shake, noting that if they failed him, he’d tumble down the cliff face. His body would hit jagged rocks and possibly get banged into pieces before he made it to the bottom, where whatever was left of him would spatter against the valley floor. You’ve got one shot at this, he told himself before closing his eyes and concentrating. He focused all his energy on his arms and forced his body to the next level. Using the side of the cliff as a stepping stone, before lifting himself up to a rocky ledge. Scrub brush and scatterings of burned tree trunks lined the cliff. The area had been partially scorched at some point, leaving the scenery opaque and uninviting. It wasn’t as picturesque as the surrounding mountains, so it would be a good place for a body to be hidden out of sight.

      The ground was hard and dry and filled with small rocks. Ruiz headed towards a dip in the land, being led by the words of his father. There was a small stream that created a waterfall over the side of the mountain. He knew he was close. His father told him that the sheep would head to the area because there wasn’t a lot of water on the mountain.

      “I remember coming around the corner of the ledge, lifting myself up, and walking towards a small cave. There was a cross near the cave and if I wanted to make a statement about how much I hated religion, Catholicism in particular, but I also didn’t want to get caught, I’d go to that site. The message would be for the victim, not the world.”

      “You’re assuming there is a message behind the disappearance?”

      “A man calls and asks a priest to meet him for confession. The priest is never seen again. It’s definitely about religion.”

      “Maybe,” Ruiz said.

      “No. Definitely, son.”

      Before the conversation with his father, Ruiz had been following other theories, but he’d learned that his father, who was both wise and a bit of a mystic, should never be ignored.

      “The thing that happened first is the thing that matters most.” His father said. Initially, Ruiz didn’t know what he meant, but now that he was standing on the ledge, he knew exactly what it meant.

      The thing that happened first—the call—mattered the most. Ruiz let out a loud sigh of relief when he saw the cross. It was rusted, but still standing. He got on his knees and started gently digging around the cross. After an hour of examining the cliff, he spotted the gleam of something white poking through the soil. Ruiz used a small rake to search the soil near the object. It didn’t take long for him to realize he was looking at Jim Raskin’s skull.
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      Ruiz recounted the stories he’d heard about Fr. Raskin’s murder as he drove down a dusty county road. The rumors were rampant, but the one that made the most sense to Ruiz turned out to be true.

      I heard he was dumped somewhere in the mountains above town. “You’ll know it when you see it. There’s a cross. Some priests fashioned it out of metal and secured it with chains so that it would last. Someone took him there out of spite.”

      The man who had offered the theory to Ruiz said his name was Sterling Givens. He’d been sitting on the corner bar stool at the Rusted Spoon, a cozy dive that served as the only cafe and bar and grill in the unincorporated area where Fr. Raskin had lived and preached before going missing.

      “You’re too young to have known him, right?” Ruiz asked.

      Sterling, was wearing a Green Bay Packer cap, pulled down low on his forehead. The man wasn’t exactly in disguise, but the hat was pulled low and Sterling was speaking in a low voice. He’d looked at Ruiz, squinting his eyes before saying, “You hear things around here”

      A few days later, Ruiz searched through online archives for old newspapers and found a story about Fr. Raskin and the youth group from his church completed a ten-mile hike to visit a makeshift cross. Initially, no one Ruiz spoke to remembered where the cross had been left, and the newspaper article was vague. Luckily, Ruiz knew someone who knew the mountains like the back of his hand.

      The next morning he headed for his parent’s house. His father was out front of the house chopping wood when he showed up. Ruiz stepped out of the car. Without looking up, his father said, “You’re troubled. How can I help?”

      “How do you know I’m troubled?”

      His father looked up and smiled.

      “You’re always troubled,” he said. Winking. “You were a serious child. Nothing has changed.”

      “Need to work on my poker face.”

      “Parents can see through poker faces. What’s wrong?”

      “Dad, you remember a cross in the mountains near Lander?”

      Ruiz could almost hear his father thinking, the wheels in his head turning as he recalled the years he’d spent herding sheep in the mountains.

      “It’s about ten, maybe twenty miles up from Rocky Beach. No one really hikes through that part because there is high water in the spring. It’s okay to go there in the late summer and early fall, but the snow melt makes the area dangerous in spring. Why?”

      “I think someone I’m looking for is there.”

      “Someone who went there a long time ago and never returned. If you’re going, go soon. Before the first snow. Who’s there?”

      “Someone who’s been gone too long. Fr. Jim Raskin. Went missing in 1982. Do you remember hearing about him going missing?”

      His father shook his head.

      “No. But we didn’t pay much attention to the news back then. Your mother and I were enjoying blissful matrimony. Over time, our very cautious son started to remind us that we needed to be more alert. That kid is a bit of a stick in the mud.”

      It was true. Ruiz chuckled as he thought about the lectures he’d been giving his parents since he was a child. Where did the cautious streak come from? Both of his parents were so carefree.

      “Say a prayer before you head up there. It’s dangerous, but since you’re a cop, it can be safer. There’s a campground up there. It’s privately owned but abandoned and forgotten about. Find out who owns it and get permission because the other way up there requires a lot of scrambling. Son?”

      “Yeah?” Ruiz looked up. Whenever his father called him son, he knew something important was coming.

      “I know you don’t care much for praying, but you’ll need prayers for this one.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Just trust me, son. The prayers will help.”

      Ruiz had simply meant to mark off another lead when he followed his father’s instructions and located the rusted old cross in the valley. A search of the area based on Sterling’s suggestion was just one more lead chased down, but when it turned out to be spot on, he tried to track Sterling down. Now Ruiz couldn’t find anyone in the area who knew the man. The bartender said she’d never seen the man before, and the other patrons didn’t remember him. The bar was a way-station for people passing through—an oasis not too far from the highway. Ruiz had gone in on a whim with very low expectations, but Sterling Givens had uttered a “rumor” that turned out to be true. Now he had no idea where the man was or if his name was really Sterling Givens. No one else in the area where Fr. Jim had preached and had much to say. Yeah, they remembered him, but so much time had passed that they didn’t remember the details.

      Since Fr. Jim was classified as missing, the case file was scant and void of reasons why the man would have vanished in a spring storm. The last line of the report said Fr. Jim was known to go off on his own and not tell anyone. Signed by Detective Sergeant Ferris Walker. Ruiz had tracked down the retired sergeant, and he’d agreed to meet.

      That afternoon, Ruiz dug through old case files, searching for more information about the case. The two-page report on Fr. Raskin’s disappearance had been updated in 2015, noting that the file was reviewed. No information had been added, but Detective Ferris’s signature was at the bottom of the document. Not much for details, Ruiz thought. He went back to the computer and searched for Ferris Walker, and found that the man was retired and living off a rural route about forty minutes outside of town. The first three calls Ruiz placed to Ferris went unanswered, and the messages ignored.

      The fourth time, Ruiz left more than his name and number and a request for a callback.

      “I found Jim Raskin. Would like to talk with you about the case? In the name of justice.” He said in a stern voice.

      Five minutes after leaving the message, Ferris called back and asked when Ruiz wanted to meet. 

      “I think about good ole Jim often. Happy to talk about it, but I warn you I don’t have much beyond what’s in the file.” Ferris told him.

      “That’s okay. It’ll be nice to get an account from someone who knows the man,” Ruiz said. He hoped that once he showed up, Ferris Walker’s memory produced more details than what was in the file.

      Ruiz pulled into a gravel driveway from a dirt road just after noon. A small stone and timber house sat in the middle of a dusty, tumbleweed filled lot. The only other structure in the area was a beige double-wide trailer sitting on cinder blocks several feet behind the home. Ruiz parked and got out of the car, marveling at the towering cliff that sat in the backdrop. The wind whipped through the canyon, reverberating against the foothills. Ruiz was staring at the mountain when he heard the creak of a door in desperate need of oil, open.

      A tall and thin man with a long gray beard that stretched down to his waist stood in the doorway. His eyes were large and bright and he wore a Denver Broncos cap over a thick mop of curly salt and pepper hair.

      “You have trouble finding it?” The man asked, holding out his arms at his sides and motioning towards the emptiness.

      Ruiz smiled and nodded. “Not too bad.”

      The man Ruiz assumed was Ferris Walker was nimble. He wore khaki shorts and a t-shirt with a faded Pepsi logo. Ruiz wasn’t sure how old Ferris was, but since he’d worked Fr. Raskin’s case in the early 1980s, he had to at least be in his late 60s.

      “Ferris Walker. Pleased to meet you.”

      Ferris stuck out his hand for a shake. Ruiz obliged. Getting a jolt from his firm grip.

      “Thanks for talking to me.”

      “Oh yeah. I love rehashing the good ole days. Come on in. Coffee?” Ferris said, turning and heading back towards the house.

      “Coffee would be nice.” Ruiz followed Ferris, quickly taking in his surroundings. There was an old rusted Ford Bronco parked behind the trailer and a pair of four wheelers parked on a gravel patch in front of the house.

      “Have you ever been out here before this case?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Really? This is kind of a little secret. Most people go to Jackson Hole and all that jazz. What brought you out here?”

      “My dad was a sheepherder. He wanted me and my siblings to know the mountains, so he took us places most people wouldn’t care to go.”

      Ferris nodded and pushed the front door open. Ruiz followed him inside.

      “Your dad sounds like a smart man. It’s important to know how to navigate these places.”

      The house was small and cozy. A striped orange and brown couch sat against a short wall that separated the living room from what Ruiz assumed was a bedroom. A matching recliner was opposite the couch with a coffee table in between the two. The narrow kitchen reminded him of the one in his son’s small college apartment. Ferris threw a hand at the couch, indicating that Ruiz could sit there. He obliged while Ferris headed into the kitchen and poured two cups of coffee.

      “This is quite a secluded spot.” Ruiz said. He scanned the pictures along the far wall of the small living room. Most were of Ferris and a woman dangling from cliff faces or standing atop impressive peaks.

      “Yep. We like our privacy—and mountains make better neighbors than people.”

      “I have to agree with that. How close is your nearest neighbor?” Ruiz asked, wondering if his wife would ever agree to move this far away from civilization.

      “Not sure. I haven’t paid much attention to neighbors, but I guess probably about twenty or so minutes down the Red Road. That’s what we call the little stretch you just turned off of. How’s the job these days?” Ferris called from the kitchen.

      “Fine.” Ruiz said. Suppressing the desire to vent about how hard it had been to get people to talk to him about Fr. Raskin.

      “I miss the job at times, but I stay busy out here on my property.” Ferris re-entered the living room and handed him a cup of coffee.

      “Thanks.” Ruiz took a quick sip of the bitter brew.

      “So, kiddo, tell me what you’re looking for.”

      Ferris eased into the recliner. It took a moment for Ruiz to realize that he was the “kiddo” Ferris was referring to.

      “I’ve been able to get people to admit that they remember Fr. Raskin, but no one wants to give me much in the way of details.”

      “People keep to themselves around here. I heard about his remains finally turning up. Sad thing. That dude was cool.”

      “I’ve heard that. Seems like he was popular. You knew him well?”

      “Yep. Young hippie type. When he first arrived he had long hair, bell bottoms—the works! Had no idea he was a priest the first time I met him.”

      “Were you a parishioner?”

      “No, but he showed up when I was still a kid. My parents used to make me go to church. They aren’t religious, but they liked the idea of a higher power, so they’d drag me and my sisters to houses of worship. I hated it until Father Jim showed up.”

      “What can you tell me about him other than he was cool?”

      “Well, the first time I saw him, he pulled up at Western Star Burger—a little burger joint in town that’s now called the Rusted Spoon — in a beat up Pinto. I was there with my friends when Fr. Raskin walked in. He was tall, athletic, and good looking. My girlfriend, Lydie, now wife of 39 years,” Ferris said, pointing at the pictures on the wall, “was swooning over him. Me and my friends were wondering where this city boy came from and what he was doing in our town.”

      “Was he an unorthodox priest?”

      “Oh no. He was the real deal. The guy just had his own style. He wasn’t worried about fitting into a certain mold.”

      “I’ve never heard much about a Catholic community in these parts. Was it sizable when Fr. Jim showed up?”

      “Not at all. The way things worked around here back then was that you just kind of showed up at whatever church was open. Most of the time, that was the Episcopal Church, but there was a Catholic mission. We had priests come in and out, but none of them really seemed to want to be here. It was more like, ‘This is my job.” But Fr. Jim was into us. He spoke our language. Hunting, fishing, hiking through the mountains—he did it all.”

      “So people liked having him around?” Ruiz said. Ferris nodded and took a sip from his mug.

      “Fr. Raskin was a Catholic priest, but this dude was different. He’d let you come in and listen to his sermons and he never put pressure on anybody to join. Many people joined, but it was because they wanted to be a part of what he had going on. But even if you weren’t a part of his church, he’d take the kids around here for all types of hiking trips. That’s how I got to know him. He was just a bright light in the community. He really fit in here in Wyoming. We’re not so big on rules and religion, and since he wasn’t pushy, he became a favorite around town.”

      “You’d say he was a free spirit?” Ruiz slipped a notepad and pen out of his jacket pocket and jotted down notes.

      “Yeah, you could say that. He just was so cool. It’s hard to imagine that someone would hurt the man. The other priests were stuffy. Fr. Raskin wasn’t like the rest of them, and I think it caused some resentment. I could tell the other guys weren’t happy that Fr. Raskin let us be whoever we were. We’d come in, sit down and listen to his hippie experimental, whatever you wanna call it sermon, and then we go out feeling refreshed. It was like he made Jesus seem so cool.”

      “Sounds like he was relatable, but that can also ruffle feathers.”

      “Enough appreciated it to get a decent sized Catholic community going. I’m not saying it’s all because of Jim, but he definitely played a part and brought Catholicism to the forefront here. We don’t have a great deal of people in this area, as you can see, but there’s a thriving Catholic community. It’s small, but they really do great things.”

      “Fair enough. You were an investigator on this case, correct?”

      “Eventually.”

      “So you were a teen when Fr. Jim showed up?”

      “Yep. Probably fourteen.”

      “I read that Fr. Raskin was here for about five years before he went missing.”

      “Correct. By the time he vanished, I was brand new on the police force, which was nothing but me and the sheriff. The number one theory was that a guy who looked like him, all nice and handsome, was a strong outdoorsman, and friendly with the ladies, might have left the priesthood behind. Most people thought he was too ashamed to say that he wanted to make such a drastic change, so he picked up stakes and ran off. That was the thinking for probably the first ten years after he disappeared.”

      Laicized priests were more common in the 1970s and early 1980s, according to Ruiz’s research. If Fr. Raskin had renounced his vows, it wouldn’t have been that much of a scandal. Unless there was a parishioner that caught his eye.

      “So people thought Fr. Raskin
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