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The desert had a way of simplifying everything. Wind through creosote, a blue bowl of sky without a single contrail, the heat sliding in early like a slow tide. Rhys Taylor poured coffee from a dented kettle and watched steam drift away on the breeze.

“Perfect,” his old friend, Harold "Digger" Graves said, his hand out. “Smells like old ship's coffee. Takes me back.”

“You say that like it’s a compliment,” Taylor said, handing him a tin cup.

Elaine grinned from the tailgate of their dusty SUV. “He says that about everything that wouldn’t pass a health inspection.”

They had come to this remote, desolate desert space at Digger's urging - as a getaway - to do some rock-hound hunting and digging. Digger had long ago grown an interest in the hobby but was prevented from doing it regularly by his years of service in the merchant marines, which is where he and Taylor became fast friends and confidants. Since retiring, Digger had dragged Elaine out here, at least once a year, usually in early spring, before the summer heat made it too unbearable, to continue his search for geodes, agate and turquoise. Their house was littered with the "prizes" they had brought back from their expeditions.

Ted, Taylor's yellow Labrador, padded up with a sandy snout and dropped a crescent of quartz at Taylor’s feet, tail thumping against the fender of Taylor's old camper van, as if he’d just returned Excalibur. Buddy, Digger’s Golden Retriever, hovered behind him, ears forward, trying to claim joint credit for the find, by proximity.

Eddie—now eight years old, hat on backward, shirt already streaked with clay—crouched to inspect the prize. “It’s got sparkles, Dad. Is this treasure?” 

“Depends who you ask,” Taylor said. “Geologists will say it’s quartz. Miners will say it’s trouble. Your mother will say it belongs on the picnic table.”

Kat, sitting cross-legged on a woven blanket, lifted her tablet to frame a photo. “I’m with the miners. Trouble belongs on the table so we can identify it and avoid it.”

“You two say the most romantic things,” Elaine said. She stood, pulled her sun scarf tighter. “We hiking now or heatstroke later?”

Their camp consisted of Digger's F-250, long bed pickup with an old "Arctic" camper on the back and Taylor's old Camper van, which he had acquired shortly after leaving the maritime service to see the country by land. Add in a couple of simple tents and canopies to take the desert sun off of their heads in the afternoons, and there you had it. 

They broke camp quickly—water bladders, hats, sunscreen, a little shovel for Eddie, a longer entrenching tool for adults. The morning light turned the hillsides a softer gold, ridges like folded maps. Their campsite sat a few miles west of Ajo, Arizona, near a BLM dirt track that mostly served rock-hounds, border patrol, and bad ideas.

Digger adjusted his pack and nodded toward a distant cut in the hills. “Old maps show a spur line used back when copper was king. There’s a wash that crosses a narrow canyon over there. If we’re going to find interesting rock, it’ll be on the upstream side before kids picked it clean.”

“Kids?” Kat said.

“Meaning me,” Digger admitted. “I’ve picked that canyon a few times, several years ago. But I didn’t have Buddy back then. Superior nose. Probably sniff out bullion.”

“Or a gila monster,” Elaine said.

“Also valuable,” Digger said. “Educationally.”

They set off up the shallow wash—two adults in front, two behind, Eddie sandwiched between like precious cargo. Ted and Buddy ghosted from shade to shade, tongues out, pads sure. The ground shifted from dusty caliche to scattered cobbles flecked with mica. The dogs’ noses working constantly.

Eddie darted to a cluster of agate chips. “Mom! These look like candy.”

“Don’t lick them,” Kat said, without looking up from a topo overlay.

“I wasn’t going to lick them,” Eddie said, which meant, of course, he had absolutely been considering it.

The canyon pinch arrived gradually—walls rising, the wash roughening. On the left, a low berm ran parallel to the wash, too straight and too stubborn to be natural. Taylor stopped, knelt, and ran a hand across the surface.

“Rail bed,” he said. “Old. You can feel the ballast under the crust.”

Digger stood beside him, squinted down the slope. “And if the rails are gone, it wasn’t neglect. Somebody pulled them. Copper thieves, maybe. Or the operator reclaimed the steel.”

“Tracks once ran through here to the Ajo line,” Kat said. “The USGS overlay shows a spur that doesn’t exist on the post-war maps.”

“Cartographers get shy when the military gets interested,” Taylor said.

"Cartog... I know what that is! Mapmakers," Eddie exclaimed.

"Right," Taylor agreed.

"Sharp little fart, eh?" Digger said with a smile.

They followed the berm until it veered into the canyon wall. The wash bent right. The berm kept going straight, ending at a tumble of rock and dirt that sealed the mouth of a shallow cut into the hillside.

“Hello,” Digger said softly.

It wasn’t a natural slide. Taylor knew rock well enough. The rubble had edges that matched nowhere nearby, as if the plug had been hauled in. He climbed up, careful with his footing, and brushed at a flat face of sandstone. Under the dust, a metal edge. He scraped again. A corroded plate ran into the fill like a jawbone.

“Retaining plate,” he said. “Whoever sealed it didn’t just dump rock. They built a wall and buried it.”

Eddie’s voice piped up from below. “Dad, can I climb?”

“You can climb this part.” Taylor pointed to a low side slope. “Stay near Mom and remember, always use three points of contact.”

Eddie nodded solemnly, then scrambled nimbly with Ted tracking him half a step below, as if the dog could wedge himself under the boy to catch him if gravity tried anything.

Elaine shaded her eyes. “What would they be sealing? A mine?"

“Could be a mine adit,” Digger said. “But that rail bed? I’ve seen adits for ore hauling. This feels different. Wider cut. Heavy rail went in, not just carts.”

“Hi there!” a voice called from behind them. “You folks mind holdin’ up a second?”

Taylor turned at the tone—loud enough to carry, friendly enough to not be alarming. A man in his early sixties approached along the wash, sun-creased face under a sweat-stained hat, rucksack slung high. He moved like he knew how to keep water in his body: measured, efficient, no wasted steps.

He raised both hands, palms out. “Didn’t mean to startle your crew.”

“You didn’t,” Taylor said, though he’d already taken inventory—no weapon printing in his outfit, solid boots, decent hat, good canteen. The man’s eyes were clear and curious, not predatory.

“Samuel Harlan,” the man said. “Dr. Samuel Harlan. Archaeology. University of Arizona by way of the school of hard knocks.” He tipped his hat. “This is a public area, so I’m not claimin’ it, but I’ve been mapping the old spur lines. Looks like we’re after the same ghost.”

“Rhys Taylor,” Taylor said, reaching out to shake the man's hand. He gestured. “My wife, Kat. Our son, Eddie. That’s Digger and Elaine. And the muscle—Ted and Buddy.”

“Fine muscle,” Harlan said, letting the dogs sniff his hand before he gave them both a quick ear rub. “Judges of character, dogs are. And I’m relieved. I’ve had more trouble with coyotes than folks out here, but there’s always an exception.”

“You mapping rails for a paper?” Kat asked, curious.

“Eventually,” Harlan said. He adjusted his hat, took in the retaining plate with a craftsman’s appreciation. “There’s a wartime gap on the maps. They’d run spurs like this to temporary depots, then erase ’em when they were done. Most people assume ore, water, or fuel. I think they moved somethin’ else through here for a while. Then sealed it.”

“Why seal?” Taylor asked.

Harlan hesitated just long enough for honesty. “Because not everything moved in wartime was legal. Or if it was legal, it wasn’t entirely moral. And men in uniforms hate paperwork more than they hate skeletons. Easier to bury both.”

Digger chuckled. “You talk like a sailor who got yelled at by a loadmaster.”

“I got yelled at by a Colonel, once,” Harlan said. “I’ve still got the tinnitus to prove it.”

He set down his pack and unrolled a narrow leather tool roll—brushes, chisels, a small pry bar polished by use. “I’ve been taking notes on this plug for a week. Haven’t disturbed it. Wanted to document before doing anything rash. Seeing as how there’s five of you and two dogs, I’d say Providence sent me an ethics committee.”

Taylor liked him. Harlan measured his words. He didn’t preen. He kept his tools clean. Those things mattered.

“Can we have a look without changing the landscape?” Kat asked.

“With care,” Harlan said. “Tell you what—we run a line and shoot every inch we touch with photographs. If we get to metal behind the rubble—car side, door surface—we stop, plan, call in the right channels.”

Digger clapped. “Plan. I’m for a plan.”

They set to work. Harlan looped a thin cord across the face of the plug and clipped small flags along it to mark sections. Kat shot photos at each flag, noting position and time. Taylor and Digger went low, moving stones the size of fists, placing them in a neat pile away from the wash. Elaine and Eddie brushed dust away from the exposed retaining plate so Kat could capture the imprinted rivets—industrial archeology 101.

Harlan worked quietly, his hands telling their own story—this man had dug in places where digging mattered. He didn’t overreach. He didn’t muscle at the rock. He coaxed.

A half hour passed in the methodical hush of people concentrating. The sun had pushed higher, but the canyon gave them shade. Somewhere above, a hawk kited in a slow circle.

Ted’s tail thunked against Harlan’s pack. The dog snuffled at a shallow pocket along the right edge where the rock fill had a different texture—finer, less consolidated.

“Good nose,” Taylor said. He joined Ted and gently scraped at the spot. The fill shifted easily. He slid two rocks aside, reached in, and his fingers met wood—not splintered debris, but a board edge, sanded smooth once upon a time and gone to parchment in the dry air.
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