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			Praise for Migrations of Butterflies and Lies 


			“In his latest Jack Chastain adventure, Jerry Mitchell captures the landscape and drama of the American Southwest, creating a strong sense of place while keeping the action galloping. His fully-wrought characters, not just steely-eyed men but strong, authentic women, wrestle with contemporary conflicts and issues in an austere and ancient landscape that Mitchell brings fully to life. A great read that doesn’t back away from the struggles of the modern West.” 


			—Mary Taylor Young, author of Bluebird Seasons:  	Witnessing Climate Change in My Piece of the Wild


			“In Migration of Butterflies and Lies, J.M. Mitchell has created a suspenseful and complex tale that masterfully interweaves human greed and exploitation with the malicious harm being done to and destruction of our natural world and to native cultural treasures. In the telling, Mitchell explores the root causes and effects of the social pathologies afflicting American culture. Migration of Butterflies and Lies not only captivates, it also helps to further educate the reader about the treasures our national parks hold and the never-ending work it takes to maintain their legacy and integrity.” 


			—Jerry Fabyanic, author of Sisyphus Wins, The Lion’s Den,  	and Food for Thought: Essays on Mind and Spirit


			“Unscrupulous interest groups and nefarious motives rule in this complex, close-to-life Southwestern cross-border thriller of a murderous struggle for gain and control, which is as historic as it is acutely contemporary. Mitchell's book is palpably driven by the author's deep care for our natural environment and cultural heritage, his concern a clarion call to stand up for what so desperately needs protecting.” 


			—Katayoun Medhat, author of The Milagro Mysteries


			“J.M. Mitchell is back with another book featuring his favorite character, Ranger Jack Chastain, who is never far from trouble. The plot is believable, the relationships authentic, and the dialog sounds like real people talking. I urge the readers of Ranger to get this book. Mitchell has a big story to tell and he tells it well.”


			—Ranger: Journal of the Association of National Park Rangers


		




		

			 


			Praise for Killing Godiva’s Horse 


			“Rhinos, wild horses, politics—and dead bodies—set a frenetic  pace from D.C. to Kenya. Do you like books that hit the ground running and pull you in with multiple plotlines that converge in a heart-thumping climax? Then Killing Godiva’s Horse is right up  your wheelhouse.” 


			—Colorado Sun


			“Ranger Jack Chastain is an intriguing and welcome series protagonist. Truly refreshing, this novel contains plots that involve western lands rebellion, Kenya, rhino horn poachers and life in New Mexico. Mitchell has taken a big, international, action-packed plot and  it works.” 


			—Roundup Magazine, Western Writers of America


			“That clap-clap-clap sound you heard was me applauding Mitchell’s latest work, Killing Godiva's Horse. Terrific plotting and writing!” 


			—Michael Madigan, author of Double Dare


			“. . . a pull-no-punches tale of the struggle with outsiders versus residents, urban versus rural, and traditional versus modern. Mitchell gives as balanced a glimpse of the issues, the politics, and the spirit of the West and Kenya in this novel as one will find anywhere . . .  He shows how all sides will often find themselves in a different cut of the ‘emperor’s new clothes.’ A good read.” 


			—Mark Lehnertz, Tattered Cover Book Store,  	Denver, Colorado


		




		

			 


			Praise for The Height of Secrecy 


			“An engaging mystery with strong characters and a wonderfully authentic setting in the Southwest. Keep your eye on this nascent series.”


			—Colorado Authors’ League   	2015 Award for Mainstream Fiction


			“Loved it! A mystery with strength and realism. Mitchell’s background leads to blended masterpieces of plot, setting and characters, complete with insider authenticity. He’s got a good series going.”


			—Betty Palmer, op. cit. books, Taos, New Mexico


			“This was a fun read. The characters are believable, the rescue and fire scenes ring true, and Mitchell worked in the agency long enough so that he knows how things can go bad. . . .”


			—Ranger: Journal of the Association of National Park Rangers 


			“What Grisham does for law and the courtroom drama, Mitchell does for national parks and the politics of land and preservation. His behind-the-scenes knowledge of the subculture creates a believable setting that blends seamlessly with the story.”


			—Isaac Mayo, Developmental Editor


		




		

			 


			Praise for Public Trust 


			“In Public Trust, J. M. Mitchell brings a richness to the wilderness mystery that’s not to be missed. Fire starts the novel and it burns fast and furious, but pales to the political firestorm that becomes a battle for nature herself.”


			—Nevada Barr, New York Times best-selling author


			“[S]o real you think you’re reading nonfiction. . . . This is a  good read.”


			—Ranger: Journal of the Association of National Park Rangers
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			Prologue


			Unseen, a watcher kept track of two hikers, eying them through high powered binoculars.


			The hikers, a man and woman, veered off trail, stopping on open rock, turning to gaze over desert lands beyond.


			“You’ve been lucky, Jack Chastain,” muttered the watcher. “What you’re made of makes things difficult . . . gives you a chance . . . but you’ve been lucky.” Lowering the field glasses, the watcher remembered the political battle Chastain had lost in Montana, years before. A young but experienced ranger—sure of himself, determined to deliver what those who invited him there sought. A national park. Preserving the mountains they loved, by sharing them with others. Or so they had hoped. Dark clouds formed. Division. Then battles. Poor ol’ Jack . . . you left Montana wondering what happened, didn’t you?


			You found yourself here . . . in New Mexico, no longer self-assured . . . assigned to a place to which you’d never been . . . Piedras Coloradas National Park. You wanted to hide . . . draw no attention to yourself. The watcher laughed. Didn’t work out that way, did it? The President designated this land a national monument . . . splitting the community . . . those who wanted the monument and those who did not. Warring factions. Again. A powerful man, former state senator Kip Culberson, sought to eliminate the monument and saw you as the enemy. 


			But you were lucky. You were beaten, but somehow, while seeking comfort in the wild, a chance encounter gave you strength. Beautiful Kelly. Artist. Troubled, seeing her community torn apart. Little did you know she was Kip Culberson’s daughter.


			Mysterious provocations pitted neighbor against neighbor. You found yourself trapped between people uncertain about who they could trust . . . but then, a fire changed everything.


			You were lucky. 


			In the aftermath, somehow, they realized that battling their neighbor put at risk the very values they shared. When Kip Culberson and his environmental adversary came together to form a coalition . . . they wanted you involved.


			Damn, you were lucky.


			What came next wasn’t easy. I thought your luck had run out . . . as influential men came on the scene, competing, asserting their power. You refused to suck up to the big shots. Not too savvy, Jack. Their actions opened old wounds from Montana, but you were determined to do the right thing, and not abandon a man from the pueblo—even though he would not share his secret. Somehow you prevailed, and—whether you realized it or not—you got revenge on a man who did you wrong in Montana. You weren’t savvy . . . but you were lucky.


			And the work of the coalition continued.


			Then, you found yourself in the midst of a western land rebellion. You were toast, but the agency director hid you away to let the storm pass . . . sending you to Kenya . . . to finish research of a scientist killed by a rhino poacher. You heard campfire rumblings about connections to New Mexico. How was that not a coincidence? You came home . . . but now, politicians were involved . . . one who had meddled in your work in Montana, and another, a supposed ally. But how did both you and Kelly end up on the river with the aides to those politicos . . . and how did a flash flood pull everyone together? Luck. But it didn’t last. The politicians themselves arrived. You were toast. That congressional hearing followed . . . for  legislation to negate the work of the coalition. You were warned to stay quiet, but Kelly grew tired of the congressman’s political games and took him apart. Somehow, his reaction explained everything, and you went on the attack. Afterward, the coalition’s work continued, your ranger friend Johnny Reger—shot during the rebellion—began to heal, and the governor asked Kelly to finish the term of a deceased senator from New Mexico. 


			Damn, you were all lucky.


			The watcher raised the binoculars and spied Jack Chastain and Senator Culberson moving back toward the trail. “Things are about to get harder, buddy boy.” The watcher laughed and slipped behind an outcropping of sandstone, then grew serious. “It’s hard not to root for a man that lucky . . . but . . . there’s a lot to be had on these lands . . . and from here on out . . . you’ll need a lot more than luck.” 


			 


		




		

			 


			Chapter


			1


			“Who wouldn’t want to protect this?” Hands on her hips, Senator Kelly Culberson eyed a distant mesa and the orange skies beyond it.


			Her words settled into the mind of Ranger Jack Chastain, jumbling the thoughts he attempted to organize. He glanced her way. “You know as well as I do. Sometimes it’s about who thinks they’re more important . . . and what they’ll do to prove it.”


			“But you’re past all that. People came together. They see themselves as part of something bigger . . . together . . . even if their needs are different.” She slipped an arm around him. “All that’s really left is the signing ceremony.”


			“Hope so.”


			A gust blew strands of hair into her face. She swept them away. “Are you worried?”


			“Can’t help but wonder . . . have we done enough?”


			“You have. Tonight, schedule the signing, do it, then put it in my court. Legislation based on the coalition’s recommendations will give this place even more protection. Be proud.”


			He locked his eyes on faraway parts of the national monument. “I’ll wait.”


			“Relax.” She pointed. “Hey, look.”


			Downslope, a pronghorn ambled into a grassy clearing mottled by shadows cast by sagebrush and four-winged saltbush. Another pronghorn appeared, then another.


			“We should get going.” She glanced at her phone. “Meeting starts in forty-five minutes.”


			He drew in a long, deep breath. “Give me a moment . . . to soak in the reasons this place is special.”


			— • —


			“Why the hell are you listening to him?” came a shout from the back of the cavernous room. A man rose to his feet, pointing at the only uniformed man there, Ranger Jack Chastain, but his eyes locked onto those at the table at the back of the dais.


			Chastain cleared his throat. “Sir, who are you asking?”


			“I’m not talking to you!” the man shouted back, his voice angry, his eyes fiery.


			“I understand. I’m asking you who you . . .”


			“Shut up!”


			Jack turned to the four sitting at the table.


			The old rancher, Kip Culberson—the senator’s father—and his environmental counterpart—Karen Hatcher—leaned into their respective microphones, while the other two at the table—a man from the pueblo and a businesswoman—exchanged nervous glances. Hatcher, seeing Kip’s move, sat back. Kip nodded, then faced the man. “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”


			“I didn’t give it,” the balding, flat-nosed man shouted.


			Culberson, in a brown western-cut sports coat, said, in a calm  voice, “Care to?”


			“No.”


			“Okay. Would you repeat your question?”


			“I said, why the hell are you listening to a damned fed?”


			“Mister, you’ve got things all wrong. He didn’t ask us to listen to him. He asked us to listen to each other.”


			Jack watched heads turn throughout the room.


			“Bullshit!” came another shout from the man. “I know what he’s done. He’s paid you off. Anyone who doesn’t know that isn’t paying attention.”


			“Excuse me?” Culberson leaned closer to the mic. “What the hell are you talking about?”


			“Him buying you. All of you there at the table. Making it easy for him and those like him to run the rest of us off our land. The feds, handing out favors, but only to you. The rest of us are gonna be left empty handed. We’ll suffer.”


			Jack watched the man with a feeling of déjà vu as people in the room exchanged questioning looks. Whispers, confusion, rumbles of anger.


			Kip Culberson stood. He raised his hands and waited for the room to quiet. “Folks, no one’s buying anyone off.” He eyed the back of the room. “Mister, where’s your land?” He paused, searching among the sea of angry faces. “Where are you, mister? . . . That fella . . . just talking. Where’d he go?”


			A woman near the door raised a hand. “He left.”


			— • —


			Central Mexico


			A man stepped out of the trees. Gray streaks in his hair glistened in the moonlight. He stopped, wiped sweat from his brow, and watched a young woman emerge from the forest. “Careful,” he whispered, pointing at the ground at her feet. A crevice in the volcanic rock. 


			She turned on her flashlight and stepped across.


			The man raised his eyes. “Now, look. There.”


			The black-haired woman spun around, directing the beam at her feet. “¿En el basalto, profesor?”


			“No, look up . . . and turn off the light.”


			The flashlight went dark. “¿Que?”


			“Just look. They’re right before your eyes. The few that are left.” 


			He watched as her eyes readjusted to the dark. She would soon see fir boughs, and on them a few straggling migrants. 


			“¿Donde estamos?”


			She hasn’t seen them. “A place where you can consider your options. For your research.” He swept a hand past a bough. “These . . . are wintering grounds.”


			She gasped. “Mariposa monarca.” She let her eye climb to the highest branches. “¿Y habria millones?” she whispered.


			“There would be millions, yes, if this were winter. These remaining stragglers will also soon be gone . . . migrating north.” He sighed. “Years ago there were so many more, in part because there were so many more oyamel trees.”


			“¿Profesor Morales, me estas hablando en ingles?”


			“To make a point.”


			“¿Que punto?”


			The professor motioned her to follow and stopped at an edge overlooking the valley. “Ramona, monarch conservation could be a good subject for your research. If you choose to accept it, you must be prepared to follow the variables wherever they might take you. They will take you into los Estatos Unidos—the United States—and into Canada. The mariposa—the butterfly—is not simply in decline because of the loss of oyamel forest. They are being impacted throughout their range. You will need to collaborate with others in Los Estados Unidos and in Canada. There, the loss of the milkweed on migratory routes has been devastating. If what we learn from your research is to be used in conservation, I suggest you see it as part of a larger effort, working with colleagues. You know English, yet you reluctantly use it. At some point it must become second nature, because, unfortunately, your English is better than their Spanish.”


			She laughed. “I understand,” she said, forcing the words. “But why bring me here tonight? The drive from university was long. Why not tomorrow, in daylight?”


			“One of my contacts in the village heard rumors about a young peasant. Coming to cut trees . . . for timber. I want to intercept him if we can. Try to direct him toward a more promising future. . . . before he does something that sets a course for his life. Maybe he could help on your project. Carry equipment . . . or take readings when you can’t.”


			“Is it dangerous, to . . . intercept him?”


			The professor laughed. “No. I never accuse. I understand the difficulties many face, but I can suggest ways to make a living that don’t put at risk this very important part of Mexico’s heritage.” He paused. “Hear that? I was told our would-be logger would be coming to this spot. Remember, we first build trust . . . and hope to intervene before damage is done.” The professor turned an ear. “Yes, I hear someone coming.”


			“A truck? On the road?”


			“Sh-h-h.” Professor Morales listened. “Not a truck. Footsteps.” He turned to the trail. 


			Two figures emerged from under the trees, moonlight capturing their moves as they slogged their way up the last of the hill, one following the other. 


			“Buenos noches,” the professor shouted. 


			No reaction. 


			The men stopped. Moon light glinted off metal. A rifle, carried by the man in the rear. 


			“Hola,” the professor said, forcing the word as he eyed the gun.


			“Good evening, professor,” the lead man said, his face in the shadow of his hat’s brim. 


			“Do I know you?”


			“I do not believe so,” the man said, his voice controlled. “If you did, I would be surprised.” He chuckled to himself, then removed his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow. A dark mustache appeared in the moonlight. “I know who you are. That is what matters.”


			The man in the rear, a bigger man, stepped around the first and raised the rifle. Short barrel, minimal stock, curved magazine.


			“Why?” The professor gestured toward the rifle. “Why would you . . . ?”


			“To stop the lies.”


			“What lies?”


			The mustachioed man laughed. “The lies you are supposedly spreading in the village.”


			“You’re from the village?”


			“No.”


			“What do you mean, lies?” the professor asked, desperation showing. “What did I say? There must be some mistake.” Glancing at Ramona, he scooted away.


			“We were summoned. A precaution. Our employer likes things working smoothly.”


			“What do you mean?” Voice cracking, he slid another step from his student.


			“What does it matter? Yes, it is true the actual lies are not yours, but what does it matter? It is disruption that matters to my employer.”


			The professor raised his hands and took a step backwards. “Your boss? Who is he? What can I say to remedy the situation?”


			“Stand by the girl,” the man said.


			The other trained his rifle on the professor.


			“Leave her out of this.”


			“That will not be possible.”


			The professor waved them toward the edge. “Let me show you something. Over here.”


			“Stop, professor. I have no interest in belaboring this.”


			Seeing Ramona moving, the professor broke into a run, darting along the ledge.


			A blast came from the rifle.


			The professor dropped, pain searing through him. He watched the lead man approach.


			The man leaned over him, then turned. “¿La niña, donde esta?”


			The other man spun around.


			“Encuentrala.” (Find her.)


			“Run,” Morales said. More words ran through his thoughts, but not past his lips. His slowing mind caught the shouts of the men in the chaos of the moment. They could not find her.


			As he let go of his last breath, he thought he saw movement. A monarch butterfly, fluttering above him, then away.


			— • —


			In the wilds of Piedras Coloradas National  Monument, Northern New Mexico


			A solo hiker plodded through the night, desert gravel at his feet. In one hand he held a map, in the other a flashlight, both used only sparingly. He did not want light to be seen by anyone who might wonder what another person was doing here at this time of night.


			He glanced at the low ridge in the distance. It’s getting closer. The descending moon set a glimmer upon one spire—what before had been a bump on the horizon. Behind that spire would be a slice in the rock, a drainage, known to exist only by a few.


			He tried to imagine what lay within that drainage, besides the man he intended to meet. He’d heard stories. Fascinating stories, but more important than antiquity was the isolation. He preferred his meetings be held in secret. This was beyond the pale. The man he hoped to find was not expecting a visitor. The warning had been, be careful.


			“All because of a letter,” he muttered to himself, slowing to avoid a prickly pear cactus. The envelope’s return address had been an illegible scrawl. Contents suggested it came from his most important client. The richest of the bunch. The letter, more dramatic than usual, but hey, rich guys need to entertain themselves, too. It had been simply addressed to Doc, the code name used by a select group of his clients. Doc—consultant to multinational corporations and well-funded politicians—not his real name, Herman Durfey, belittled at university by professors and classmates alike. If they only knew what I was doing now . . . and what I get paid for it.


			He laughed, then thought again of the letter. With it, a photograph, of a woman—actually a woman and a man, the man being immediately recognizable, the Vice President of the United States. The woman, the obvious subject of the photo. Beautiful, Latina—Hispano, it turns out—with dark hair, dark eyes. Business suit. She held up her right hand for the oath of office.


			On the back of the photo, typed words: 


			Sen. Kelly Culberson, junior senator, New Mexico. Deal with her! Be creative.


			Those few words. Cryptic. Dramatic. Nothing to imply this senator was to be drawn into the boss’ sphere of influence. Words meaning something different. Understood. Leave her to me.


			Tonight, phase one. 


			His performance at the public meeting started things. He chuckled to himself, thinking of the chaos he’d caused.


			Doc shot a pulse of light from the flashlight. At his feet, yucca, its spines long, sharp, and threatening. He stepped around it, onto rock etched with lines of erosion, stretching from here to the base of the cliff. Must be slickrock, the stuff described by the boss’ man, Harper Teague. Damned self-important errand boy . . . but let’s  hope he’s right about this guy he has me meeting. 


			Ascending, he took long steps up the cross-bedded sandstone, then veered around the base of the spire, around a boulder, and through the brush hiding the entry to the drainage. He proceeded to enter. Inside, a narrows. Rocky floor, hall-like walls. Dark. Starlit sky peering in from above. Turning on his flashlight, he watched for an incline to the left, one he’d been told not to miss. Seeing it, he climbed out of the drainage along rocky steps, feeling uncertain until before him opened a hanging side canyon. Sandy creek bottom. Cottonwood. Willow. Upslope, scattered pinyon pine  and juniper.


			Through the trees, he saw a flicker of light and marched toward it. Not watching his footing, he stumbled over a rock. Branches snapped under his feet.


			From the direction of the light, he heard shuffling, then quiet.


			Doc stopped. “Hello.” 


			No response.


			He waited, listening, hearing nothing. Absolute quiet. 


			Then, from behind, “Who are you?” demanded a raspy voice.


			Doc jumped. “Hi,” he muttered, regaining his composure. “How’d you get behind me?”


			“Answer me,” the voice growled. “Who are you?”


			“Call me Doc.” He laughed. “That’s how you’ll know me.” To his left, he noticed a rock. On it, pottery, baskets, ladles, figurines, all lit in the glow of the fire. A metal pot sat on the coals, steam rising above the rim. Doc lurched toward the fire. “Mind if I sit? It’s been a hell of a hike, especially at night.”


			“Stop,” the voice commanded, now from a new location. “Don’t move.” 


			Doc plodded to a stop and glanced around, trying to locate the source of the voice. “Where are you?” To his right he heard what sounded like a pistol being cocked.


			There, a man dropped alongside a boulder, the brim of his hat casting shadow over his eyes and part of his face. In his hand, a pistol. 


			Doc’s spine tightened, watching light glint off silver casing.


			“You made a mistake coming here, mister.” 


			“Hold it.” Doc raised his hands. “The man you use as a fence told me where to find you.”


			The man growled, cutting him off. “Damn. I shoulda never brought him here.”


			“No, it’s okay,” Doc said. “Let’s start over.” He stepped forward, offering his hand.


			“Stay where you are.” The man raised the pistol.


			“Whoa . . . I have as much to be careful about as you do, maybe more . . . and my secrets require a good safe spot to talk. That’s why I’m here, and, by the way, that’s some fine inventory you have there.” He nodded at the pottery.


			“If you know my fence so well, why come here? Teague can get you this stuff after I pass it off to him.”


			“That,” Doc said, “is not why I’m here.”


			“The best stuff is packed away.” He lowered the pistol. “What’cha lookin’ for? This ain’t like walking into a department store. You take what I find.”


			Doc laughed. “You misunderstand me. I’m not seeking artifacts.”


			“Then why are you here?”


			Doc cleared his voice. “Because . . . I avoid being seen with the people I work with. This . . . is the perfect place to meet.”


			“What exactly do you do?” the man asked, suspicion in his voice. He raised the pistol.


			“Consulting.” Doc let out a nervous chuckle. “It’s hard to explain. Permit me to answer with a focus on you.” He cleared his throat. “You come highly recommended. I’m told you have redeeming qualities . . . qualities I can perfect.”


			The man lowered the pistol. “What the hell are you saying?”


			“Your potential.”


			He raised his gun hand. “That an insult?”


			“No, sir.” Doc eyed the weapon. “It’s a compliment. If you’ll permit me to do so, I’ll make the world think you’re a hero.” 


			“What are you talking about?”


			“Turning you into the man the tribe thinks will keep them safe . . . from the monsters endangering those who can’t defend themselves.”


			The man lowered the gun. “Are you sure you know who you’re talking to? Maybe you’re supposed to be over in the next canyon. Maybe you took the wrong fork in the trail.”


			Doc shook his head. “What trail? There was no trail.” He laughed. “No, sir, I know exactly who you are. I’ve vetted you thoroughly. I know what I’m getting.”


			“What are you getting?”


			“A man I can shape into a lone wolf. A rebel. Someone others  see as the rogue who’ll make a stand against evil masses. An outsider. Anti-establishment. A gunslinger willing to fight those other people.” He smiled. “Hell is those other people. We all want some­­one willing to fight those other people. You’ll be that someone.” Doc took a step forward.


			“No. No. No,” the man said, his words staccato. “Stay. Where. You. Are.”


			“Of course.” Doc stepped back, clearing his throat. “You see, people believe the only way to solve a problem is to find someone willing to give . . . those other people . . . a damned good kick in the ass. You’ll be that person. Someone I’ll transform into the reluctant hero.”


			“To do what?” the man demanded, confused. 


			“To seemingly . . . selflessly . . . sacrifice yourself to save the nation . . . or at least the people of New Mexico.”


			“Me? Sacrifice?” He laughed. “Again, are you sure you’ve got the right person?”


			Doc chuckled to himself. “Yes, your name is . . .”


			“Mister,” the man shouted, cutting him off. He waved the pistol. “Until you’ve convinced me of what you’re selling, I don’t want to hear you even say my name. To anyone. Got it?”


			“Got it.” Doc nodded. “As I was saying, you’ll seemingly go after the hidden agenda . . . in Washington . . . but in reality, you’ll be there to do a job. It’ll be you with an agenda.”


			“And what will that agenda be?”


			“All in due time.” Doc rubbed at the flat of his nose, hiding his smile. “All in due time.”


			A sound. From behind. Doc turned.


			Another broken branch. Footsteps. A man came around an outcropping and stopped in the glow of the fire. Salt and pepper beard. Tan, leathery face. Baggy clothes. Floppy hat. Seeing the artifacts, he spun around to Doc. “What did you do?” he shouted.


			Doc stared back, not sure what to say.


			“Over here!” barked the man in the shadows.


			The intruder turned, eyes searching. “Who did this?” he demanded.


			“I did,” said the man in the shadows, his voice calm.


			“How’d you know about this place?”


			“You’re not as clever as you think, Potts. I followed you.”


			“Impossible, I cover my tracks, and how do you know who I am?”


			“I know. You’re Potts Monroe, archeologist. I know your secrets. All of ’em.” He laughed. “I might know a little too much. I might know more than you do.”


			“What are you saying?”


			“Your secrets. I especially like the one about Spanish treasure. Juan Rivera’s treasure.”


			“Treasure? Rivera?” The archeologist’s face lost all expression. “Hold it. I know you.”


			The man in the shadows laughed, then fired a round into the intruder’s chest. The shot echoed up the canyon.


			Thrown back, the archeologist steadied himself, eyes wide in disbelief, mouth gaping open. He fell to his knees, then dropped face first into the sand.


			The man in the shadows turned the gun on Doc.


			“Hold it,” Doc said, forcing a smile.


			“We got a problem?”


			“No. I, uh . . .” He cleared his throat. “. . . would never question your business practices.”


		




		

			 


			Chapter


			2


			Kelly sat up and stretched, her dark hair tossed by the cool morning breeze. From the foot of her sleeping bag, her brown, groggy eyes moved to the glow on the eastern horizon. The sun would soon peek over. She let out a happy sigh.


			“Good morning,” Jack whispered.


			She dropped her eyes to where Jack’s sleeping bag lay empty, then glanced around, finding him on the boulder behind her. “How long have you been awake?”


			“Most of the night.”


			“Why?”


			“Thinking.”


			“About what?”


			“Last night.”


			She sighed. “You’ve handled worse.”


			“Yes and no. Somehow . . . last night . . . felt different.”


			“How?”


			He avoided her eyes. “Not sure. Maybe I’m imagining things.”


			“Remind you of last year with politicians . . . or . . . are you thinking about Montana?”


			Jack stood and hunkered over his pack. “Let’s not talk about it.”


			“Okay . . . so that’s why we came here . . . middle of the night.” She rubbed her eyes. “You were lousy company, by the way.” She took a whiff of the breeze. “Smell that. New Mexico high desert. Restores your optimism, doesn’t it? Makes everything feel possible.” She stared into his eyes. “No?”


			Jack Chastain peeled off his T-shirt and felt the nip in the air. Reaching into his pack, he pulled out a small gray bundle and let it unroll. His uniform shirt, gold badge attached. He slipped it on and began to button. “Gotta go. You’ve got a flight to catch and I’m on the job.”


			“Washington, ugh.” She let out a tired moan. “I’d rather get lost in those blue eyes of yours.”


			“On your feet, Senator.”


			“No coffee?”


			“We’ll get some in town. Figured you’d need to get moving.” He leaned over his pack, stuffed in his sleeping bag, and began to roll up his pad.


			“Can you throw me my clothes?”


			He picked them off a boulder and tossed them onto her lap.


			She crawled out of her bag and stood, wearing only a T-shirt. She slipped it off, dropped it onto her pack, and watched as the sun rose. After a moment, she pulled on khaki shorts and turned, catching his gaze as she tugged on a white linen shirt. She smiled. “Hi, blue eyes.”


			“Wish I could say ‘Take your time.’ ”


			She made quick work of stuffing her gear in her pack, then pulled on and laced her boots. “I’m ready,” she said, hefting her pack onto her shoulders.


			Jack did the same and crept past boulders and desert scrub, working his way to the trail, Kelly following. Upon reaching the trace of dirt and desert gravel, he picked up his pace.


			Half an hour later, they topped a rise, and a sandstone ridge came into view, beyond which sat the trailhead. Just a few minutes more.


			Butterflies fluttered across the trail. Kelly stopped to watch.


			“Better keep moving,” Jack said, making mental note of the location.


			“We’re not in that much of a hurry. Smell the roses.”


			Jack glanced at his watch. “Okay, then give me a minute.” He lost sight of the butterflies, then stepped off the trail, into a dry sandy creek bed.


			“They didn’t go that way.” Kelly pointed the opposite direction.


			“I know. I saw ’em.” He stopped and studied a sandstone outcropping.


			Kelly came up behind him. “Did you know, the Aztec believed . . . for those who died in battle, that butterflies took their souls to their final resting place?” She spun around. “What are you looking for?”


			He pointed. At the base of the outcropping, in shadow. Dark, moist soil. A seep. Plants with broad, bulbous leaves, and not yet developed seed pods. “Milkweed,” he muttered. He inched forward, eyeing a plant. “And, no, I didn’t know that about the Aztecs.”


			She gasped. “A monarch.” She followed. “Another tidbit. The Mazahuas people call the monarch the daughter of the sun.”


			He unbuttoned the pocket below his badge and pulled out a notebook. Between pages he located a sheet of speck-like labels. He removed one. “Where’d you learn all that, Senator?”


			“College . . . and quit calling me senator.” Kelly rested her hand on his arm. “Cultural studies. What’s that?”


			“A tag.” He stooped. The monarch flew away, then fluttered back, landing on his arm.


			“Ah . . . and that means, season of transformation.”


			In a scissor-like motion, he caught the butterfly between fingers. In gentle taps, he adhered the tag to a wing, then placed the monarch on a milkweed. It flew away. “For research. For a professor . . . coincidently, in Mexico.” He opened the notebook and scribbled down the date, location, and tag number. “This isn’t likely an important place for monarch, but the professor’s not sure if these guys winter in Mexico or California.” He put the notebook away. “What do you mean, season of transformation?”


			“That’s what some believe about being touched by a monarch. That they represent transformation . . . kinda depends on what’s going on in your life when it happens.” She shrugged. “I thought they only wintered in Mexico.”


			“No, but more winter there. Tagging these guys won’t answer the professor’s question. These are migrating north. A different generation will make the trip south in the fall.” He turned.


			She flashed a confused look. “Why tag it now?”


			“Science. If someone sees it, might tell ’em something. Maybe where these guys migrate.” He stood. “I’ll come back here in the fall.” He stared at the outcropping, his mind elsewhere. He brushed a hand across his forehead. “I enjoy this kind of work.”


			“What’s keeping you from it?”


			“The coalition report, for one.”


			“It’s almost done. Maybe it’s time for transformation.”


			“Not until the report’s finished and we put it in your hands.”


			“But you’re nearly there, and . . . change might do you good.” She frowned. “I’ve been so worried about you . . . the mood swings . . . sudden anger.”


			“Not yet. Transformation . . . transition . . . it can wait.”


			“I understand . . . but transformation . . . it’s a funny thing. It’s not always something we have control over. Look at me, and where I am.”


			“Exactly.” He sighed. “Last night, I kept thinking . . . the things that guy said . . . they weren’t true, but did he know that? Was it karma . . . bad karma . . . coming around again?”


			“Again?”


			“Like what happened in Montana . . . the guy last night targeted me, not the report . . . me. But . . . we’re beyond the point we were at in Montana.”


			“Then why worry?”


			“Hard to say. The weirdness of it all. His confidence.” Jack turned, conjuring memories. “In Montana . . . despite the difficulties, even after the political games . . . we kept it together. But crazy stories started . . . a weird level of certainty about them. I didn’t take ’em seriously, expecting truth to prevail. Didn’t worry . . . till it was too late.” He cleared his throat. “Last night . . . the guy’s absolute conviction. Why would he believe those things?”


			“You’re overreacting. You’ve handled worse. And you’re almost finished.”


			“Essentially, it’s done. It doesn’t really need to be signed . . . it’s just something they want to do . . . they’ve worked so hard . . . through so many difficulties.” He stared at the milkweed. “But I know this . . . I need to respond to that guy, not wait like I did in Montana.”


			“You’re thinking too hard. You know what? You deserve a distraction . . . doing something you enjoy. Why don’t you spend some time on monarchs? Invite that professor up.”


			“He’s been here, but not for this.”


			“What’s that mean?”


			“He was here with his wife, an archeologist . . . helping Potts on a project.”


			“Potts? That loony archeologist . . . retired Park Service guy? Here every spring?”


			“Yep, that’s Potts. Potts Monroe. He’s got a project he wants to show me . . . when the time’s right. Being kinda secretive, but he’s not loony. Stereotypical, maybe, but not loony.”


			“Whatever.” She shook her head. “My point is, you’ve been so key to the coalition’s work, you owe yourself a distraction, a chance to recover.”


			“Not yet . . . and I haven’t been that important.”


			“You’re the only one who feels that way.”


			Jack shook his head, staring past her. Movement caught his eye. Distant movement. He focused downslope, at a spot amidst sagebrush. A dog. Black, wiry. More movement. A boy. What the hell? Jack squinted. The boy, walking a deliberate line through desert scrub. Dark hair. Plaid shirt. The dog staying ahead on a sea of vegetation.


			Kelly turned. She gasped. “A child?”


			“It is. See anyone with him?”


			“No. Is he allowed to have a dog in the monument?”


			“No, but I’m more concerned about him being alone.”


			“Need to go get him?”


			Jack studied the boy’s gait. Steady. No sign of confusion or uncertainty. 


			The boy veered, a change in direction. The dog ran and retook the lead.


			“He seems to know where he’s going.” Jack backed toward the trail. “And you need to catch a flight.” He gestured for her to take the lead. “Better go.”


			She headed upslope, glancing back at the boy.


			“And hey,” Jack shouted. “I want to know the one thing you’ve avoided talking about . . . whether you’re gonna run for your own term as senator.”


			“Haven’t decided.” She dropped her eyes. “At this point the governor’s probably cursing Senator Baca’s death and his decision to appoint me to finish his term.”


			“I doubt the latter . . . but you need to decide.”


			She shrugged. “I’m being pressed on it.” She sighed. “Someone else might be better.”


			“Kelly, I’ve seen your dedication to the work.”


			A pop came from inside his pack, then a tone, then a voice. Molly, in dispatch, on the radio.


			“Attention, all personnel. We have a report of a lost child. Male, twelve years old. We need all hands available. Stand by for instructions.”


			The boy. Jack spun around. Nowhere in sight. Where’d he go? Jack pulled his cell phone from his pants pocket and gave it a quick check. No signal. He slipped an arm out of a pack strap and swung the pack around. He dug out his radio. 


			“The boy’s name, David,” Molly continued. “Hair color, black. Approximately four and half feet tall. Separated from his parents on a hike. Likely took a different fork in the trail. They believe they  were on Saltbush Trail. Some uncertainty about that. Break.”


			The radio went dead.


			“We’re miles from there,” Kelly said. 


			Jack raised his radio. “Yeah, but we don’t know when this happened . . . or where.” 


			The radio popped. Molly continued, “The boy is diabetic. Does not have his insulin. I repeat, does not have his insulin. We need to mobilize a hasty search, now.” The radio repeater clicked off.


			Damn. Jack keyed his mic. “Dispatch, this is Chastain.”


			“Go ahead, Jack.”


			“I saw a boy a few minutes ago. Alone with his dog, off-trail, South Desert.”


			“Standby.” The radio fell quiet, then, “You’re sure about a dog? And the location?”


			“Yes.”


			“The report includes nothing about a dog, or taking the trail out of the canyon, but the parents are gone. Freaking out. Disappeared to go look for him, so I can’t ask, but . . . can you get to this kid?”


			He looked at Kelly. “Don’t see him now. Not sure where he’s heading, but . . . I know his direction of travel.” 


			“Copy. Report back when you pick up his trail. Confirm direction, I’ll get someone out in front of him. I’ll also put a helicopter on standby, just in case . . . .”


			“Copy. Send someone to the trailhead to pick up Kelly. She’s got a flight to make.”


			“No,” Kelly shouted, over his shoulder. “This is more important. Disregard that, Molly.”


			“Copy. We’re shorthanded so it’ll have to be.”


			Kelly took off, jogging downslope toward open desert. 


			Jack threw on his pack and took off. Working their way off the hillside, jumping rocks, and avoiding pinyon and juniper, they approached open desert. Jack scanned the scene. No boy. No dog. Where the hell did he go? 


			Reaching flat ground, Jack veered in the direction of the spot he’d last seen the boy. Approaching, he saw nothing in the sea of desert scrub. Maybe we’re not there yet. Or, did I miss his tracks? Eyeing the ground, Jack continued forward.


			Should be two sets of tracks. The boy. The dog. Where are they?


			“How . . . much . . . farther?” Kelly asked, panting, fighting to keep up.


			“Should be here . . . somewhere.” Jack dodged a sage, then looked back, up the hill, gauging distance. “We’ll slow down when we find his track.”


			“There,” Kelly shouted, pointing. She came to a stop, hands on her hips, fighting for breath. 


			Good. Jack stopped over the track and traced the boy’s likely path across the plain. No obvious destination. “Where’s he going?” Jack took off in a slow jog. He glanced back at Kelly.


			“Go.” She cinched up her pack’s hip strap and followed.


			They paced themselves, weaving through sagebrush, wasting no time. 


			How did he cover this much territory? We just saw him . . . what was it? Five minutes ago, maybe ten? Jack glanced down. The tracks. Gone. Now, where did he go? Jack stopped.


			Kelly came alongside.


			“Lost him again.” Jack spun around. “Could he’ve passed out? Did we go past him?”


			Backpedaling, eyes on the ground, they retraced, finding the last tracks in the midst of their own. “His tracks just stop.”


			Scattered rock, a few boulders. Jack circled. No track. Then track. “Over here,” he shouted, eying the strange set of clues.  Boy’s track. Dog’s track. Then, no dog track. After a few steps more,  no boy. 


			Kelly stopped over the last set of tracks. “I don’t get it.” She spun around. “Vanished.”


			“Yeah.” Jack walked a circle around the track, checking in the shade of the largest desert scrub. “Nothing. No dog. Where did he go? If he passed out . . . he’d be . . .”


			“He’s not here.”


			“Does he know we’re following him? It’s like he just . . . evaporated.” Jack studied the scene. Outcrops of sandstone. Scrub and rocks. One boulder. Lots of smaller slabs.


			Is he hiding? Carrying the dog? He’s not behind the boulder. He knelt at a rock near the last of the boy’s tracks. Backside,  shifting. Soil, pushed up. “Here,” Jack muttered. “He’s rock hopping. Carrying the dog. But why?” He turned to Kelly. “Maybe the  dog’s hurt.”


			More movement of rock, toward an exposed outcropping of sandstone. A ramp, moving a new direction. In the distance, the mouth of an arroyo. Beyond it, sandstone walls. “He’s going that way.” Jack pointed. “Up that arroyo, into a drainage.”


			Kelly put her hands on her hips. “Why?”


			“Avoiding the sun, maybe? Maybe he knows we’re here.” Jack slipped into a jog.


			In the sandy bed of the arroyo, two sets of tracks. “He was here.” Jack bolted up the canyon, taking firmer ground upslope among pinyon and juniper, keeping an eye on the boy’s tracks. Then, they disappeared. A rock to the right, other side of the draw. Cross-bedded sandstone. He’s climbing out of the creek bed.


			Around a bend, walls came together. A ledge lay at the base of near-vertical walls. Below the ledge, a drop.


			“He’s going high,” Kelly said. “What if he loses consciousness? What if he falls?”


			They picked up their pace.


			Around a bend they saw him. Boy, dog, walking toward them, a hundred yards away, fifty feet above the creek bed. He’s backtracking. Must’ve ledged out.


			The boy turned and ran, disappearing around another bend.


			“He’s avoiding us,” Jack said.


			“He must be delirious.”


			“Go back. Take the creek bed.”


			She turned.


			Jack darted along the ledge. Rounding a bend, he slid on gravel and slipped over the edge, coming to a grinding stop. Glancing over his shoulder, he eyed the drop beyond his feet. Calming himself, he moderated his breathing, crawled back to the ledge, and shook off his jitters. He moved on.


			Another bend. Beyond it lay the end of the drainage. An alcove. The boy stood looking out over a precipitous drop, a lip over which water had poured during many a storm. Frantic, the boy looked for options. He had none. The dog stayed close. Seeing Jack, the boy backed to the wall.


			Kelly came running up the creek bed, below.


			The boy, dark hair, slight frame, eyes wide, glanced between Jack and Kelly. 


			“We’re here to help you,” she shouted.


			Jack took a step.


			The dog barked.


			Jack inched toward them.


			Darting forward, the dog growled.


			Jack raised a hand. “It’s okay.”


			The boy burst into tears. “Don’t hurt me.”


			“We’re here to help you.” Jack attempted a smile. “Your parents . . . they’re worried.”


			“Go away.”


			“Are you okay?”


			“Leave me alone.”


			“Wait,” Kelly shouted. “Let me try.” She ran back down the creek and after a short span of time reappeared on the ledge. Jack let her slip past, holding the dog’s attention.


			Kelly crept toward the boy. “You okay?”


			Eyes scared, he forced a nod.


			She slipped an arm around him. “Need your insulin?”


			He shot a confused look, then looked back at Jack. “Please don’t let him hurt me.”


			“Jack would never do that. He’s a good guy.”


			“But . . .” He broke into tears. “The spirits . . . their faces . . .”


			A hand on each shoulder, she knelt, looking into his eyes. “Spirits?”


			The boy stopped talking, his lips clamped shut.


			Jack stepped back and studied the little guy. How strange. Delirious?


			“Chastain, this is Dispatch.”


			Jack pulled out his radio. “Go ahead, Molly. We’ve got him.”


			“Not possible. He’s here with me and his parents. They found him, waiting at their car.”


			Jack scowled. “Standby Molly.” He turned and eyed the boy.


			The boy pulled out of Kelly’s arms and pushed himself against the rock. 


			Jack drew in a long, deep breath. “So, who the hell are you?”
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			Jack signed off the radio and turned to the boy. “Why are you afraid of me?”


			The boy pushed back on the wall, as if trying to break through the rock.


			“It’s okay,” Kelly said to the boy. She put up a hand, signaling Jack to step back. “Give him some time. Let him warm up to you. Get us outta here. You lead, I’ll walk with him.”


			Jack pulled off his Park Service cap and ran his fingers through sweat-matted hair. “Make sure he doesn’t run. And find out why he’s here alone.” Jack glanced at the boy’s pack. Small but hardly juvenile. “Does he need water?”


			“I just checked. He’s got plenty, plus overnight gear.”


			Jack waved her toward him, and whispered, “Molly has no other reports of lost boys. Must be a local kid. Her thinking . . . the Sheriff’s in a better position to figure out who his parents are.”


			“Okay, we drive by there on the way home.” She slipped back to the boy.


			Jack held out his hand to the dog. Scruff of white on its throat. Otherwise, black. It sniffed his hand, then backed away. 


			“That’s progress.” Jack headed back down the ledge.


			Staying in Kelly’s shadow, the boy kept a slow pace, Kelly holding his hand.


			Too far back for Jack to hear conversation, the boy seemed intent on keeping it that way.


			Back among desert scrub, Jack pulled out his map and chose a route to the trailhead. It would take a little backtracking, but  with a veer to the northeast, up and over a series of gradual rises, they would hit the trail not far from the trailhead.


			Cutting across the desert, they climbed onto high ground near the eastern boundary of the national monument. Piedras Coloradas National Park came into view. The plateau and the slice through the rock cut by the river. Then, below the canyon, its path cut toward the hamlet of Las Piedras. Green fields and pastures lay nestled around the village.


			Glancing north, he spotted the trail, arcing along the base of an escarpment of red sandstone. In the distance he could just make out the trailhead and a white government pickup with green Park Service markings.


			Kelly and the boy still lagged behind. Jack decided to wait for them at the pickup.


			Once there, he threw his pack in the back and leaned against the fender to wait.


			Kelly and the boy reached the trail, talking, ambling, as if Kelly forgot she had a flight to catch.


			A sound. Engine noise. Jack turned.


			Pulses of dust hung in the sky beyond a rise in the road. An ATV—a four-wheeler—appeared. Then others, four in all, coming his way. He walked to the other side of the pickup, resumed his lean, and waited.


			They accelerated toward him, engine noise growing louder.


			The lead ATV slid to a stop, throwing gravel at Jack’s feet. The others slowed to a halt and cut their engines. Quiet.


			The man in the lead dismounted and folded his arms. Shorter than Jack but of average height, brawny, lips hidden by a bushy mustache, and a pistol holstered on his belt, he glared, and groused, “Why are you here?”


			The others—two men, one woman, all dressed for riding— assumed similar poses.


			Jack turned back to the man with the pistol. “Working.  Chasin’ butterflies.”


			“Very funny.”


			“No, serious.” Jack crossed his own arms and returned their glare. “And, if I wasn’t here . . . what would you be doing?”


			“We’re here to remove you.” The mustachioed man turned, improving the view of his pistol. “If you want to stay happy, butterfly man, head down the road and mind your own damned business.”


			Jack stared at the firearm. “I have a feeling this could turn into what would be . . . very much . . . my business.”


			“Not in my eyes.” The man gave a twisted smile. “Leave.”


			The boy’s dog appeared, inched forward, then jumped back, barking. 


			“If that damned dog attacks, he’s dead,” the man muttered, resting his hand on the pistol.


			“He’s not mine,” Jack said, “but he fancies himself as a good judge of character.”


			Kelly and the boy came around the pickup. 


			“A boy?” said the woman with the ATVs. “We can’t make a scene in front of the boy.”


			“A scene?” Jack asked.


			“We’re taking back our road,” the leader said, watching the dog. “You feds closed it, now you want our land. That’s not gonna happen. We’re taking back our road.”


			“What are you talking about?” Jack asked.


			Kelly stopped beside him. “Parts of the trail used to be an old stock road,” she said. “Closed years before you got here, mainly to slow the pot hunting. The pueblo wanted it closed.”


			“Wrong,” the man growled. “Had nothing to do with them. Feds were just controlling our lives. Like they want to do now.”


			Jack shook his head. “Doing now? What are you talking about?”


			“You know.” The man exchanged glances with the others.


			They nodded in agreement.


			“I don’t,” Jack said. He turned to Kelly. “Do you?”


			She shook her head.


			One of the riders flagged with his hand. “Hide . . .”


			The leader cut him off. “Don’t use my name . . . or anyone’s. We’ll be the first ones he sics those land agents on.”


			“Hey . . . wait . . . it’s Senator Culberson?” the woman said.


			“Is there something I need to know?” Kelly asked.


			The leader took two steps toward her. “Don’t play dumb. You know their plans better than we do. Why aren’t you stopping them from taking our lands?”


			“Private lands? You live on the Enclave, right?”


			“Doesn’t matter. The feds want to take it.”


			She turned to Jack and flashed a questioning look. “Do you?”


			“I have no idea what he’s talking about.”


			“Lies, lies, lies. You’re lyin’. Both of ya.”


			Jack and Kelly exchanged glances.


			Kelly scratched her chin. “Why would they . . . ?”


			The leader cut her off. “Because government can’t stand seein’ people living in freedom, minding our own business. Choosing the life we want. They want our land, probably our guns.”


			Jack clenched his jaw, then a fist. He stepped forward.


			Kelly mouthed, no. She reached for his hand.


			“Is that what you want to believe?” the boy said.


			What? Jack turned to the boy.


			The boy stared up at the man with the pistol.


			The man sneered. “What did you say, little man?”


			“Is that what you want to believe?”


			Red with anger, the man glared, then grew flustered, then turned to Jack, unable to respond. Whipping around to his four-wheeler, he climbed on, started it, and put it in gear. He sped off, throwing gravel at their feet.


			“I’ll look into it,” Kelly said to the woman. “If you learn anything . . . anything about anyone wanting to take your land, contact my field office in Santa Fe.”


			The woman nodded. She and her companions fired up their four-wheelers and followed.


			Jack knelt beside the boy. “Why are you afraid of me, but not him?”


			He scooted behind Kelly.


			Kelly looked him in the eye and smiled. “You are a funny little guy.”


			He smiled, then glanced at Jack. The smile melted away.


			— • —


			They pulled into the modern adobe headquarters of the county sheriff, the boy riding against the door, Kelly between them, the dog in the bed. They parked between patrol vehicles, a pickup and a sedan, both black and white. A deputy climbed out of the pickup and started for the building.


			They followed the deputy in, the boy watching him closely.


			Inside, they approached the receptionist. Kelly took the boy’s hand.


			“Buenos días, Kelly,” the uniformed receptionist said. “How’s life in Washington?”


			“Good, Esperanza. Great to see you. We’ve got a little guy here we found in the backcountry . . . in the national monument . . . South Desert . . . without his parents.” She turned to the boy. “He won’t tell us his name. Handles himself pretty well, but still, . . .” She leaned against the counter. “We’re worried about him. Recognize him? Know his parents?”


			Esperanza stood and looked over her counter. “¿Como estas? ¿Como se dice?”


			The boy stared.


			“Do you not speak Spanish? Or are you from the pueblo? No? What is your name?”


			The boy continued to stare.


			“Can you tell me who your parents are? Did you run away from home?”


			No answer.


			Esperanza sat. “Are you wanting us to take him, maybe turn him over to social services?”


			“That’s probably best,” Jack said. “He hasn’t done anything wrong, just seemed odd, a boy his age hiking alone, so far from anything.”


			“Let’s put you in one of the . . .” She paused and tapped her lips. “No, let’s don’t do that. Take the meeting room.” She pointed at a door to the left. Inside sat a table surrounded by chairs. Sunlight streamed in through the windows. “Not as scary as an interrogation room. I’ll have a deputy join you.”


			Kelly sat by the boy. Jack paced the floor, the boy watching him.


			“Knock, knock,” came a voice at the door. In stepped a solid man in sport coat and bolo tie. Gray hair, a little paunchy. 


			Kelly got to her feet. “Sheriff Mendoza.”


			Mendoza nodded at Jack, then gave Kelly a hug. “Senator. A beauty like your mother, but obviously your father’s political talents.”


			She blushed. “I’m not sure that’s true. I hear you’re retiring.”


			“Yes, the thought of not running for office is appealing. I’ll miss the job, but I’m ready to leave the campaigning to you young folks.”


			She laughed. “It’s not appealing to me either. I’m trying to decide if I’ll run for my own term.”


			“You should. We need you there.” Mendoza turned to the boy. “Who do we have here?”


			The boy watched him. Nothing in his eyes suggested fear.


			“What’s your name, son?”


			He shook his head.


			“Did you run away from home?”


			“No, sir,” he said, his voice at ease.


			“Can I call your momma?”


			“No sir.”


			Mendoza appeared confused. “Really? Excuse us, would you?” He signaled Jack and Kelly to follow him into the hall.


			He closed the door behind them. “You say you found him on South Desert? Alone?”


			“And he avoided us,” Jack said. “Covered his track. Pretty good at it, too.”


			“That could mean trouble at home,” Mendoza said. “But I don’t see any signs of abuse.”


			“Strange thing is . . .” Jack said, “. . . he’s afraid of me but he’s not afraid of anyone else.”


			“Big, scary Anglo.” Mendoza chuckled to himself. “Leave him with me. We have no reports of missing kids, but I’ll talk to social services, see if they know who he is.” He opened the door and stepped back inside, stopped, and looked back, stunned. “I’ve never seen that happen. Guess it’s time to retire.”


			Jack peeked inside.


			In the corner, a window stood open, a light breeze moving the curtains. 


			The boy? No sign of him.


			— • —


			Jack and Kelly climbed into the pickup.


			“And he took the dog,” Jack said, still marveling at what happened.


			“I better go change my flight,” Kelly said.


			At the sound of a tap on the window, they turned. A uniformed deputy stood outside the door. Gold badge. Gold name plate, Buck Winslow inscribed in black letters. A light-haired man, average size, but appearing slight in his oversized uniform.


			Jack lowered the window.


			“Where should I start looking for this kid?” Winslow asked. He slipped a toothpick between his teeth and slumped into a lean against the pickup.


			“Don’t think you’ll find him,” Jack said.


			“That so?”


			“He’s crafty. Doesn’t want to be caught.”


			“The sheriff said you have no idea what his name is.”


			“Correct.”


			“I’ll take a spin around. See if I find him. If not, I’ll just see if he turns up.” Winslow flashed a toothy grin and rubbed at the stubble on his face. “Guess I forgot to shave this morning.” He pulled the toothpick from his mouth. “Uh . . . you Park guys have all the fun, don’t you? You must love brewin’ up trouble.”


			“What trouble?”


			“Out on the Enclave. You got people up in arms over those land agents swarmin’ around.”


			“Land agents?”


			“Here to kick them off their land. I saw Hide Mangum this mornin’ . . . and again a few minutes ago.”


			“The guy on the four-wheeler,” Kelly said to Jack. “The one with the mustache.”


			“Yep, that’s Mangum,” Winslow said. “He’s ready to lead an armed rebellion.”


			“Got a taste of that an hour ago, but I know of no plan to kick anyone off their land.”


			“Being coy?” Winslow flashed a grin, then a wink. “Everyone seems to know about the land agents. I’d avoid the South Desert if I were you. You’d be provoking ol’ Mangum.”


			“I’ve got work to do.”


			“What kind of work?”


			Jack shrugged. “Lots of things.”


			“Why out there? It’s pretty remote.”


			“Everywhere I work is remote. There’s lots of work to be done. Today, along the Desert Rose Trail, for example, we found milkweed near the trailhead. Great for monarch butterfly.”


			“Serious? You’d pick a fight over butterflies?”


			“I’m not picking a fight.” Jack flashed his own grin and a wink. “I love chasin’ butterflies. The thrill of the hunt is in finding their milkweed.”


			Winslow raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, but if Mangum thinks you’re picking a fight, comin’ around where he lives, I think you should avoid the place. It’s like poking Mangum in the eye. He doesn’t seem like a reasonable guy, especially with land agents around.”


			“There are no land agents.”


			“Wanna see ’em?” Winslow brushed at his badge with the back of his hand. “Hop in my rig, we’ll take a spin, look for that kid while we’re at it.”


			“Kelly’s got to catch a flight, so . . .”


			“No,” she said. “I need to see this.”


			They climbed in the deputy’s unmarked patrol vehicle, Kelly in the front, Jack in back.


			Stuck to the dashboard, a paper name tag read, ‘Hello, my name is’ and scrawled in dark letters, “Deputy Buckity.” Beside it, in a  child’s writing, another piece of paper. Deputy Buckity for Sheriff.


			“Deputy Buckity?” Kelly asked.


			“That’s what the school kids call me.” He put on a goofy grin. “Deputy Buckity,” he said, in a cartoonish voice. “Sometimes I even let ’em see my bullet.” He pulled a single 44-magnum round from his shirt pocket.


			Not at all scary when presented with a goofy face.


			“Gosh, Deputy Buckity,” he cartooned again. “Ever see bad guys? Yuckity, yuck.”


			Kelly laughed and tapped on the other piece of paper.


			“They’re trying to convince me to run for sheriff. I don’t know. Too much politics.”


			Circling the several blocks around the sheriff’s office, they saw no sign of the boy. When satisfied they wouldn’t, Winslow turned onto the main road and drove to the edge of town, pulling into one of the town’s more modest motels, Desert Sands.


			Winslow pointed at two white sedans parked near rooms at the far end of the motel, no markings, General Services Administration license plates, same as on Jack’s truck.


			Jack studied the cars. Not obviously Park Service but what other agency would be in Las Piedras? It’s not exactly a center of government activity. “Why does Mangum think they’re land agents?” Jack rubbed his chin. “I mean . . . the actual term would be real estate specialist . . . but why would he think that?”


			“Not hard, the way they’re snoopin’ around, asking all sorts of questions. Who owns what, and where? People notice things.”


			“But . . .”


			“Go ask ’em,” Winslow said. “Knock on the door.”


			“Ask the people in the rooms?”


			“Yep. Ask ’em.”


			Jack got out and started for a door, then stopped. “I’ll ask first at the office. See if there’s something I don’t know about.”


			“Let me know what you find out,” Kelly said. “Now, I need to go change my flight.”


			 


		




		

			 


			Chapter


			4


			“Goodbye, Senator,” Jack said, putting his hands on her waist. “Sorry I made you late.”


			She kissed him, then removed his hands. “Don’t start anything. I’ve gotta go.”


			“Get your flight changed?”


			“Actually, my flight’s running late, but . . . if I miss it, there’s a redeye.” She kissed him again. “After the signing ceremony, think about coming to Washington, taking some time off.”


			“Washington hasn’t exactly been a fun place for me.”


			She shrugged. “Don’t think about the halls of the Main Interior Building. Think Smithsonian. Think history. Think junior senator from New Mexico.”


			He patted her on the behind.


			She gave him a stern look. “Things have changed. You can’t do that. I have a reputation to uphold.”


			— • —


			“Marge . . . still here?” Jack shouted, walking past closed doors before stepping into the office of the superintendent’s secretary.


			“Not for much longer,” she said, her computer off, her handbag on her desk. “Hanging around in case Joe needs something.”


			“Can I stick my head in, ask him a question?”


			“Absolutely not.” Marge began watering the potted plants scattered around her office. She glanced at the closed door to her left. “He’s on a call. It’ll have to be tomorrow.”


			Jack gave her a slow, accepting nod. “Question. Is there something going on that involves land people? Real estate specialists, here to acquire private land?”


			A line formed on her brow.


			“There’s a couple of government vehicles in town.”


			“You’ll have to ask Joe about that.”


			Jack scowled. “Seriously?”


			Joe’s door swung open. He glanced at Marge, then Jack. “Need me?”


			“Just for a second. Short one.” Jack glanced at Marge, as if he needed approval.


			“A second is all you get.” Joe waved him in. “Thank you, Marge. Nothing came up that can’t wait till tomorrow. Go home.” Joe slid behind his big, timber desk. Not sitting, he picked his Stetson off the equally massive credenza and slipped it on, the brim level. Uniform perfect, salt and pepper hair flawlessly groomed. “Get on with it.”


			Jack stayed at the door. “Two vehicles, government tags, parked at a motel in town.”


			Joe picked up his briefcase. “What about ’em?”


			“Who are they? Realty specialists? Land procurement?”


			“That, . . . it turns out, is none of your business. Stay out of it.”


			“You’re kidding?”


			“Nope.”


			“I can’t even ask questions?”


			“I’ve been sworn to secrecy.” Joe squeezed past him. “Close the door on your way out.”


			— • —


			Jack turned into Elena’s Cantina and slowed. Damn. Packed with customers. Height of the dinner hour. He circled, searching for a place to park, the tires of his Jeep crunching through gravel. Squeezing between vehicles, he parked, then ambled over to the steps into the old adobe building. Inside, he noticed Johnny Reger sitting against the back wall, then turned down the hallway to the dining room. As he approached the hostess, he reminded himself he’d be eating alone. He turned back to the bar.


			After getting a beer, he worked his way through the tables toward Reger. Not a day in the field, obviously. His blonde hair, usually matted by sweat to his forehead, looked neatly combed.


			“What are you pissed about?” Johnny asked.


			“I’m not. Where are your groupies?”


			“California. Big fire. Wish I coulda gone . . . but . . .” He lifted a hand and twiddled his fingers.


			“Sorry it’s taking so long to recover.”


			“Why are you apologizing? You didn’t pull the trigger. And yeah, you’re pissed. What about?”


			“A couple of government cars in town. People out on the Enclave think they’re here to force ’em to sell to the government. Joe won’t talk about it. Tells me to stay out of it.”


			“So, you’re pissed.”


			“I’m not pissed.”


			“You are. And what I happen to know is, Kelly’s worried about you.”


			“How would you know that? And why?”


			“She told me . . . at the gas station, heading out of town. You know what it’s about.”


			“Don’t you two have anything more important to talk about . . . like . . . your hand? Any closer to arresting the shooter?”


			“Haven’t heard a thing. We turned it over to the FBI and I suspect they’re waitin’ to catch the guy when he’s not sittin’ around with his buddies, cleaning AR-15s.” Johnny extended his fingers and watched them move. “But back to Kelly. She wanted to talk about her legislative agenda . . . get my advice . . . right there at the gas station. That lost me right away, but she’s right. I may’ve gotten shot, but you’re the one slow to recover.”


			“I’m fine,” Jack growled. “I’m past what happened last year with the politicos.”


			A chair crashed to the floor. Then another. Across the bar two men faced off. Middle-aged, likely tourists, outdoor garb, poking at each other’s chests, voices raised.


			The commotion held Johnny’s eye. “If you say so. But she’s worried, boss.”


			Jack sighed. “I’m more worried about what happened last night at the meeting.”


			“Hell with the meeting, it’ll blow over.” Reger raised his mug. “Where’s Potts Monroe?”


			“I don’t know. He’s got a new project he wants to start . . . he may be there. He calls it his little secret. Won’t tell me where it’s at yet. Wants to take me there.”


			Johnny flinched, watching a thrown punch. “No one’s seen him in a few days. He’d said he wanted to meet today . . . talk about a few things.” 


			The tattooed bartender slipped around the bar and pushed himself between the fighters. A waitress, eyes wide, stood watching, ear to a phone. 


			Jack tried to ignore the ruckus. “Check his campsite?”


			“Yep, checked the whole damned campground. Trailer’s there. He’s not.” Johnny nodded toward the men. “I’m tempted to go see what these guys are fightin’ about.”


			“Not your jurisdiction.”


			“I’m nosy.”


			A deputy rushed in the door. Brown uniform, white cowboy hat. He slid between the men and moved one into the hallway, signaling the other—a man in cargo shorts and fishing shirt—to stay put. He spent a moment in the hall with one man, then returned to chat with the other.


			“Is that Deputy Winslow?” Jack asked.


			“Deputy Buckity?” Johnny said. “Yep. Likely our next sheriff.”


			“Just met him today.”


			“He’s been here a few years. Kids love him. Don’t know about him as sheriff. A sheriff has to be tough when needed. Buckity? Hard to tell. What I know most about him . . . the gags he plays on kids.”


			“Nothing wrong with that.”


			“Nope, unless that’s all he’s got.”


			They watched Winslow push one rowdy out the door and set the second on a barstool. He turned and sauntered toward their table. “Just gonna sit there and bet on a winner?”


			Johnny laughed. “You kinda messed up the odds.”


			“Didn’t want you going broke.” Winslow paused. “Learn anything?”


			Jack and Johnny exchanged glances.


			“Me?” Jack asked.


			“I didn’t expect Ranger Reger here to know anything. Who do you think I am?”


			Johnny chuckled, taking the tease.


			“You mean the two cars at the motel?” Jack asked.


			Winslow gave a slow nod.


			“Couldn’t get any answers.”


			“Figures.” Winslow sighed. “You better get some. Folks in the Enclave think they have you guys figured. Especially you.”


			“Why me?”


			“You’re the face of the coalition. Mangum figures you’re behind the fed’s plans.”


			“Mangum? The guy with the pistol?”


			“You’re not good with names, are you?” Winslow nodded. “Yep, that would be Hide. Saw him again this afternoon. Quite riled. Not the kinda guy I’d want angry.”


			“He doesn’t need to worry. I have nothing to do with it.”


			“The effort to take his land?”


			“I can’t imagine us trying to do that,” Jack said. “Why would we? His land’s not in the park. It’s not in the national monument. We rarely use eminent domain, even when we have a reason to. Why would we use it when we don’t?”


			“Whether you do or not, be wary about him. Me, I get along with everyone . . . but you? He doesn’t like ya. With those government land agents around, I doubt you can trust he won’t pull a gun on ya, just to provoke ya. I’d be ready to take him into custody if I were you.”


			Jack turned to Johnny. “Johnny’s the peace officer. I’m just a science guy.”


			“He thinks you’re more than that. I doubt you can change him.” One side of Winslow’s mouth turned up in a grin. “Mangum suspects you’re the architect of why those guys are here.”


			“He said that?”


			“More or less. A grand plan.”


			“There’s no grand plan. Just an effort to find common ground. Bring people together.”


			“Call it what you want, but Mangum thinks you’re going after his home. That the land agents are here because of you.”


			“Me?”


			“You. The government.”


			“Me, the government? I’m just one guy. A guy who’s trying to bring people together, to protect a place they love. Not to run ’em off their land.”


			“Watch your ass and don’t provoke him. Stay away from those damned butterflies.” Winslow stood to leave. “Gotta go. Deputy Buckity has Girl Scouts to talk to.” He put on a goofy face. “Yuckity, yuck, yuck.”


			 


		




		

			 


			Chapter


			5


			Piedras Coloradas National Park encompassed a region of majestic pine-covered plateaus and deep canyons on the edge of the greater Colorado Plateau. The river that incised great cuts through sandstone strata seemed incapable of the job, but spring runoff could prove it temperamental, and the storms of summer could turn it into a raging torrent. Lighthouse Buttress, towering near the mouth of the canyon, ghostly on moonless nights, could be seen in daylight hours for miles, in directions that included desert environs and the furthest boundaries of Piedras Coloradas National Monument. In many ways the monument and park were different worlds, distinct in their personalities, but the larger monument’s high desert—pinyon, juniper, and desert scrub—surrounded and stood sentry over the castle-like plateau, overshadowed, although with its own kind of splendor. While the park had existed for nearly a century, the monument had been set aside only a few years ago. Those acquainted with its quiet demeanor also knew it protected its secrets. 


			Jack Chastain drove out of the park in darkness, skirted the hamlet of Las Piedras, and turned onto a road toward his favorite part of the national monument, the South Desert. 


			He parked, watching a hint of the sun’s coming arrival. Orange skies in slow eruption through thin, barely present clouds. To the west, over the desert, a pink aura. Desert scrub. No breeze. Early morning quiet.


			Grabbing his pack, he slid it across the seat and climbed out of the pickup, taking off down the trail, his gear—tape measures, transect tapes, stakes, and data logger—rattling about in the pack, their sounds fading as they settled in the bottom.


			No dew. The crunch of desert gravel at his feet.


			He took the bend at the base of the escarpment and caught the view of the expansive scenery beyond the trail. Good move, getting out here this early.


			In the distance, to the northeast, the jagged peaks of the San Juans, in Colorado. To the west, the Colorado Plateau, continuing beyond the horizon into Arizona and Utah. To the north, the park. To the south, sage brush, four-wing saltbush, rabbitbrush, winterfat, and more, with a scattering of pinyon and juniper.


			Four-mile camp. A four-mile hike to the last of the monitoring locations in this part of the monument, put on the back burner as the writing of the coalition report took his full attention. The last camp before turning back to the more heavily used sites in the park.


			He headed south on the trail and approached the spot where he’d seen the patch of milkweed. Won’t hurt to check for monarch.
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