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Chapter One


He stopped to rest at the base of the Mesa de Anguila, a thousand-foot limestone wall accordioned across the western horizon. Catching his breath, he leaned his sweat-soaked body against the shaded stone, lingering a long moment, savoring the cool relief. 
Stepping back, he scanned the cliff’s creviced face. He needed to map a way to the top, so he could hike to Lajitas. That climb would be tedious. He’d be exposed for too long.
With his pounding heart echoing inside his ears, and blood throbbing through his neck, Mendocino Jones drew in a deep breath of desert air, catching the faintest whiff of body odor. He smelled himself. They would smell him if they neared. His knees trembled as he slid onto his haunches, his back pressed against the wall.
Mendocino rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. They felt like sandpaper; seared by sun reflecting off sand, blistering from above and below as if he were on an ocean.
Squatting on his boot heels, cupping his hands over his eyes, he reminded himself, panic will kill you. Think.
Before him sprawled the Chihuahuan desert, an unforgiving fabric of gray and tan dotted here and there with giant boulders that tumbled from atop the mesa eons earlier. The unending landscape was deceptive. It appeared empty, yet it teemed with all that is injurious. Everything out there would rip, trip, bite, or gouge. And the open desert offered no more cover than the mesa wall from the killers pursuing him. 
How long until dark? He could skip a stone farther than the mesa’s shadow on the desert floor. He’d have to skirt the cliff. Keep moving away from the river, where he’d blundered into madness.
As he had pulled his canoe to shore east of Santa Elena Canyon, the desert roared with gunfire. Rather than running away, Mendocino instinctively rushed toward the sound, scrambling up a rocky rise. At the crest, he froze. Maybe fifty yards ahead, gunmen encircled a woman who knelt over the body of a man sprawled on his back. She wailed like a wounded coyote, gripping the man, shaking him as the others watched. She stood slowly, facing them, her back straight, chin high, said something Mendocino could not discern, then spat on the man nearest her. He nodded. The desert thundered with gunfire again. The woman crumbled like a handkerchief across the man on the ground. 
Startled, Mendocino lost his footing on loose rock, tumbling backward in an avalanche of stones as bullets zinged around him. Like a desert hare, he zigzagged back toward his canoe, bullets whizzing so close he felt the rushing wind. The river offered no cover, so he veered, pushing west through head-high reeds, back toward the canyon, putting distance between himself and sporadic shouts and rifle fire.
Mendocino was swift of foot and mind. Not a large man, neither was he small. An outdoorsman, broad through the shoulders, arms and chest strong from rowing and rock climbing, hips and thighs powerful from endurance running. With bronzed skin and sun-streaked caramel-colored hair wearing a khaki shirt and trousers, Mendocino was well camouflaged in the desert. Like a puma. 
At a wash, he cut north, maintaining a steady but more cautious pace, crouching to make himself as small as possible. His tracks could be followed through a dry creek bed, so instead, he hop-scotched from one large stone to another until he came to a rocky shelf. It would form a waterfall during a rare rainstorm. He crossed it, maneuvering through a barricade of lechuguilla, a dreaded agave with fishhook thorns that animals avoided. Native Americans dipped their spears in juice made from lechuguilla, paralyzing their prey. He pressed on.
Catching his breath now, squatting at the base of the mesa, Mendocino used a shredded sleeve to wipe sweat sliding down his forehead, stinging his blistered eyes. 
How long had passed since the gunfire? He ran his hand over his face. Time. It was so easy to lose track of, like people.
The only sounds he heard recently were his own—his clothes ripping on thorns, his increasingly labored breathing, shoes crunching on rock and sand. Surely, they had fallen behind. But instinct told him they were somewhere nearby. People like that don’t give up.
Who were they? No time to think about it. He had to find help or a place to hide. Mendocino squinted, clenching and unclenching his jaw, searching the landscape.
He blinked, focusing. Was it a shadow? Was he imagining? No, it was real. A wash-out at the base of the mesa wall tucked behind a stand of lechuguilla, sotol, and creosote bush just yards ahead.
Squatting low, he duckwalked closer. The wash cut under and into the mesa. No one could see it behind that thick stand of thorny brush. A den for coyotes, bobcats, fox? Could he fit? It could be full of snakes or scorpions. Did he want to crawl in there?
He had no choice.
With the agility of the desert cat, Mendocino leaped behind the brush, rolling under the shelf into an elongated black hole. He lay on his side, peering out, his back against cool stone. He couldn’t see past the base of the desert hedge. The wallow was long and deep enough to hide his body, with shoulders tucked and knees bent. So far, no rattles or stings.
He took a deep breath and sighed, overwhelmed by relief. He was safe. For a while, at least. Who were the killers? Smugglers moving drugs or people across the border? Or both? The vision seared his brain. The woman. She was so defiant. She didn’t cower and cry. She spat in the man’s face. His focus had been on her, not the firing squad.
Ka-bam! Mendocino’s body slammed against the back wall, his chest on fire. He gasped.
Ka-boom! Whizz! Something slashed his temple. Blood…ran…across…his face…
[image: image-placeholder]The slow, low, rolling rumble of a train. Ferocious wind whistled. Mendocino opened his eyes to abysmal blackness, shaken awake by deafening claps of lightning and thunder, celestial cymbals above the mesa.
He groaned. What happened? His chest was on fire. Oh, God.
Sheet lightning illuminated the cave. He remembered where he was.
He lay still, listening as the storm roared over the mesa, wind wailing through the canyons. Rain pounded the ground inches from his face, fat drops splatting on the hard surface, splashing into his eyes. Shifting away from the spray, he cried out. The pain. Deep inside his chest. His forehead burned as if a thousand scorpions stung him. Did they? Mendocino reached, and winced, touching a long gash, his hair matted with dried blood.
His eyes opened wide, yet he couldn’t see his hand in front of his face. Another flash of lightning silhouetted the cave opening, followed by more blackness. Torrential rainfall. Water seeped into the cave, soaking his clothing.
But he was alive. Nothing hit an artery. It didn’t hurt to breathe. His lungs were good. But the pain in his chest—was mind-numbing. Inhaling the earthy dankness of the cave, he broke out in a cold sweat. He had to get out. He couldn’t see anything, yet his eyes would not be still. His scalp tightened and his skin tingled. This wasn’t his sanctuary. It would be his tomb. They weren’t out there waiting for him in the dark in this rainstorm. They left him for dead. Animals would find his decaying carcass, strow his bones across the desert floor. If he had any chance of living, he had to get out. Now, while he could.
As the storm chugged on, his eyes gradually adjusted. The downpour slowed to a drizzle. Swallowing the pain, Mendocino rolled from his side onto his back, snaking out of the tight cave.
As quickly as it had come, the storm was gone. He lay shivering on the damp earth between the cave and thorny hedge. This is it. He closed his eyes. This is how the journey ends.
He opened his eyes. No. Not here. Not now. Keep pushing. Rising to his knees, crouching, he prepared to push past the hedge of thorns, but his knees buckled. He thudded back to the ground, groaning, moaning, rolling onto his back again. The moonless sky was cold and clear, and Mendocino saw a million tiny, twinkling stars.

[image: image-placeholder]“Hey!” Someone slapped his face. “Wake up!”
Mendocino opened his eyes. And closed them.
“Wake up!” Another slap to his cheek. “Can you hear me? Did you fall from the mesa?”
He shivered. A claw hammer pounded inside his head.
“Can you hear me?” It was a woman. “What happened?”
Opening his eyes, he tried to focus. “Yes.” His voice, faint and hoarse, didn’t sound like his own.
“You’ve got to get to your feet.” She reached under his back, trying to lift him.
He groaned. “Stop. My chest. Fire.”
“If you can get into my car, I’ll get you to the hospital.” She was tugging on him. “I’m so sorry. But if I don’t get you to a hospital, you’ll die out here. Do you want to die out here?”
Mendocino searched the darkness, trying to put a face with the voice. She was somewhere beside him. Maybe behind. Feeling her hands grip beneath his upper arm, he reached and rolled, wrapping his arms around her. She was small. He used what strength he had to get his legs under him as she lifted and stood, holding him up. Finally, he was on his feet. Steady. She guided him several uneasy steps. “Here.” She held onto his sides, steering him with small hands. “Sit down.”
Gripping a door handle he turned, falling into a seat. Yellowish dome light. Soft hair tickled his face. She was wrapping something around him, reclining the seat. “Hold on,” she said. “I’ll get the heater going. We’re getting help.”
He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and felt the car begin to move.








Chapter Two


Amos Mendoza was in a deep sleep when the cell phone rang. And rang. 
His wife shook his shoulder. “Amos,” she murmured. “Phone.”
Hearing the trill of the cell phone on his bedside table, Amos opened his eyes. Still dark. He snatched the vibrating device. “Mendoza.” He ran his hand over his face.
“Amos,” the sheriff’s department dispatcher said, “EMT just brought in a gunshot victim from Big Bend.”
Son of a bitch. Why was it someone had to kill someone every time he was the deputy on call? Amos pressed his eyelids with thick fingers and blinked, looking at the time. He yawned. “I’ll head to the hospital.”
“One more thing, Amos.” She paused too long.
“What?” Amos sat up, turning on the bedside lamp. “What one more thing?”
“Somehow, Tillie’s involved. She brought the victim to the EMTs.”
He threw back his covers, swinging his feet to the floor. “Tillie?”
“Yeah.” 
“I’m on my way.”
His wife, Yvonne, sat up beside him. “What’s happened to Tillie?”
“She brought in a gunshot victim from Big Bend.” He was already up. “I’ve got to go.”
“But she’s okay?”
“I guess. Go back to sleep. Kids’ll be up before long.”
Yvonne lay back, pulling heavy covers up and around her neck. “Tell her I’ll call her.”

[image: image-placeholder]The sky was cobalt blue, a radiant tangerine orb peaking over the mountains as the deputy pulled into the parking lot at the hospital in Alpine. Stepping out of his pickup, Amos saw his breath, rubbed his hands, cupped, and blew into them. The temperature dropped more than they’d predicted. He arched his back, and stretched his arms wide, looking up at the painted sky, filling his lungs with clean, high desert air.
He spotted a woman standing outside the emergency room entrance drinking something. Coffee. Steam wafted from the Styrofoam cup. Almost black hair fell to her shoulders and in the early morning light, it glistened, copperish.
Amos held his hands around his mouth, like a bullhorn. “Tillie!”
She startled, turned, eyes wide, lips parted. “Amos? What are you doing here?”
“What the hell!” He strode across the parking lot toward her, his voice booming, his arms outstretched. “What are you doing with a gunshot victim?”
She poured out the contents of her cup. “I’m pretty sure they made this yesterday. It’s awful. Do you have a smoke?”
Reaching her side, Amos loomed over her, his face pinched. “You don’t smoke.”
“Sometimes, when I drink. I could use one now.”
“What?” Amos asked. “A drink or a smoke?”
“Both. But a cigarette will have to do unless you’ve got a flask in your jacket.”
Pulling a pack of unfiltered cigarettes from his tan uniform shirt pocket, Amos lit one, cupping his hands around the lighter to protect the flame from the brisk wind at his back. Surveying her bloodied jacket, and the slight tremble of her hand, he offered her the lit cigarette. “I couldn’t believe it when they told me you brought a gunshot victim to Study Butte. How do you know him?”
“I don’t.” She took a deep drag on the cigarette and exhaled. “I was in the park for a sunrise shoot and he was there in front of me on the bank of the creek. At Terlingua Abajo. I got him into the Jeep. Took him to EMTs in Study Butte. They brought him up here. They didn’t tell me he was shot.”
“How could you not know he was shot?”
Tillie snapped. “It was dark.”
Amos scoffed. “Well, he was. Apparently, several times. And you brought him in. So, now I’ve got to get an official for-the-record statement from you.”
She sucked on the cigarette again and took a step back, holding it at arm’s length as she blew smoke into the wind. “Amos, I was a good Samaritan. You’re looking at me like I’m a suspect or something. I couldn’t walk by and leave him. There’s no cell service. I had to get him to an ambulance, or he’d be dead by now. For all I know he is. Dead. Now.”
Squinting, the deputy noted her every movement. Her tone. Her body language. “Someone wanted this guy dead.” He waited for her to react. She didn’t. He went on. “It’s my job to find out if he’s a bad guy who got what he deserved or a ‘good Samaritan,’ like you, who got in the way of the wrong people.”
She sighed. “Whatever you need, Amos. Do you know his name?”
“Jones. Mendocino Jones.” Dispatch had filled him in on everything the hospital had from the victim’s driver’s license.
“Mendocino?” Tillie repeated.
Amos rubbed the stubble of his two-day beard. “I never heard of anyone named Mendocino either.”
“Where’s he from?”
“Dallas.”
She brushed at hair blowing across her face. “What’s he doing here?”
Amos erupted. “Hell, Tillie, that’s what I was hoping you’d tell me!”
He and Tillie went through Alpine schools then Sul Ross University. Amos studied criminal justice. Her passion was photography. He went to work for the sheriff’s department straight out of school, married his high school sweetheart. They had four kids. Starting out as a newspaper photographer then opening her own studio, Tillie Tomlin found her niche as a nature and wildlife photographer, making a name for herself doing what she loved.
She drew back, eyes wide. “You don’t suppose he’s like a drug smuggler or something, do you? You’re the drug guy. Is that why they sent you?”
“I’m just the deputy on call.” He lifted his chin, scratching the stubble underneath. “Lucky me.”
“You need a shave,” she said.
“So, Yvonne tells me. Didn’t exactly have time this morning. Stop changing the subject.” He frowned. “I’m asking the questions.”
“Can we do it over a decent cup of coffee? Somewhere else?”
“Don’t have time. Going to be a long day. Can you take me to where you found him later?”
“Sure.”
“Did he have anything on him when you found him? Backpack? Could’ve been filled with drugs or cash?” Amos asked.
“Not that I saw.” She put her cigarette butt in the concrete ashtray and checked her phone. “The cafeteria is open. I’m going to get us some real coffee. You could use some, too. I’ll be right back. I want to see how he’s doing, myself.”
Amos scowled. “Why?”
Her eyes narrowed. “I’m curious.” She turned, hurrying away, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll meet you in the ER with good coffee for us both!”
“Wait!”
Tillie froze, turning around slowly, lightning flashing in her eyes as Amos marched toward her. She stretched her arms wide. “What, Amos? I’m coming back. I want a decent cup of coffee. It’s been kind of a hell of a morning.”
He stopped a few feet in front of her. “Why would you drive all the way back up here to check on someone you don’t know, instead of going back and finishing your shoot?” His outstretched arm pointed south. “You got him to the ambulance. That was enough. But you drive more than an hour back up here and now you’re waiting around in freezing wind to see how he is? Exactly who is this guy to you?”
“I told you. I don’t know him.” Her face flushed. “If I’d tried to go back to where I was headed originally, I’d never have made it by sunrise. It’s a hell of a hike. A sunrise shoot was the only reason I went to Big Bend this morning.”
She lifted her face and arms to the ice blue sky, bursts of violet and magenta streaking from the glowing orange ball rising in the east. “Look at it, Amos! That is the only reason I went to the park this morning. I knew the sky would be perfect after the storm. But I missed my frigging shot to save a man’s life, so why not see if he makes it? Do you know what it took for me to get him into my car? My God. He was impaled. I had to drag him off yucca before I could drag him to the Jeep.”
Amos snickered and stepped back. “Well, if it took so much out of you, sweetheart, why not go home and crawl back into bed? Why hang around here shivering in the cold?” A scowl joined his dark brows.
The two glared at each other for a long moment. At last, she whirled, turning away from him, her face to the warmth of the rising sun. She sighed with resignation. “I can’t say why he’s important.” She turned quickly back to meet Amos’s open stare, her chin high. “But for some reason, he is.”
Amos leaned over, putting his big hands on her small shoulders. “You don’t know anything about this guy. A man, shot like this? On the Texas border?” He pointed to the emergency room door. “There’s a damned good chance he’s dangerous as hell.” He straightened his back, looking down at her. “Do you hear me? You have no business taking an interest in someone like this.”
She pulled away from his grip, stepping back. “Geez, Amos. Chill. Not everybody’s a crook.”
His jaw was set. “Tillie, I’m telling you, I don’t see many innocent victims in this country. You stay the hell away from him.”





Chapter Three


Machines beeped. Something squeezed uncomfortably tight on his left arm. Mendocino opened his eyes. What was pinching his arm? What was wrong with his throat? Motionless, his head pressed into a pillow, he scanned the dim room. Machines. IV bag. Curtains. 
Heavy footsteps clomped on tile. Swoosh! The curtain flew open. “Well, hello there!” A big woman with short blonde hair, her voice loud and cheerful, loomed over the side of his bed. “I thought it was about time for you to wake up.”
She was his mother’s age, maybe, wearing faded blue V-necked scrubs and a mask.
“Where am I?” He was so hoarse.
“You’re in the hospital in Alpine. Intensive Care. How do you feel?”
“I’m in Alpine?”
“Yes.” She was tall and buxom, hovering at his bedside. A heavy woman who wore it well.
He rubbed his eyes with the back of his left hand, his right arm strapped against his chest. “How’d I get here?”
“Can’t say I know,” the nurse said. “How do you feel?”
Such a thick fog. “I don’t know.” His mind was fuzzy. “What happened?”
She turned her back to him, maybe checking monitors. “You’ve been in a medically induced coma.”
“A coma?”
She turned, facing him. “You’re awake now. That’s a good thing. The doctor will be here in a minute. I notified him you’re awake.”
Mendocino blinked. “How long?”
“I’m not sure, but he’ll be here shortly.” She thumped the IV bag.
“No, I mean, how long have I been in a coma?”
She was smiling under her mask. He could see it in her light blue eyes. Aquamarine.
“I’ll let the doctor answer all your questions. You’re alert and full of questions. All good.” She shoved thin eyeglasses up to sit on top of her head. “Do you think you’re hungry?”
She seemed nice.
“What time is it?” He tried to sit up, moaned, and sank back on the bed.
The nurse chuckled, checking her wristwatch. “Noon. I’ll see about getting you something to eat as soon as the doctor tells me I can. Now, take it easy.” She pointed at him. “You’ve got a long row to hoe, young man. Don’t try to take it too fast.”
She turned to leave but halted when a pint-sized man whisked into the room. He was dwarfed by the woman at his side. He, too, wore the mask but unlike the nurse, his eyes did not smile. They were sharp.
“Mr. Jones, I’m Doctor Reisner. I’m glad to see you’re awake.” He had short, curly red hair, freckles, and light eyes. Grayish. He couldn’t have been out of med school long.
“How long have I been out?” Mendocino asked.
“Two days.” The doctor was cryptic. A stethoscope hung around his neck.
“How am I?”
“Better.” The doctor stepped closer, addressing his patient. “You were shot three times with a large-caliber, high-powered rifle. One bullet wedged in your scapula. Another went through the right side of your chest, ripping out your back. A third sliced through the right side of your scalp. Laid it open to the skull. Had any one of those bullets been a fraction of an inch one way or the other, you would not be here.”
The doctor opened Mendocino’s hospital gown, listening to his heart with the stethoscope. Mendocino watched him check bandages on his chest and abdomen.
“Patty, we need to sit him up so I can check the exit wound,” the doctor said. 
Mendocino winced, sitting upright, the doctor pressing around his shoulder. The man had small hands and fingers, but the pressure applied was painful. Mendocino clenched his jaw.
“You’re lucky nothing hit your spine.” Dr. Reisner turned to the nurse. “Let’s help him back down, Patty.”
As they eased him back in bed, Mendocino’s mind began to drift, his eyelids heavy. He rested them. Took too much energy to keep them open. And they burned.
The doctor continued talking and Mendocino tried to listen. “On top of the bullet wounds, you fell across dagger yucca and lechuguilla. A couple of those pierced through your chest and torso then broke off inside you. Lechuguilla thorns are very difficult to extract, you know.”
Mendocino was adrift in the ocean, waves rocking him. He floated beneath a warm sun, blue sky, and billowy white clouds, the motion rocking him to sleep. Without warning, a strong wave washed the raft ashore. “What day is it?”
“Thursday.” The doctor drew back, standing straight. “The full weight of your body pressed on those thorns for who knows how long. They pushed through your skin, then your muscles. One went right between two ribs.” The doctor demonstrated. “Very near your left lung. Another near your liver. All in all, Mr. Jones, I’d say you are one lucky man.”
Mendocino grimaced. “You’ll forgive me if I’m not feeling real lucky right now.”
The doctor shined a pen light in Mendocino’s eyes. “Whether you realize it or not, you are very lucky to be alive.” The young doctor wagged his finger at Mendocino. His hand was the size of a woman’s. “By all rights, you should be dead or paralyzed. You had an angel on your shoulder.”
“Everything will mend?” Mendocino raked his fingers through his hair, feeling the thick bandage across his forehead.
The doctor smiled. “I see no reason you won’t heal completely. You’re obviously very healthy. If your torso had been fatty instead of such hard muscle, the daggers alone might have killed you.”
Mendocino closed his eyes again, trying to listen, but the doctor’s voice was muted by the movie playing in his head. The roar of rifle fire. Running. The dark cave. The pain. There had been a woman.
“Some law enforcement people have been here,” Dr. Reisner said.
Mendocino scanned the small area again. The big nurse stood beside the doctor at the edge of the bed, each studying him behind their masks. He felt like a bug they were watching under a microscope. And he despised the new masks. He couldn’t tell what a person looked like with them on.
“They want to talk to you,” the doctor said.
“Say again?” Mendocino’s mind was back.
“Some law enforcement people are here,” Dr. Reisner said. “They want to talk to you.”
Mendocino knitted his brows. “How did you say I got here?”
“EMTs brought you here in an ambulance.”
“How long till I mend?”
“Depends on physical therapy,” Dr. Reisner replied. “I’ll send them in tomorrow. Right now, rest and regain strength. Neither your stomach nor your intestines were injured. You can eat what you want when you feel like eating.” The doctor nodded at the nurse. “Patty here will help you. I want to stress, Mr. Jones. You are lucky to be alive. You will heal. But it will take time.”
Mendocino nodded. Thank God for health insurance.
“I’ll give you pain meds but I’m stingy with them. People get addicted.”
His senses were returning. The room wasn’t as dark as it first seemed, but cold. “I’m not big on pills, Doc. Can I have a blanket?”
The doctor turned to the nurse. “Patty, can you get him something to make him more comfortable?”
She nodded and left.
“I’ll be back tomorrow,” Dr. Reisner said. “Do I tell the FBI men they can come in? Yes, or no?”
Mendocino squinted. “FBI?”
“That’s who’s here.”
He was slow to answer. “I guess. First, can the nurse…Patty? Can she get these tubes out of me?”
“They removed your breathing tube a while ago.”
“Is that what’s wrong with my throat?”
The doctor nodded. “It will get better. The blood pressure, oxygen monitor, and IV need to stay for as long as you’re in intensive care.” The doctor’s grin showed through the face mask. “But your catheter can come out now. I’ll send the police away if you want. This is ICU. No one’s supposed to be here but family. But since they’re FBI, the hospital let them up. As your doctor, I can send them away.”
“No. It’s okay,” Mendocino said. “Tell them to give me an hour.”
[image: image-placeholder]Patty brought a blanket and helped Mendocino to his feet. She was almost as tall as her patient, with a full face and ruddy complexion, short blonde hair graying at the temples. She had an easy laugh that made her eyes sparkle.
She helped him wash his face and take a sponge bath. She adjusted his bed, so he was sitting upright, covered with the white blanket when she ushered in the federal agents.
“Mr. Jones, these gentlemen have been waiting to speak with you.” Patty winked. “You let me know if they stay too long.”
A man in his late fifties or early sixties introduced himself and his partner. “I’m Agent Louis LeBeouf.” The older man showed his badge and extended his hand. Mendocino shook LeBeouf’s hand using his left.
LeBeouf had short-cropped, steel-gray hair. He appeared clean-shaven behind the mask and wore a gray suit, a stiffly starched white dress shirt, and a paisley red tie. He’d have taken him for a stockbroker, not a lawman.
Mendocino knew his share of federal agents. Some he trusted. Others he did not.
“My partner here is Agent James Wright.” LeBeouf gestured at a younger man who entered the room with him. “We handle crimes committed inside national parks.”
Mendocino nodded.
“Are you able to tell us what happened Monday?” LeBeouf asked.
Mendocino walked the two through that day, canoeing the canyon, coming upon the man and woman, being chased by their killers, thinking the cave would offer protection.
“Do you know who they are?” Mendocino asked.
“Hoping you might know,” LeBeouf said.
“No idea.”
LeBeouf pressed. “Can you remember any more details about the men, the crime scene, the victims? Did you see any vehicles? Did you get a good look at any of them?”
Mendocino snickered. “I haven’t been awake an hour, man.” He rubbed his eyes again with his left hand. “One of the men wore a hat. Dark, I think. I can’t say I remember what he looked like or even how many there were.”
“The victims?”
“He was down when I got there. The woman was hanging onto him, crying. She stood up. Said something, I couldn’t hear. The man in the hat signaled, and they shot her. I can’t tell you much more. She seemed small. Dark hair. I think.”
Wright, who had been standing at the foot of the bed, walked around to stand at Mendocino’s right side, opposite LeBeouf, his small eyes scrutinizing Mendocino. “The bullet they took out of you matches bullets they took out of them.”
“Who found them? When?”
“Tourists. Rafting from Lajitas. Yesterday.” The younger agent stepped back from the bed and removed his mask. “I’ll stand back from you, but I think it’s better we’re able to see each other.” He had an overbite and a thin mustache.
“I do, too,” Mendocino replied. “Bank robbers wear masks. I like to see the person I’m talking to.”
Wright was an old man in a young man’s body. Slightly built with a deeply receding hairline and almond-shaped brown eyes. He had not offered to shake Mendocino’s hand, as had LeBeouf, and Mendocino took an instant dislike to him, not so much because of the snub but because he seemed to purse his thin mouth like an old woman who smelled something unpleasant.
“A canoe was near the murder scene, where the rafters pulled to the bank,” Wright said. “Was it yours?”
“Belongs to the rafting company in Lajitas.” Mendocino’s steely gaze moved from Wright to LeBeouf. “It had my gear in it. I spent the night at Moss Canyon. They didn’t report it missing?”
“They did.” Wright was curt.
Mendocino’s nostrils flared; his lip curled. “Then you knew I used it. I showed them my driver’s license. Why wouldn’t you say, ‘We found the canoe you used.’”
“We want the truth.” Wright carried his chin high as if he was among those whose stature was beneath him. Or maybe he tilted his head back to keep his nose above water, he was so damned short. “For all we know, you could be one of the killers. Maybe they turned on you, for whatever reason. Shot one of their own.”
Blood rushed to Mendocino’s face and his cheeks flushed as he shot Wright with a narrow-eyed scowl. “I’ve given you nothing but the truth.”
Wright raised his brows. “Half-truths, Mr. Jones. Or should I call you Detective Jones?”
“I’m not on the force anymore.”
“Exactly!” Condescension ran down Wright’s face like chocolate syrup over ice cream. “Less than forthright. Interesting scrape you got into back in Dallas.”
“Did you find any casings?” Mendocino asked.
“No.”
“Tracks?”
“Not much after the rain, but there were a couple,” the agent said.
“Good. I’ll tell you what you do, Agent Wright.” Mendocino pointed to a narrow closet in the corner of the room. “My boots should be in there. Take them. See if they match. When you’re through, stick them up your ass.”
“Mr. Jones!” LeBeouf’s hazel eyes widened. “No need for that. Wright’s just trying to get a read on you. You’re a veteran cop with a clean record. A bullet they took out of you matches one from the victims. We think these men you saw may be targeting undocumented immigrants.”
That snatched Mendocino’s attention away from Wright. “Why do you think that?”
“They aren’t the first.” LeBeouf lowered his head, clasping his hands behind his back. “Keep in mind, they know you saw them. Right now, they think you’re dead, which is to your advantage.” He nodded toward his partner. “We could use your help. And you could use ours.”
“I haven’t heard about any murders around here.”
“You wouldn’t,” the older agent said.
“So, the man and woman I saw. They were illegals?”
“We believe.”
Mendocino took a long moment to absorb the information. “You’ve given me something to think about. Give me some time.”
LeBeouf nodded.
“I’ve got to be straight with you, though,” Mendocino nodded at Wright, “I don’t like him. He’s not welcome back.”
“You two might work together better than you think.” LeBeouf smiled.
It was disingenuous. Wasn’t anything righteous about either of them. “I’m not working anything. It’s your case, not mine.”
“We’ll be back tomorrow,” LeBeouf said.
As the agents headed to the door, Mendocino called after them, “Wright. Don’t come back.”
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning Mendocino said goodbye to Patty as attendants rolled him from intensive care to a private room in another wing of the sprawling, single-story hospital. It served 12,000 square miles.
“You’ll have a window.” She winked. “Maybe I’ll stop in to check on you. God bless you, Mendocino.”
“You’ve been great, Patty. Thanks, for everything.”
He was free of tubes but every part of him hurt, even his calves, which never ached. He willingly took the pain medication the new nurse brought, the doctor’s voice in his head. “You had an angel on your shoulder… Had either bullet been a fraction of an inch, either way, you wouldn’t be here.” Against all reasoning, he survived.
Despite the drugs, his mind wouldn’t rest. Eight years on the Dallas police force. Two years with Abilene PD. Never shot. He walked away from law enforcement into the open arms of madness. Lying on his back counting tiles on the ceiling, Mendocino wondered for the first time, had he made a terrible mistake? Maybe he should have listened.
He should call his parents. He sighed. They’d worried about him constantly since the divorce. He’d seen it in their expressions. They thought he lost his mind when he quit his job.
“Eight years!” His father had roared, drumming the table. “You don’t throw away that kind of seniority, son!”
Yeah, they should know what happened, but he couldn’t bear the thought of them hovering over him; his mom crying, wringing her hands, his father’s angry disapproval. He rested his eyes. They were so tired. He’d think about it tomorrow. At last, he drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]He opened his eyes to see the sky painted in watercolor brush strokes of peach and melon. Bare trees were still, as if frozen in a painting.
He turned his head. A woman sat in the room’s only chair, a recliner that dwarfed her. Lying still, he watched her play on her cell phone. She seemed oblivious to his attention. Thick, wavy, almost-black hair fell to her shoulders. She wore a fuzzy green sweater. Around her neck and on her ears, turquoise jewelry. Real turquoise. Not that fake stuff women wore in Dallas. She had a long neck. A delicate chin.
“Who are you?” he asked.
She looked over, eyes wide and smiling. “Hey!” She set her phone aside and stood. “I’m glad you’re awake.” She was petite.
Mendocino tilted his head. “Do I know you?”
“I’m Tillie Tomlin.” She walked to his bedside, smiling, standing so near he could touch her, their eyes holding for what felt like a long moment. He inhaled her soft scent.
“I found you,” she said.
His brows shot up; his neck strained forward. “You?”
She nodded and grinned. Deep green eyes were framed by black eyelashes and brows. A luscious mouth and at once he remembered hair brushing softly across his face in the yellow light of a vehicle.
“I got you to Study Butte,” she said. “They brought you the rest of the way. Do you remember it? At all?”
He never saw eyes quite like hers. Dark mossy green, flecked with amber. Unusually long, black lashes curled up. Mesmerizing.
“Do you remember?” she asked again.
“Remember what?” He kept pushing in the clutch, but his mind wouldn’t go into gear.
“Me finding you. Do you remember?”
She was the last thing he expected. He couldn’t rip his gaze away from her eyes. She blinked, glancing away, breaking the spell, snapping him back to reality. He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes. “I remember getting into a car. Feeling hair across my face. I remember thinking, it was a child. A girl.”
She smiled. “I am a girl.”
“No.” His eyes opened wide as he smiled. “You are a woman.”
She fidgeted with her necklace. “Why yes, I am.” She glanced away again.
Did he embarrass her? He spread his left hand open wide, showing her his palm. “My hand’s as wide as your shoulders. I remember.”
Something flashed in her eyes. Fright?
He shifted in bed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. It’s just, I don’t know.” He lifted his left shoulder. “I thought a kid found me.”
Tillie shook her head. “You were on the bank of Terlingua Creek. You’d fallen onto a cluster of yuccas and lechuguilla. I think you must have tripped or slipped trying to climb the bank and landed across them. You didn’t have the strength to free yourself. You were unconscious when I found you, caught on them. I couldn’t get you unstuck.” She lowered her head. “I’m the reason the daggers broke off inside of you. I couldn’t lift you off of them. So, finally, I pulled, by your arm. I’m sorry.”
Mendocino searched her face. She had a small nose. Her skin was like honey. The dark hair hid her forehead, wispy bangs fell into her brows.
“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you. What were you doing out there in the middle of the night?”
Her head tilted back, and she laughed, the amber in her eyes glinting. “What were you doing out there in the middle of the night?”
He didn’t answer. The starter kept grinding but the engine wouldn’t turn over. He stared, struggling to concentrate on her words and not her eyes. Face. Hair. Scent.
Tillie broke the silence. “I’m a nature photographer. I was on my way to the mesa for a sunrise shoot. I go to the park all the time early in the morning. The light is best at dawn. You’re lucky I took Maverick Road to Terlingua Abajo that day. I don’t always.” She raked her bangs back, pushing the hair off her forehead. “Can you tell me what happened? I thought maybe you fell trying to climb the mesa. It happens sometimes. But Amos said you were shot.”
“Amos?” he asked.
“Amos Mendoza. He’s a sheriff’s deputy. He said you were shot.”
“Yes. I was shot.”
“Why? When? Where? By whom?” Her eyes were wide with wonder.
Mendocino chuckled. “You sound like a reporter.”
“I promise, I’m not. Just curious about how you came to be way out there, hurt, in the night.”
Reluctantly, he summoned up the memory. “I was shot, I don’t know, mid-afternoon? Maybe late afternoon?” He paused as she stood at his side. She was listening intently. He went on. “I was canoeing the river. Supposed to be a three-day trip from Lajitas to Boquillas Canyon. Anyway, I heard rifle fire maybe a quarter mile east of Santa Elena Canyon. I don’t know. Maybe more. Anyway, I saw men shoot a woman. They spotted me. Came after me. Shooting.”
She drew back, her eyes like teacup saucers. “You were miles from the river where I found you.”
“I run,” he said. “Cross-country.”
“You run, and you canoe?” She sounded surprised.
He grinned. “Yeah. I climb, too. Anyway, I found a little cave at the base of the Mesa de Anguila. Tried to hide in it. They found me anyway.”
Tillie drew back in surprise, her eyes glimmering. “It’s miles from the mesa to Terlingua Abajo, depending on where your cave was. You walked that with bullets in you? No wonder you collapsed climbing the creek bank.”
“I don’t remember.” He stared again into some abyss, back there. “I remember waking up in a cave in a thunderstorm. Getting out.” He ran his hand over his forehead, feeling the bandage. “I was so cold. I remember the stars.” He closed his eyes again. “Nothing is clear after that.” He opened his eyes, their gazes meeting, holding like a powerful magnet. “Thank you.” He searched her face. “For saving my life.”
“I’m so glad I did.”
Did she blush? He shifted in the bed, becoming aware of her scrutiny. She was studying his face. He touched the bandage on his forehead again. How badly would he scar? He became self-conscious, rubbing his face again, feeling the stubble on his cheeks, upper lip, chin, and neck.
“By the way,” he said. “My name is Mendocino. Mendocino Jones. Normally, I shave.”
She grinned. “I know.”
“That I shave? Or my name?”
“Both,” she said. “You were clean-shaven when I found you. And Amos told me your name.”
Amos again.
“Do you live around here, Mendocino? I know almost everyone in this country, and I never saw you before this.”
“I’ve got an RV at Lajitas. I came out here at the first of the year. To climb, canoe, get to know the desert.”
“From Dallas?”
He cocked his head. “You know I lived in Dallas, too?”
“Amos told me.”
One more time. Amos. “And who is Amos again?”
“Deputy Sheriff Amos Mendoza. I’ve known him all my life. He was the officer they sent to the hospital when the doctors saw you’d been shot. They always call the police if they have a shooting victim.”
“Yeah, I know,” Mendocino said. “I’m a cop.” He flinched. “Well, I was. A cop.”
He raised the bed to an upright position. He didn’t have his mind back or he would have done it as soon as he saw her.
“Why are you not a policeman now?” she asked.
“I quit.” He shifted in the bed, repositioning. “Going to try something different.”
A question flashed across her eyes, but she didn’t press him, and he was relieved. Not that story. Not now.
“Amos was sent to investigate your shooting,” she said. “But for some reason, the FBI took the investigation away from him. I guess maybe because it happened in a national park?”
“Yeah. I guess.”
She was still standing at his side, so near. He wanted to touch her.
She turned, grabbing her purse. “I won’t wear you out. I just wanted to know if you were okay. If there’s anything I can do for you.”
“You saved my life.”
“It’s so odd.” Her gaze narrowed, probing as if groping to understand the inexplicable. “You were just there, in front of me, in the middle of nowhere. On my way to the mesa.”
Her eyes. They rendered him helpless. Why?
He struggled for a response, at last stammering, “Well, I was just, uh, hanging around.” He smiled wide. “Waiting on you.”
They both chuckled uneasily, and Mendocino glanced away. He embarrassed himself.
“Anybody would have done what I did,” she said. “No one would have left you there to die.”
“You might be surprised what people turn their backs on.” There it was. That cynical cop was always under the surface, itching to come out.
Her smile faded. “I’m sorry for what happened to you. But don’t become bitter. There’s nothing uglier than a bitter person.” She wagged her tiny forefinger at him, raising her sculpted brows. “And Mendocino Jones, you are much too handsome for that.”
That was nice to hear. But then came an uncomfortable silence between them, again.
“Anyway.” She glanced around the room, seeming to struggle, too. “I, uh, I’m glad I found you. I’m glad you’re going to be all right. I’ll let you rest now.”
As she turned to leave, he caught his breath. She was the angel. “Tillie!” he called as she neared the door.
She turned around, dark hair framing her stunning face and eyes.
“When I get out of here.” He hesitated. “Can I take you to dinner? It’s the least I can do for the person who saved my life.”
Her beautiful smile again. “I’ll hold you to that.” And she was gone.






Chapter Four


The next day, doctors and nurses flowed in and out of Mendocino’s room constantly. One nurse helped him out of bed, offering a walker he refused, instructing him to walk morning and afternoon, increasing distance and frequency. 
Others took his temperature and blood pressure, checking boxes on charts, each asking, “On a scale of one to ten, what is your pain level?” He never knew how to answer. He hurt like hell, but how do you put a number on this pain? 
Mid-afternoon, a rap at Mendocino’s hospital room door, more of an announcement of entry than a request, drew his attention. He took his gaze off the scenery to see Patty walk in with her big smile, holding out a tin of cookies. “How are they treating you over here?”
“Not as good as you did.” Seeing her made him smile, and he popped the top on the cookie tin she handed him, peering in. “Chocolate chip! How did you know they are my favorite?”
“They’re everybody’s favorite.”
Mendocino so liked her laugh. Patty’s presence assuaged him. He bit into a cookie. Still warm. “Delicious.” He finished it off. “I’m feeling better. But they make me walk the halls in this skimpy gown. You talk about plumber’s crack. It’s humiliating.”
She laughed heartily. “How about I get you something more appropriate to wear?”
“Oh, man. That’d be awesome.” He nodded at the closet. “There should be money in my billfold. Underwear would be nice, too.”
“I’d be glad to help out.” She walked to the closet. “I’m off duty. How are you doing otherwise?”
She offered Mendocino his billfold. He nodded at it. “If there’s not enough cash, use the card. Doc says I’ll mend. Said I’ll need physical therapy.”
She waved at him, putting the wallet back in the closet. “I don’t want your credit card. Pay me later.” She pointed to the cookie tin as she turned to leave. “Those are medicinal cookies. Made them myself for you.” She grinned. “They’ll make you well. Eat up. I’ll be back shortly with clothes for you.”
To Mendocino’s chagrin, before she could return with clothing, LeBeouf and Wright walked in. Each dressed in a suit again. Wearing the almost see-through gown that wouldn’t cover his backside was about as irritating as the pain.
“How are you this evening?” LeBeouf asked. This time, both agents removed their masks inside his room, keeping their distance from him.
“Better.” Mendocino glared at Wright. “I told you, don’t come back.”
“I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot.” Wright’s chin was still tilted, and his blank expression was anything but apologetic. LeBeouf forced the vacant apology.
Mendocino glanced from Wright to LeBeouf. “What can I do for you?”
LeBeouf answered, “Wondered if you remembered any more about the other day. If you’d given any thought to working with us.”
“I did remember something. A tent. A small tent. Maybe the victims were camping?”
“Yes. They had a tent,” LeBeouf said.
“It’s the only thing I can think of. About working with you. I don’t understand what you mean. I gave up my badge.”
The agents exchanged knowing looks and LeBeouf cleared his throat, but before the elder agent could speak, Wright jumped in. “We, uh, discussed putting you in protective custody. Get the word out that you’re alive. We’d keep you covered. Nab them when they come for you.”
Mendocino stared at the two for a long moment, at a loss for words. Then he guffawed. Loudly. “Have you lost your frigging minds?” He shifted in his bed. “That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard.”
LeBeouf was conciliatory. “Mr. Jones, the FBI has a very good record—”
Mendocino raised his left hand, showing his palm. “Stop. I’m not anybody’s bait.”
“We frequently protect people who cooperate with us,” Wright said. “We can protect you and catch a killer.”
“Protect me from what?” Forgetting his pain and skimpy gown, Mendocino swung his feet to the floor, stepping toward the pair with his bare feet, his face twisted, voice loud. “They think I’m dead. If they find out otherwise, I’ll be looking for you two. Now, get out.”
A nurse rushed in. “What’s going on in here?”
“These men were just leaving.” Mendocino sat back on the bed, clutching his chest. Bad move, jumping up like that. “Don’t let them back in my room.” He addressed the nurse through agonizing pain. Sitting hunched over, he tilted his head to eye LeBeouf and Wright. “Get out.”
“You just threatened two federal agents.” Wright’s upper lip snarled.
“Are you deaf? I said, get out!”
Wright puffed his chest like a banty rooster, his little almond eyes shooting darts. “We don’t take orders from civilians. We are federal law enforcement.”
Mendocino shifted his focus from the agents to the nurse. “Get them out. Don’t let them back in. Please.”
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No matter where I rest my head, my heart
is in West Texas, chasing the sun as it sinks
in a painted sky. It taunts me. Carch me if
you can. I dare not glance away knowing in
the blink of an eye, the peach and melon-
colored sky will fade to gray.

Someday, I will catch that beckoning sun
just before twilight, when it is arrayed in its
most glorious colors, and I will pass through
that threshold into God’s world, where no
regrets can haunt my sleep. There will be
only laughter shared with loved ones, blue
skies, cotton-candy-colored  clouds, and
Texas bluebonnets to the horizon. Then my
soul will rest, at last.

—PJ Jones
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