
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Reader Reviews

	“Incident at Cougar Creek is a masterfully woven eco-thriller that fuses mystery, romance, and mythology against the haunting beauty of California’s central coast. Mary Flodin’s prose pulses with authenticity, from vivid environmental detail to her nuanced portrayal of trauma and resilience. Both a gripping page-turner and a profound call for empathy toward people and planet. Highly recommended,”

	The International Review of Books

	“I'm a Licensed Professional Counselor, specializing in PTSD. In Incident at Cougar Creek, I found that the author accurately and sensitively portrays characters who are dealing with unresolved PTSD resulting from the trauma of military combat and rape. This eco-thriller has plenty of page turning, entertaining, edge-of-your-seat twists and surprises, but also reveals the urgent need for conservation of wild California’s fragile central coast ecosystem, and elevates serious concerns about missing and murdered Indigenous people. A timely and meaningful read.”

	Rachel Pfotenhauer MA, LPC

	“Incident at Cougar Creek is an intricately plotted, deeply engaging murder mystery and love story that will compel the reader’s attention from the story’s beginning right to its very end. The story is set in California’s central coast, with excursions to both Southern California and San Francisco. As a former Santa Cruz County Supervisor who represented that county’s North Coast for twenty years, I can testify to how profoundly and powerfully the mystery and majesty of this under-appreciated part of the California coastline has been made into an essential element of the gripping trajectory of Flodin’s story.”

	Gary A. Patton, Santa Cruz County Supervisor (1975-1995)

	“Mary Flodin’s new book, Incident at Cougar Creek, is a fast-paced cli-fi-eco thriller full of action and intrigue that made me want to keep turning the page. Incident at Cougar Creek delivers an exciting narrative full of twists, turns, and tense chase scenes threaded through with a profound and satisfying love story, along with vivid setting elements and factual details that reveal the challenges of protecting the natural world.”

	Anna Citrino, author of Stories We Didn’t Tell
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“The extraordinary, rapid growth of the Homo sapiens population, coupled with its voracious appetite for planetary dominance and resource consumption, had put every measurable biological and chemical system on earth in a state of imbalance.”

	THE COMING PLAGUE: Newly Emerging Diseases in a World Out of Balance

	Pulitzer Prize Winner Laurie Garrett (1994)
Farrar, Straus and Giroux

	
Eyay e’Hunn — My heart is good.


Prologue

	April 10, 2018

	San Diego County, California

	Since childhood, twenty-year-old Delfina Cuera had known the secret trails from their home at the Ma Tar Awa Viejas Trailer Park, on the outskirts of San Diego, up to the ancient Kumeyaay ceremonial site on Viejas Mountain.

	This April evening, mother and daughter performed their sunset prayers and rituals in peace and solitude, as they had so many times before.

	Twilight faded the bright blue Southern California sky to pale indigo. Far below to the west, the lights of San Diego twinkled awake.

	★          ★          ★

	Just as the last glint of sunlight vanished over the horizon, hot, dry, Santana winds rushed fiercely across the mountain. Like sinister, angry giants bringing mayhem from another realm, the Santanas boomed across the land, causing the very air to tremble and crack. Venomous wind demons kicked and hurled everything in their path, forcing the spirits of earth to shake and flee in terror before them.

	The Satanás!

	Enraged wind whipped Delfina’s hair across her face. She protected her eyes with a raised hand, squinting to see better.

	In the dim moonlight, Delfina perceived something strange happening to her mother. Ramona’s body was weirdly changing.

	Frozen in horror, Delfina watched Ramona shape shift—subtly at first, then all at once. The transformation was so radical, so grotesque, that Delfina could not doubt what she saw, although her mind would not make sense of it.

	Delfina felt a rising irritation from deep inside her own body—an itching in her very bone marrow. Inflammation boiled through her blood and flesh. She needed to burst out of her skin, as if it no longer fit. A terrible pain gripped her. All her bones felt like they were breaking. Fur sprouted from her skin. She fell to the ground. Her hands and feet turned into large paws with sharp claws.

	What’s happening to me?

	She screamed.

	But the sound that rose from her throat was not human. It was the howl of a wild animal.

	She heard her mother’s voice in her head, shouting, “Delfina, run! Hunters have found us. Follow me. Run!”

	The young puma leapt twenty feet straight up the cliff face and clawed her way across crumbling rock. She struggled to keep up with her mother as the two of them ran for their lives through the night.

	The hot dry Santana wind threw gritty rock dust in her eyes. She blinked frantically. Her mother wordlessly instructed her to memorize the landmarks, to remember her way in the dark through this ever-dwindling corridor of mountain wilderness.

	I must keep my vision clear.

	They fled toward the reservoir along a mountain ridge trail that Delfina had never traveled before.

	The farther into the wilderness the cougars ran, the harder the devil wind blew, sending waves of pressure rippling over their fur, as if an enormous invisible monster were trying to push them back, prevent them from reaching their destiny.

	A loud crack sizzled through the air overhead. Like cupped hands slapping both sides of her head, pressure smashed into Delfina’s eardrums with a violent burst. The world went silent, but the young puma kept running.

	The Santana winds blew harder, faster, hotter. She squinted against swirling sand, dodging sharp thorns of barrel cactus, cartwheeling tumbleweeds, and crashing limbs of scrub oak trees.

	A loud whistling squeal rang in her ears. Then the fierce crack of another rifle shot racked the night, followed by men’s laughter.

	The zing of a bullet buzzed Delfina’s head like an angry yellow jacket, ricocheting off a rock just inches from where she stood at the edge of a cliff. A spark flew off the granite, igniting drought-dry chaparral. Within seconds, the devil winds had whipped fire all around her.

	The sound of her mother’s voice screamed inside her head.

	“Delfina! Jump!”

	Delfina leapt off the cliff into a canyon river gorge a hundred feet below.

	
1

	Six Years Later, April 14, 2023

	Santa Lucia County, California

	Five hundred miles north of San Diego, under an ancient stand of coastal oaks, California Fish and Wildlife Officer Colin Dawson knelt over the dying mountain lion.

	Wavering streams of light and dark filtered through the dense oak canopy, throwing ghostly patterns across the ground. Mangled shadows insinuated their fingers over the big, beautiful puma, its fur the color of California’s golden hills.

	The cougar thrashed, gushing blood.

	Colin leaned in closer to assess the wound and determine whether he could do anything to save the animal.

	He watched, horrified, as the fur on the cat’s head grew long, black, and shiny. The puma’s ears lost their fur altogether, rounded, and moved down to the sides of the head. The wildcat’s face changed shape, like a plastic mask being pulled and remolded before his eyes, until she became human. Paws transformed into human hands and feet, and breasts swelled on the cat’s now furless chest.

	Colin’s brows pulled together. His jaw clenched. His heart roared like a firestorm in his ears.

	The cat, still writhing and bleeding, had morphed into a naked woman.

	Colin stared at the dying woman’s face. From deep in her journey through the dark forest of death, she looked back at him, into his soul. Her green eyes pierced him through and through, as if she had known him forever, as if they were kin.

	He trembled, mind whirling.

	She spasmed, a single tear ran down her cheek, and her eyes became glassy.

	Has she stopped breathing?

	Suddenly she gasped, then took a noisy rattling breath. The rattling stopped. Silence. For a moment, the earth seemed to cease spinning; the constant chatter of creation paused. Colin felt for a pulse. Nothing. She was gone. A wave of deep sadness overwhelmed him.

	His forehead throbbed.

	Incredibly enough, this was not the most horrible thing he'd ever seen. But too weird.

	Am I losing my mind? Did I just have a break with reality?

	Proximity to violent death, the smell of all that blood—those are PTSD triggers. I must have hallucinated.

	He squinted at the corpse. But the cougar had seemed so real.

	No. No. She definitely was never a mountain lion. You imagined it, Colin.

	He checked his smartwatch—Thursday, April 14, 2023. 3:56 p.m. Pacific Daylight.

	So sad. This woman appears to be about my mom’s age.

	Leaves rustled behind him. He froze. Icy tingles along his spine awakened Colin’s military combat instincts.

	Her killer could still be nearby.

	Colin looked over his shoulder.

	Just a blue jay.

	Shaking off spiderwebs of fear, keeping senses alert, he opened the voice memo app on his watch. He noted the time of death, then resumed his examination of the body, recording his observations, careful not to touch the woman.

	“The arrow is lodged deep in her chest, probably all the way through. Not a clean entry. The flesh is ripped to shreds. I observed blood pumping out along the shaft like a gusher as she died. Massive blood loss. The arrow must have penetrated her heart. What caused those spasms, as if she were having a seizure?”

	Colin examined the projectile, lightly touching it with his gloved hand. “This is no ordinary arrow. Looks like one of those hundred-dollar-a-pop jobs, engineered for a high-tech sniper crossbow.”

	His adrenaline spiked. “The kill shot must have come from close by—no more than a hundred meters, maybe as close as fifty, half a football field away.”

	His fingers wrapped around the grip of the Glock in his holster. Turning his head, he checked his six. Held his breath. Listened.

	Silence.

	Colin took a deep breath, and continued recording his observations. “Calluses, scratches, cuts, and dried blood on her hands and feet. Debris under her nails. These scratches and cuts don’t look like defensive wounds. More like what you’d get if you were scrambling on your hands and bare feet over rough ground.” He switched off the voice recording.

	“You poor woman,” he spoke out loud to the lifeless body. The trees seemed to lean in, listening. “How did you hurt your hands and feet like that?” Even in death, her presence emanated grace, nobility. “Who are you? Who did this to you? Why?”

	Glancing around the clearing under the oaks, Colin scanned for signs that she may have been killed elsewhere, had crawled, or been dragged here, to die.

	Chiaroscuro highlights and shadows heightened the shocking bright green of tall understory grasses, sprouting hallelujahs of rebirth and regeneration through the dense brown mélange of leaf litter.

	The sound of nearby Cougar Creek meandering downhill soothed Colin’s nerves.

	On hands and knees, the wildlife warden moved his head side to side, up and down, until he caught sight of a blood trail beginning about ten feet from the body.

	He stood and planted a marker where the trail began.

	Tapping his voice app, he noted, "The forensic team will have to confirm, but it appears to me the victim was running, being chased. I’ve placed a flag where the arrow hit her. She dragged herself farther until she collapsed, then died there, where I found her. This looks to me like a typical hunting scenario. Except the prey was human."

	A wave of vertigo surged through him.

	He fell to his knees, his hand coming down hard on spikey fallen oak leaves.

	A metal object pushed against his palm. Colin plucked it out of the leaves, drawing it close to his face to examine.

	Jewelry? He turned the object around, studying it closer. No. This is a broken piece from one of those telemetry collars the Puma Research Project uses.

	Colin’s forehead wrinkled. He spoke again to the woman growing cold in the brittle leaves. “Did someone capture you, put a tracking collar on you?”

	A stream of bright crimson ran down his wrist into his palm.

	What? Is this her blood or mine? Wait. When did I take my gloves off? Did I cut myself on this broken collar when I fell? Crap. I’ve compromised evidence with blood from my cut.

	He untied the kerchief from his neck, used it to wipe the blood off his wrist and hand, then wrapped it around his wound. With his smartphone, he photographed the object his hand had landed on, making sure to get a clear shot of the string of numbers engraved into the metal. Then he rummaged an evidence bag out of his knapsack, secured the metal-and-plastic piece in the bag, and labeled it. He placed an evidence marker where he’d found the object.

	Spidey-senses keyed up, tingling down his back, Colin remained hyper alert. He couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. A predator could at this moment be sneaking up behind him, drawing a bow to take a shot.

	Using the radio on his vest, he contacted dispatch for backup. From the Fish and Wildlife repeater, the dispatcher would ping all appropriate agencies, starting with the Sheriff’s Homicide Division.

	It would take at least an hour for the Santa Lucia County Sheriff’s team to get all the way up here to the Cougar Creek Coast Ranch, ten miles north of Playa Azul. Meanwhile, Colin was at high risk, a vulnerable target. More so than usual. Cal Fish and Wildlife, with budget cuts and unfilled vacancies, was spread too thin. As the sole wildlife warden in charge of patrolling the entire northern half of this county, with its miles of coastline and thousands of acres of coastal and mountainous parks, Colin was often alone in isolated areas without any backup. But finding a dead woman with a high-tech sniper arrow through her heart made today feel even more dangerous than usual.

	Nevertheless, he stood his ground, methodically taking photos of the body, close-ups of the arrow, the wound, the victim’s hands and feet, and blood on the leaves where he presumed the arrow first struck the victim. On his phone’s Notes app, he registered photo log notes.

	The forensic team would take more professional and thorough photographs later, but Colin knew it was important to capture as much evidence as he could in these first minutes proximate to the victim’s time of death, while the crime scene was still pristine.

	When he got back to the road and his truck, he would radio the Sheriff's Homicide Division directly and talk them in. This location was one of those places where GPS didn’t work very well. It wouldn’t be easy for the Sheriff’s team to find.

	Colin dug a roll of caution tape out of his pack and cordoned off a perimeter around the body.

	He started to leave, then hesitated. Returning to the woman, he knelt and whispered, “I'm sorry this happened to you.”

	Gently, he closed her eyes.

	Finally he stood, brushed the leaves off his pants knees, and hurried to get out from under the oppressive oaks. Inside his skull, his footfalls on the earth reverberated like an echo chamber, as if someone were prowling around in his brain. His boot nicked a wild chanterelle hidden in the leaf litter, the musty odor triggering memories of time served in Afghanistan. He glanced over his shoulder. Black silhouettes of gnarled trees loomed over the body like ghouls.

	When he stepped out of the shaded grove onto the ranch road where his truck was parked, oblique rays of late afternoon sunlight pierced his eyes. He blinked up at the sky, took a deep breath of fresh coastal air, and gazed down the mountain to the shimmering sea.

	A whale spouted, then another—tiny white umbrellas of spray erupting out of glassy ocean far below. California grays were passing the Central Coast on their annual migration from Baja to Alaska. The explosive crash of distant breakers rumbled like bombs blasting through a tunnel inside his head.

	He rubbed his forehead, fighting down another wave of dizziness and nausea. A cold gust off the ocean cut through him like an ice knife. Memories washed over him.

	Thundering bursts of gunfire roll through the tunnel. It is March 11, 2012. Panjwai, Afghanistan. Shitstorm. Clusterfuck. Slaughter.

	Me and my squad find the house that intel had ID’d as sheltering terrorist insurgents. We kick the door down. Musty odor of old prayer rugs, cumin and baharat, smoke choking the air, blood, burnt flesh, terror. Our mission: clean the site—eliminate the threat; bayonet all bodies, even if they already appear to be dead; leave nothing alive.

	A young woman lies no longer breathing on a mat in a dark corner of the room, the veil fallen away from her face, glazed eyes open, a forever silent baby cradled in each arm.

	Oh, God! You’re from another culture, but you could be my sister. Both of us are part of one human family, all genetically related. Sapiens? What a misnomer. Nothing wise about this. All slaughtered. Absolute destruction of what was once beautiful and good. What have we done?

	The scene spins around him. He rises out of his body, looks down from a great height, through the smoke of war, at the dead woman and babies on a blood-soaked prayer rug.

	Everything he thought he knew about war falls away. He gazes down at his small self below, the bayonet in his hand aimed to stab the lifeless woman and babies. In a blinding realization, he sees the truth: I am nothing but a tool forged to wreak chaos, in the hands of a gruesome monster whose malignant reach extends across oceans and continents!

	★          ★          ★

	A red-tailed hawk flushed out of the treetops, circling overhead with a haunting cry.

	Snap out of it, Colin. That was ten years ago. You survived. You didn’t kill the girl and those babies. It wasn’t your fault. Move on. Breathe.

	Colin inhaled the clean ocean air deeper, deeper, counting to ten, holding his breath while the flashback cleared, then exhaling and breathing in again, focusing on the sea shining far below.

	Don’t let the past drag you down. Keep going forward. Be in the Now.

	He implemented the antianxiety protocol he’d been taught at the military hospital in Kandahar. Bending forward, hands on knees, he forced ten yogic breaths of fire through his nostrils, with eyes and mouth wide open, tongue stuck out like a Māori warrior. He straightened his back and scrubbed his face and head with his hands, palmed his eyes, drummed his fingertips between his collar bones to calm his amygdala and release serotonin, punched his chest and gut, and karate chopped down his legs and across his shoulders. He rolled his head to loosen his tight neck muscles, squeezed his shoulder blades together hard, did a few squats, then he gave himself a good wet dog shake, throwing off lingering guilt and shame.

	Finally, he stepped into his truck, gulped down half the water in his water bottle, and unlocked his rifle from the rack behind his seat. Sitting with the truck doors locked, windows up, and his rifle across his knees, he radioed the Sheriff’s office.

	He connected with Homicide Division Lieutenant Carlos Rosa, en route with a SWAT team, detectives, deputies, and a forensic squad.

	Sitting in his truck, scanning his surroundings for any activity, Colin talked the convoy up the Coast Highway from the town of Playa Azul, onto an unmarked turn north of the abandoned cement plant, then along a dirt road to the locked gate leading to the truck road that wound up the mountain to the crime scene.
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	Lieutenant carlos rosa, head of Santa Lucia County Sheriff's Criminal Investigations Division, pulled his notebook and pen out of his front shirt pocket and focused his penetrating glare on Colin. “As the first person on the scene, tell me what you saw, son.”

	Colin was six feet tall, but the lieutenant, as grounded as a deeply rooted tree, looked down on him by four inches. Lieutenant Rosa, with his graying temples, buzz cut receding hairline, square jaw, pencil mustache, and stocky build, made Colin sweat. He didn’t do well with authority figures in general, and Rosa looked a little like Colin’s drill sergeant in Army Ranger RASP, one of the worst pricks he’d ever dealt with.

	Colin swallowed and stole a glance at the body being photographed by the sheriff’s team. I feel strangely protective of her, he thought.

	The forensic pathologist, Dr. Mary Sandow, arrived and began her examination. She efficiently slipped on her nitrile gloves, pulled a hair net over her tight, gray Afro and knelt over the body. She visually assessed the victim before touching her, shooing away a swarm of yellowjackets that had already arrived to feed on the sticky blood.

	Riding a wave of nausea, Colin turned away from the body to answer the lieutenant’s question.

	“What did I see? Well, I received a call from dispatch this morning that an alert had come in through our CalTIP line about a possible wildlife poacher here in the coastal reserve. When I drove up and scouted around, I discovered a woman dying, apparently from an arrow wound. I was too late. Nothing I could do, sir.”

	“What else, Warden? You said you found something?”

	“Yes, sir.” Colin studied the matrix of oak leaves and tall grass sprouts under his boots. Bright sunlight and black tree shadows striping the ground spun like a Secchi disk under his feet. His muscles tightened. He waited a beat until the vertigo faded.

	“Sir, there was a problem. I was kneeling over the body trying to figure out if I could do anything to save the victim, but she died fast. And then I kind of—I guess I blacked out for a few seconds. I fell and my hand landed on a piece of evidence. Somehow, I cut myself. I don’t remember taking my gloves off, but I ended up holding the evidence with my bare hands. I might have gotten some of my blood on it. I’m afraid I compromised the evidence, sir.”

	Colin hesitated a moment, then pulled the brown paper evidence bag out of his pack.

	“I marked the spot where I found this,” he said. “Right there next to the victim.” Colin pointed to the evidence marker he’d placed near the body. “I think it’s a piece of a broken telemetry collar, like the ones used to track mountain lions.”

	He handed the evidence to Lieutenant Rosa, who examined it for a moment, then passed it to a forensic tech to store in an evidence box.

	“There’s something else, sir.”

	“What is it?”

	“I know I shouldn't have, but—before I could think better of it—I, I reached out and closed her eyes. Instinct, I guess. Her eyes were wide open. It just didn't feel right leaving her like that. Sorry, sir. I only touched her eyelids. That's it.”

	Lieutenant Rosa frowned. “You were uncomfortable leaving her eyes open, but apparently you had no problem leaving her naked, uncovered?”

	“I, uh …”

	Two ravens burst out of the top of the oak tree canopy. Cawing, they flew at the hawk circling overhead. The hawk disappeared over a distant ridge with the noisy ravens in pursuit.

	Rosa squinted at Colin. “Tell me again what you were doing up here.”

	“Responding to an anonymous CalTIP, sir. A caller reported seeing someone off trail, dressed in camo with a bow and arrows, stalking a mountain lion. As you know, hunting of any kind is illegal in this national monument, and in California, cougars are a protected species.”

	“Did your caller give a more detailed description of the hunter or his weapon?”

	“No, sir. The tip was left on a recorded line. I had no opportunity to ask questions. But I recognized the arrow in the woman’s body from my Army Ranger days. It’s the type used with a Condor crossbow by special force snipers. A high-tech killing machine.”

	Lieutenant Rosa’s sharp gaze pinned Colin with penetrating scrutiny. “Anything else?”

	The wildlife warden squirmed like a specimen under a microscope.

	They'd never met before, but Rosa’s reputation preceded him. He was known throughout law enforcement circles to be tough and shrewd, by the book but fair, outspoken, uncompromising, and relentless in his pursuit of truth and justice.

	Should I tell Rosa that I thought this woman was a mountain lion when I first found her?

	No way. For sure he'll think I'm a nut case or on drugs. Maybe even view me as a suspect.

	I must have been hallucinating. Maybe I am crazy. But, hey, who wants to be normal? These days, normal is frackin’ insane.

	Was there anything else he should tell the lieutenant? He’d reported time of death, reviewed his visual findings and evidence markers. The only thing he’d left out was the part about imagining the woman being a mountain lion.

	“No, sir. That’s all I can tell you.” He dug his water bottle out of his pack and drained it in a few gulps.

	“You know this area pretty well, Officer Dawson?”

	“Fairly well, sir. It’s within my jurisdiction, but it’s not like I can claim to know it all. It’s a vast piece of mostly roadless land—nearly seven thousand acres—much of it untouched by human contact for the last hundred years. This is the second most species biodiverse hotspot in the continental U.S. Its habitats include native grasslands, coastal prairie with actively managed regenerative grazing, maritime chaparral, coast live oak woodlands, redwood and mixed evergreen forests, ancient uplifted marine terraces like this one we’re standing on, coastal mountains formed by tectonic collision and subduction at the edge of continental and Pacific plate boundaries, sensitive watersheds including seven wild endangered salmon spawning streams—all on the brink of coming unzipped—marshes, deep jagged canyons, caves, a valley homesteaded by old hippie farmers, and—”

	“Okay. Do you know the people—the residents and whoever else frequents this area? I noticed a line of locks with different initials on the gate down below.”

	“I know who those locks belong to, sir, and I’m familiar with some of the people who have keys to the locks. There’s the inholding of homesteaders—organic farmers who settled here decades ago, before the Sempervirens Land Trust acquired the property and then deeded it to the Bureau of Land Management. Pleistocene megafauna herbivores grazed this area heavily up to about eleven thousand seven hundred years ago. Indigenous humans appeared here about one hundred thousand years ago, maybe even earlier, and cultivated the land’s ability to produce incredibly abundant wild food plants and wildlife through managed grazing of the endemic herbivores like elk and antelope, and also through traditional fire wisdom—managed burning. Then in 1790, Europeans wiped out the elk and antelope, as well as the Cotoni band of Ohlone people and their cultural knowledge, and used this land for cattle grazing. So to answer your question, following the continuous history of grazing this land all the way back to prehistoric times, a ranching family who’s been leasing pasture here for five generations to breed and sustainably graze beef cattle was ‘grandfathered’ in when the BLM took title. They have a lock too.”

	Lieutenant Rosa’s eyebrows drew together. He stared sideways at Colin, then glanced at his watch. “All right. The farmers and the cow people can get in. Anyone else?”

	“Well, the Cougar Creek Coast Ranch was slated to be opened to the public as a National Monument this summer, but it’s been hung up by lawsuits over a flawed BLM watershed management plan, among other issues, so there’s currently no official public access. Even so, locals from Clark’s Landing, the nearby village, climb over the fence to hike. And the Santa Lucia Mountain Bikers Club has been aggressive about violating access restrictions, cutting the ranchers’ fences and carving up the land with their trails.”

	“Local townies, hikers, and bikers.” Rosa made another note in the small spiral notebook he had pulled out of his shirt pocket. “Who else?”

	“BLM has access, the Sempervirens and the Amah Mutsun Ohlone Land Trusts, and Pacific Gas and Electric. PG&E’s crews are here all the time, at the small substation up the road. They’re hypervigilant about maintaining the forests for fire prevention ever since losing the lawsuit after those devastating lightning wildfires in 2020. Then there’s the lock you and I used—pretty much all security personnel have a master key to it: Fish and Wildlife, sheriff, other city, state, and federal law enforcement, and CalFire.”

	Rosa shook his head as he wrote down this additional information.

	“Oh, and also Cientox—the old cement plant—has a lock,” Colin added. “The plant is owned by a Mexican corporation. It was shut down a few years ago for environmental violations. It’s about a hundred-seventy acres of land right in the middle of the Cougar Creek Coast Ranch National Monument land. The plan is to eventually add it to the national monument property. But Cientox is still dealing with lots of issues to bring the area up to public safety standards before the feds can acquire it, so the Cientox people come up here from Mexico to work. They have some gnarly hazmat situations. And it’s rugged. Densely wooded, with a narrow, eroding, one-lane gravel road winding above an enormous, deep, sheer-sided gulch with an abandoned rock quarry. Very dangerous. Not an area you want to let the public wander around in.”

	“Did you notice any suspicious vehicles or people in the vicinity when you arrived?”

	“No, sir.”

	“All right. You’d better go and get that cut taken care of. I’ll need you back here tomorrow morning to help with a grid search. Do you have a card with your badge number and contact information?”

	Colin handed Rosa his card.

	“Good.” Rosa pocketed it. “Meanwhile, make me a list of names, anyone you’d expect to see around here, and bring it with you tomorrow. Sounds like we have a lot of people we’ll need to interview.”

	With a wave of his hand Rosa excused Colin and moved on to coordinate with his criminal investigations team and all the people from other agencies who had responded to Colin’s call. On the way to his truck, Colin noted city police, two highway patrol officers, and even a U.S. Marshal.

	The site had the feel of a circus arriving in town, with people checking in and setting up tables and tents on the broad knoll next to the oak grove where the murdered woman’s body still lay.

	In Santa Lucia County, homicide was rare enough to be a big deal. And here, with the Federal Bureau of Land Management in charge, investigative jurisdiction could prove to be a tangled web. The FBI could show up. And although there were no known surviving Ohlone people from the small tribal band that originally inhabited this place, the Amah Mutsun Ohlone Tribal Land Trust had asserted a claim to this newly designated national monument land. Native Americans getting involved could really complicate issues. Colin’s list of names for Lieutenant Rosa was going to be long. But would his list lead investigators to the killer?

	Who murdered that woman? Why?

	Anxious to be away from all these people, Colin retreated to his truck as Lieutenant Rosa shouted into his walkie talkie, “Keep those press people at the gate. No reporters allowed up here!”

	Heading down the mountain, Colin caught a glimpse in his rearview mirror of something standing at the edge of the oaks watching him.

	What the —?

	The silhouette of a man with huge wings?

	No. No. The light’s just playing tricks with my eyes.
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	Colin rounded the last steep blind curve before the bottom cattle guard and swerved, barely missing the unmarked white coroner’s van on its way to pick up the body.

	At the bottom of the hill, he waved to the city cops guarding the perimeter. They were engaged with a TV crew, blocking them from entering. One of the cops nodded to Colin, and he drove through the ranch gate with a sigh of relief.

	Even though Colin, like all law enforcement personnel, was fully vaccinated against Covid and keeping up with boosters for new variants, he’d still felt uncomfortable with all those people swarming around. It wasn’t fear of Covid. If he was being honest with himself, the extreme social isolation during the height of the pandemic had suited him. That was one reason he loved his job. It was usually pretty solitary work.

	It had been a long day, starting at dawn as usual, and he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. His body was demanding food, and he wouldn’t mind throwing back a few beers as well, just to take the edge off finding that poor woman. But department regulations prohibited wearing a uniform while drinking alcohol, so first he’d have to swing by his house to change clothes and switch from the department truck to his personal vehicle.

	He turned right on the coast highway and drove north for about two miles. At the organic strawberry farm on Mallard Road, he turned inland.

	A short way up the one-lane road, winding past strawberry fields and a lagoon populated with hundreds of migratory shore birds, Colin pulled into the driveway of the small farmworkers’ cottage he’d rented for the past four years, since first being assigned to his North Santa Lucia County post.

	As soon as he walked through the front door of his house, he secured his two service pistols, his rifle, and his shotgun in the hidden safe in his bedroom closet. Unlike some of his counterparts in law enforcement, who were required to be armed at all times, he didn’t usually carry a weapon when off duty.

	The cut on his wrist throbbed painfully. In the bathroom, he stripped down to his boxers, tossing his uniform in the dirty clothes basket. Then he peeled his kerchief, stiff with dried blood, off the wound. He held his wrist under hot water from the bathroom sink faucet, clenching his jaw against the hurt as he watched blood spiral down the drain. Once the wound was washed with Hibiclens and rinsed, he doused it with seventy percent isopropyl alcohol straight from the bottle, sucking air through his teeth. He dabbed the skin around the wound dry with a paper towel and hastily wrapped it with sterile gauze. No time to do more now. He wanted to get to the brewery before they closed.

	He pulled on faded jeans and a Surfriders Foundation “Coastal Defenders” T-shirt and traded his field boots for comfortable Velcro-fastening sneakers. Relieved of the sweaty band of the regulation Fish and Wildlife cap he’d worn all day, he gave his head a good rub to get the blood flowing. Glancing in a mirror reminded him that he should get a haircut soon in order to stay within CDFW grooming standards protocol. He finger combed most of the tangles out of his unruly curls and brushed a sun-streaked whorl away from his eyes. Leaning in closer, he squinted at his reflection. No gray in his hair yet. But was there a little white sprinkled into the tawny stubble on his face?

	He tugged a 49ers ball cap down over his tousled, blondish hair, grabbed a windbreaker, his phone and his wallet, plucked his car keys out of the large abalone shell resting on a rattan table by the front door, locked the house, and headed out in his pride and joy—a classic candy apple red 2017 Ford Mustang Shelby GT350 Voodoo V8 convertible.

	Back out on the coast highway, he continued north, watching for more whale spouts along the way. Low on the horizon, the sun spilled a brilliant shimmer of molten sterling across the wild ocean.

	He spotted a red-tailed hawk circling above. Every few miles, a redtail showed up again—perched on one of the electrical wires spooling alongside the road, soaring above the organic strawberry, Brussels sprout, and artichoke fields that checkered the coast, disappearing over the redwood-fringed ridgetops of the coastal mountains.

	For a moment, he imagined that this was the same hawk that ravens had flushed out of the oak trees above the cat woman’s body. Was it tracking him? He dismissed the notion as crazy thinking, reminding himself that California’s Central Coast had a healthy population of raptors, and redtails were the most common hawk in the area.

	As he passed the elephant seal reserve at Año Nuevo State Park, the sun low on the horizon flamed out from under drifting clouds, momentarily blinding him. Memories flashed through his mind of his UCSL environmental studies internship at Año, leading people on hikes over sand dunes and through ancient Indian middens to view the giant pinnipeds’ rookery. Fresh out of the ’Stan back then, Colin had been searching for something to give meaning to his life. That experience as an environmental intern at Año had clinched his resolve to become a Fish and Wildlife Warden.

	★          ★          ★

	When Colin reached the lonely tavern a few miles before Pigeon Point Lighthouse, at the southern edge of the small community of Pescadero, Colin turned off the coast road onto a dirt parking lot. He put the top up and locked his ’Stang, crossed the highway, and ambled down to the beach to watch the sunset.

	Standing on the sand, facing the sea, he followed a train of thoughts leading from the poor dead woman to his deceased mother, whom he deeply loved and missed. The cat woman’s emanation of strength and dignity, even in death, had reminded him of his mother and flared up the ache of existential loneliness he’d felt since her passing.

	His shrink from Kandahar would point out that he’d had a lot of triggers today. He cleared and refocused his mind until he was fully immersed in the unfathomable beauty of light and color transforming sky and ocean.

	Just as the dying sun melted gold into the sea, it ejected a small brilliant emerald jewel.

	They say that one who has seen the green flash will never ere in matters of the heart.

	Venus appeared like a sparkler in the twilight. “First star I’ve seen tonight … Wish I might …”

	June 2013, Kandahar Province, Afghanistan. In a military hospital for PTSD, waiting to be discharged. I’ll be going home soon. Someone’s wife has shipped him a telescope. Without all the light pollution from big cities, the night sky here is intense—amazing beyond imagining. Midnight. We watch with special filtered glasses for about an hour while Venus—a little black dot—crosses the sun. They tell us this is the last transit of Venus in our lifetime. The next transit of Venus won’t take place until 2117. Yeah. Pretty sure I’ll be dead by then. If Venus is the Goddess of Love and she isn’t going to transit again in my lifetime, does that mean I’ve missed my chance at ever finding love?

	The bitter taste of depression sat on his tongue and constricted his throat. He’d been teetering for months on the edge of that black hole. Clinical depression. If I fall back in, I might never get out again.

	Deepening sunset purples bruised the sky. Colin stepped up to the entrance of the funky Route 1 Brewery. Good cooking smells reminded him how hungry he was. A masked girl welcomed him in, handed him a menu, and gestured toward an empty table in a far corner of the room.

	Public venues in the state had reopened after the latest mutant viral surge, but California—with one of the lowest infection and fatality rates in the country—still erred on the side of caution, requiring vaccination, regular testing and masking of food service workers, monitored observance of Covid cleaning standards in restaurants, and distancing protocols. But with no standardization of public health protocols nationally, much less globally, new Covid variants just kept on mutating. The Covid virus had gone endemic. It seemed to Colin, as a trained ecologist, that the pandemic was just one more broken strand in the unraveling web of life.

	The thunk of Colin’s shoes on the old wooden floorboards grounded him. He felt more solid, more in his body as he scraped his chair up to a small table in a dark corner of the room. Felt even better as the first swallow of craft-brewed Storm Surge Porter landed in his belly. Storm Surge. A house specialty—deep reddish black, with a hint of chocolate. Colin glanced around for the brewery owner, an old friend, but didn’t see him.

	A gust of cold wind blew through the tavern as a man with a flamboyant gay vibe swooped through the door. His copper-colored face and obsidian black eyes lit up as he greeted his friends. Out from under his bowler hat—adorned with a beaded band and hawk feathers—flowed long blue-black hair. Colorful ribbons streamed from the shoulders of his fancy shirt. He appeared to be in his early thirties—about Colin’s age. When their eyes met, a hawk’s piercing whistle shot through Colin’s mind.

	The man turned and moved toward a table on the other side of the room.

	Colin downed the rest of his beer.

	He watched the newcomer approach a table occupied by the typical North Coast crowd: surfers, next gen hippies, organic farmers, students, artist types. Mostly young Millennials and Gen Z, they were the usual fusion of Latinx, Black, Asian, Anglo. The man who’d just arrived put his hand on the shoulder of a beautiful Native American girl—er, woman—and whispered something to her. A sudden tear rolled down her cheek. She brushed it away with the side of her hand.

	The group shuffled chairs to make room for the stranger. He sat next to her, holding her hand.

	Colin moved to the bar to get another beer, and to get a closer look at the woman. She seemed familiar.

	It hit him all of a sudden, and a shiver ran down his spine. She looked like the dead mountain lion woman, only younger.

	She caught him staring at her. Oh hell no. She’s coming to talk to me?

	She walked toward him with the ferocity and grace of a stalking cat.

	Sweating like the outside of his cold beer glass, he pulled his ball cap down over his eyes and peered into the depths of his dark porter.

	She sat down on the stool next to him. Her complex, subtle scent enveloped him: sweet wild lilac, smoky sage, native prairie grasses under untamed open sky, piney woods, salty ocean spray, bee balm, the bright mineral tang of parched earth after a rain. Pure wild woman. Sensations inside his body pinged all over the map.

	Colin forced himself to face her and smile. “Hello.” He tipped the visor of his 49er’s cap.

	“Hi,” she said. “I noticed you staring at me,” she said. “Have we met?”

	“Sorry, ma’am. I don’t think so. Didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. Actually, I was looking at that guy you were talking to. I think I might have met him before. Mind telling me his name?”

	The woman glanced back toward her table. “That’s my cousin, Hawk.”

	“I apologize if I’m being too personal, but I noticed you were crying. Is everything all right?”

	Her eyes welled up again, and a tear rolled down her cheek. She brushed it away with a long, graceful finger. “Not really.”

	“Mind if I ask what’s going on?”

	The beautiful woman lowered her eyes and twisted the colorful woven friendship bracelet around her wrist. There was no ring on her finger. Colin was afraid he’d blown it. He shouldn’t have pried. None of his business.

	She lifted her chin, and her eyes, still welling with unshed tears, met his. Eyes of unearthly, intense topaz—like deep ocean reflecting a clear blue sky—did not waver as she spoke.

	“Hawk just told me that my mother was murdered.” She whispered the words as if she didn’t fully believe them. “I feel like I’ve been run over by a freight train. Sorry. I’m not thinking clearly. I shouldn’t have imposed on you. I have no idea why I came over here. I felt weirdly compelled to talk to you. Everything seems so surreal. My mother can’t just be gone without warning.”

	“I might have found her body,” Colin blurted before he could think.

	The woman gasped as if she’d been gut punched. “What? When?” She clutched the abalone shell hanging on a leather cord at her throat. “Where?”

	“Up on the Cougar Creek Ranch reserve land, this afternoon. I’m a wildlife warden. I responded to a call about a mountain lion kill, and instead I found a woman. She looked a lot like you. Maybe your mom?”

	Arms wrapped tight around her chest, she rocked back and forth on her seat, shoulders quaking.

	“I’m so, so sorry.” Colin resisted the instinct to take her in his arms and comfort her.

	Careful. Don’t touch people without permission. Especially this woman. She just lost her mother. Respect boundaries.

	He felt really bad for her. She’d gone pale as a ghost and was obviously trying hard not to lose it.

	“This might be a weird thing to say,” said Colin, “but when my mom died, it helped me process and made things feel less surreal when I was able to talk about it. So, if you want to talk about your mom, I’m here for you.”

	Those intense topaz eyes confronted him. “Was she already dead when you found her?”

	Colin didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t talk about an open investigation. He’d already said too much. Slowly, he slid his empty glass around on the bar, pushing it through rivulets of condensation with the caution of an explorer oaring through unknown territory.

	Finally, the woman took a deep breath, sat up straighter, and pulled her shoulders back. “So, what’s your name?”

	“I’m Colin. Colin Dawson.”

	“Dawson? Sounds like an Irish name.”

	“Yeah.” Colin laughed self-consciously, relieved that she’d changed the subject. “My grandma was the granddaughter of Irish immigrants. A hippie anti-Vietnam war activist who fell in love with a Black Navy helicopter pilot when she was eighteen. She got pregnant with my dad. Grandpa died in ’Nam, so Gramma went to live in an Oregon commune, where she raised my dad. Gramma and my mom raised me. Gramma claimed she had Native American blood, but I always thought that was just her hippie BS." Colin smiled at the memory. "My mom was a schoolteacher.”

	He paused to look into those topaz eyes and mentally kicked himself. He always either clammed up or talked too much when he was nervous, especially around women. And this woman had just found out her mother was murdered. “Sorry. That was probably way too much information.”

	“It’s okay.” Delfina smiled through her grief. “Do your mom and grandmother live nearby?”

	Colin frowned and stared into the bottom of his beer glass. That ache whenever he allowed himself to feel the loss, usually stashed away deep in his chest, welled up and squeezed his heart. He nodded to the barmaid to bring him another beer. “Mom and Gramma both passed away during the first year of Covid, in February of 2020, before we even had a vaccine.”

	“Oh no. I’m so, so sorry.” Sincere compassion shone from the woman’s eyes. “What about your father?”

	Amazing that she can focus on my bullshit at a time like this. Maybe she welcomes the distraction from her mom’s death.

	“Yeah. Gramma’s son, my dad, was career military like his father. Died in Fallujah in ’04 when I was thirteen. I enlisted because I wanted to be a hero and serve my country like my father and grandfather. What a horrible joke. Gramma warned me, but I didn’t listen. I found out, though. I love my country. I’m definitely still a patriot. But war is hell. There are so many contradictions. It felt like a betrayal of everything I believed in, everything I thought I was fighting for.”

	The barmaid filled Colin’s glass with a fresh draft of Storm Surge Porter and plunked it on the bar. Colin took a long swallow to get rid of the bitter taste at the back of his throat.

	“I’m sorry.” The woman leaned closer, and he breathed in her subtle scent. She placed her hand on Colin’s arm, her fingertips lightly touching the Orca inked on his bicep. Her touch was gentle, yet he felt as if a drowning person had grasped him and was holding on for dear life. His muscles twitched.

	Her touch was like fire. He realized his feelings were inappropriate given Delfina’s circumstances, but how long had it been since a beautiful woman had touched him? The fact that the four years of extreme social isolation during the pandemic was coming to an end sank in. He swallowed and pulled away.

	“How old are you?” she asked.

	“Well, I was born in 1991. Played football and surfed in high school. Enlisted in the Army in ’09 when I was eighteen. Did two tours, two years in Afghanistan. Honorably discharged in 2011. Spent a little time in a military hospital in the ’Stan, then took four years to get my B.S. at the University of California’s Santa Lucia campus, two years in the Cal Fish and Wildlife Academy, and I’ve been a Wildlife Warden since 2017. You do the math.”

	“Whoa, thirty-two. You’re an old man.”

	Colin was impressed. She was smart. A woman who wasn’t math averse.

	“Well actually, thirty-one. I’ll turn thirty-two this summer. But come on. This isn’t fair,” he said. “You know my whole life story, and I don’t even know your name yet.”

	“Nice to meet you, Colin. My name is Delfina Cuera.” She shook Colin’s hand.

	When their hands made contact, electricity zapped through his core from head to toe. He sucked in air, as if they’d both just fallen out of a helicopter and he was holding on to her for dear life.

	He took a swallow of beer and pulled himself together.

	“Greetings, Delfina. Are you from around here?”

	“Depends on what you mean by here.” The haunted look in her eyes gave away her emotional turmoil. Colin recalled his feeling of numbness and disbelief when his mother and grandma first died, and how he’d relied on upbeat behavior to disguise a grief too overwhelming to reveal, especially to strangers. His heart broke for her.

	“By ‘around here,’ do you mean Planet Earth, the USA, California, Santa Lucia County, or this lonely tavern out on the dark edge of the wounded coast?”

	Colin shifted on his barstool. “Sure. All of the above.”

	“Well, it’s complicated. My mother and I belong to the Kumeyaay Nation.” Delfina spoke of her mother as if she were still alive.

	“Sorry, never heard of them.”

	“Our ancestral territory includes present-day San Diego County, California, and the northern part of Baja California, Mexico. Anthropologists say we’ve been in California at least twelve thousand years, but according to our legends, we’ve always been here.”

	“I’m a third-generation Californian, so why haven’t I ever heard of the Kumeyaay People?”

	“Third generation, huh? My people have inhabited the regions of Southwest California and Baja Californio Norte for six hundred generations at least. But like I said, it’s complicated.”

	“Please, enlighten me. Oh, by the way, can I get you something to drink, or eat, or … anything? I haven’t had supper yet. I was planning on getting a meal here.”

	“I didn’t think I was hungry, but —” Delfina looked over her shoulder at the people she’d been sitting with. A waitress was delivering food to their table. “I guess I could eat something.”

	“Great.” Colin smiled. “Oh, here comes my brother-in-arms, James. He owns this place. We spent some time together in the sandbox.”

	A stocky man with a square jaw reached across the bar and the two men fist bumped. “Hooah.”

	“Yo, brah, great to see you. Wait a minute. Who’s your beautiful friend, Colin?”

	“James, this is Delfina Cuera. Delfina, meet James Owens.”

	“It’s a pleasure,” said Delfina. The forlorn and stoic shadow around her eyes belied her false cheerful tone of voice.

	“So, Delfina, let me entertain you with my brother James’s incredible slow food saga.”

	James polished the bar modestly while Colin introduced him. “James is an organic hog farmer, as well as a master brewer. Totally into the whole sustainable slow food movement. He feeds the spent organic hops from his beer brewing operation, along with his family’s organic kitchen compost, to his pasture-raised happy hogs. He raises them from birth to slaughter with certified humane practices. Then he serves the pork with his organic beer here at his tavern. Voilà! Full circle. The guy’s a genius. The hops gives his pork the most incredible flavor. You’ve gotta try the pulled pork on a San Francisco sourdough roll. It’s insanely delish.”

	Delfina wrinkled her nose. “Thanks, but I’m vegan. I’ll have the veggie lentil burger, sweet potato fries, and a glass of water. And a Golden Gate Lager, please.”

	James’s smile shone like a lighthouse beacon. “Never seen you in here with a woman before, Col. Makes this a special occasion. Did you show her your high school football MVP trophy and your Silver Star and Purple Heart, yet?”

	Colin pulled his cap visor down to shade his eyes. “Cool it, James. We just met.”

	“Tell you what—tonight, dinner is on the house. You were sitting over in the corner, right? I’ll bring the food out to your table.”

	★          ★          ★

	While they ate, Colin asked Delfina to tell him more about the Kumeyaay People.

	“There are twelve remaining bands of the Kumeyaay Nation. The conquering Spanish called us Diegueño. We currently own federally recognized Kumeyaay Reservations in San Diego County and Kumiai Indio tribal rancherias in Baja, Mexico.”

	Colin dipped a garlic fry in barbeque sauce. This was interesting, even though it sounded like a spiel she delivered to audiences.

	“Of course many of us, like me, don’t live on reservations anymore. We’re ‘assimilated.’” Delfina made air quotes around the word. “We go to college, have jobs in high tech and white-collar professions.” She paused to take a sip of her beer, then squinted at him. “Do I sound like a Native nerd? Sorry, but not sorry”

	“I get it. I’m the same way when someone asks me about being a wildlife warden. It’s like they push a button, and I can’t stop spewing information. Go on, please. I’m interested. What kind of work do you do?”

	“At the moment, I’m a farmworker. But this fall I’ll be going to grad school. After high school I went to Kumeyaay Community College for a year, then to UC San Diego for a year, then transferred to UCSL in 2018. Graduated with a double BA in Environmental Science and Poli-Sci in 2020, just before the pandemic locked things down. I postponed grad school. Been working at Agua Pura, an organic farm here on the coast, biding my time until the pandemic runs its course.”

	“Poli-Sci. Sounds like you’re on a law school track?”

	“How’d you guess?” She sounded defensive. “Maybe you think you can stereotype me, but I don’t care. I’m proud of being the first in my community to go to law school. I’ve been accepted to Berkeley School of Law. Fellowship with a full ride. I start this September.”

	“Congratulations. That’s awesome. I bet you’re going to specialize in tribal law, right?”

	“Of course.” Her eyes flashed fire. “Tribal and environmental law. No way I would get a fancy law degree and then abandon my people. Did you know that legally, reservations are separate, sovereign nations? We have our own constitution; we’re governed by our Kwaaypaay—our spiritual leader, and an elected council. Yet our people still get in terrible situations off the rez that require representation by attorneys licensed to practice in the US justice system. For example, some of our traditionals—elderly Kumeyaay who’ve stayed on the reservation all their lives—barely realize there’s a border between the US and Mexico. So, when they cross the border along our traditional wilderness trails to visit family in Baja—the way we’ve done for centuries—and then try to travel home again, they often get stopped and detained. They have no papers. Most don’t speak English. Currently, ten of
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