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            NINE MINUTES TO MIDNIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything felt wrong. Nash’s single braid hung long and thick down her back, pulling heavily between her shoulder blades as she looked down. She could see the tiny moccasins beneath the raw edge of the white doeskin dress. The black and red ink lines shone brightly on the white of the soft leather. The moccasins she wore when she was six.

      She looked up and out across the desert. Squat thorny brush—not sage. Sparse. She could sense the reassuring feel of Powder somewhere close. Behind a bush. When did she become bashful about peeing in the desert?

      Nash gazed up. The sky was purple. The cloud cover was thickening, but it wasn’t angry yet. It would be soon enough. Anger from below. Anger from behind. Why not anger from above and ahead?

      She leaned back against the heavy SUV. Frowning, she looked over her shoulder. Nothing. The empty road was just sand. As she turned, she could feel the grinding of the coarse sand under the thin leather of the moccasins. She stared down at the white-tanned dress. It wasn’t hers—she never had a leather dress. The moccasins were from when she was six, but the toes of the shoes stuck out past her womanly breasts. She twitched her shoulder. The breasts wobbled. No bra. No armor. Not even…

      What? She couldn’t remember why she was there.

      Pulling her braid around to the front, she studied the leather broach. The broach was a coyote sitting in the bowl of a crescent moon. The coyote wasn’t howling—just looking, watching. Maybe it’s Powder? But what does the crescent moon mean? There is no symbol in any tribal markings she had ever seen of a crescent moon, much less a quiet dog or coyote in the moon.

      Irritated, she looked around. Where’s Powder? What’s she doing? The desert felt wrong. Not enough brush—this wasn’t her valley. And even the brush was wrong.

      “Powder?”

      “Who is Powder?” The voice was old and strained through years of sun and wind.

      Nash turned at the voice.

      “Why are you out of uniform, Lieutenant?”

      Her left eye narrowed behind the black wraparound dark glasses. The heavy polarization would explain the purple sky.

      “Who are you?”

      The man smiled as he raised his arms, spreading his faded, striped caftan. “Abdul Aziz. He who serves the all mighty, Lieutenant Nash Running Bear.”

      Aziz. The interpreter. They had called him Scissors.

      “Scissors?”

      The man bent forward in a shallow bow, holding his arms out. “At your service, LT.”

      Memories flooded back. The man had a sense about which streets or roads not to walk down or drive along. When he walked, his heel marks were exactly in front of his toe marks. Many of her team learned the slight scissor movement of the hip to duplicate the path left. It made the footprints impossible to track and tell how many men had walked the trail. Other than her sergeant—Esper. The man grew up dodging dog poop and other garbage in East L.A. and walked more in a dance than a stroll.

      She studied the salted head of hair over the lines on the face. “You got old.”

      He chuckled. “LT, I was already a grandfather when I worked for you. You just never cared how old I was. Just that I keep up with you children.”

      “But how are you here?”

      He slowly ground his head from side to side. “I don’t know where this is. This is not Kandahar.”

      Nash stepped a few steps to the bush. She placed her hand around the branch and gently stripped the branch of its leaves by pulling upward. She crushed the leaves in her hands and held them to her nose. Greasewood. Wild desert almond.

      “Not Kandahar. But the hills, east of Kabel. But why have you brought me here?”

      The man gazed around with his hands on the small of his back. “Bring you? How can I do such a thing? I have no car. I haven’t driven for years. And Afghanistan… I left shortly after you did. The mullahs killed my wife and daughter. I didn’t know what happened to my granddaughter. I didn’t want to think of what kind of hell the Taliban had become. So there was a troop plane leaving, and they were loading Humvees onto a Jolly Green Giant. So I drove one on and stayed.”

      Nash snorted. “That easy? Of course you did. You always saw how to do things straightforwardly. So what happened?”

      “After the long flight, we landed at Tinker Air Base in Oklahoma. They processed me and gave me a job. So I stayed, fell in love, and married.”

      Nash looked around. The sky was getting angrier. “But how did you find me here?”

      “Where is here, LT?”

      Her shoulders slumped. “I’m not sure, Scissors. I thought I was in my spirit world. The place where my spirit walks and can talk to other spirits.” She tapped her chest with her fingers. “It’s like the internet for the part of me who doesn’t bleed. It’s where I can go for answers sometimes.”

      His hands came together in front of his crotch. He interlaced his fingers. “Maybe… When we were in a small village in the mountains. You once helped a young girl find her lost goat and returned them to her grandfather.”

      She bobbed her head with a slight smile that pulled to one side. “We were a few days out of Peshawar. Her name… was something about the bringer or giver of light.”

      He smiled. “Yes. Her name was Roshina—bringer of light. Her goat was Bibi. The grandfather was the leader of the village.”

      She smiled. “That was one of the good days. I hope she and Bibi live long lives.”

      Aziz shrugged. His face was in a soft crinkle of sadness. “The girl? Who knows? But Bibi was food, not milking. You don’t milk a boy.”

      Nash rolled her eyes closed. “Great. Now I’ll never get that image out of my head. So why did you bring her up?”

      “Can you still find people?”

      “Maybe. Where?”

      “Oklahoma. I think my wife’s granddaughter is missing.”

      Nash squinted. “You’re in Oklahoma?”

      The man started a shallow bow, and the image shredded into scratches of mist. The looming storm swirled into the semi-darkness most American cities thought of as night. Nash turned at the poke on her shoulder.

      “Your daughter wants out.”

      Nash rolled over, reaching to bring back the vision. Instead, she only received a soft lick and a cold nose.

      Mina rolled over the other way. “Take her for a walk. Whatever the dream was about, you need to figure it out.”

      Nash groaned. “I’m on it.”

      She sat, her feet on the floor, and tried to remember the time of year. Standing, she walked to the kitchen, where her phone was charging. She tapped the weather icon. Summer.

      Minutes later, she pushed through the large glass front door to the building. Clarence scrambled from the small office. She shook her head and waved him down. “Chill. It’s three in the morning. Nobody but the tiny bladder is awake. I think she’s still on Barbados time.”

      He pointed at her boots instead of slippers. “Do you want coffee when you come back?”

      “We’re only going for a short walk…”

      “I’ll make a fresh pot.”

      They walked to the end of the next block. Powder leaned against the small street tree. Three cars drove past. Nash raised one eyebrow as she stared at her phone. “Doesn’t anyone sleep?”

      The emails were hours old and close to spam. She switched to the phone and scrolled for the general number of Deep Six. She knew any text she sent would appear on every screen in the main computer room.

      Is anyone awake at this hour? Nash.

      Her phone rang. “Nash.”

      Ming’s voice sounded raw. “Give me something exciting to do.”

      Nash chuckled. “Uh oh. Are Tree and Felix still in Hawaii?”

      “Nah. Felix got some cryptic message from Alex and ran home. Tree figured she was halfway to Australia, so she ran away to check on a couple of projects we oversee down there. Meanwhile, I’ve been crunching bad code for the last nine days. What’s up? Tell me I need to come help you do something exciting like kick ass and take names—or any other secret squirrel stuff.”

      “Secret Squirrel stuff? You need to stop hanging out with Uncle. Next, you’ll be telling me seven ways to cook roadkill.”

      “That’s Chef’s job. What has you up at… um… three forty in the morning?”

      “Little Bladder for one. But I… had a thought.”

      The small Chinese woman’s voice lowered. “Is that a euphemism for dreams or that spirit thing?”

      Nash snapped her fingers at Powder and turned back for their building. “Uncles not the best influence on you. Stick with Jazz.”

      “You mispronounced Chips. Your secret isn’t exactly a secret. So what was the… um… thought?”

      “When I was last in the sandbox… In Afghanistan, I had an interpreter attached to my team. His name was Abdul Aziz. Shortly after we came home, he caught a hop and ended up in Oklahoma. The air base was Tinker Field. It’s near Oklahoma City. He married an American woman who has a granddaughter.”

      Nash could hear the clicking of the keyboard. “Anything more on the woman?”

      “Sorry. No. If I were to hazard a stab at this, I’d call the base’s HR department.”

      Ming giggled. “The military has HR?”

      “I don’t know. It’s the Air Force. It’s kind of like the military, except for the walking around and sleeping in late stuff. I’m just telling you what’s in my head at oh-three hundred when I should be snuggled up next to my wife upstairs.”

      “Got it. I’ll get back to you later today.”

      “You can pass this off to Muna if you hit any DOD road bumps.”

      “I already copied her all the info. Go back to bed. Hug Mina for me.”

      “Copy.”

      Her phone snicked dead as the young man pushed the door open with one hand and held out the large mug with the other. He looked down at Powder. “Yes. I have some treats for you as well.”
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            WHY DOES THE SAND TEMPT SO?

          

        

      

    

    
      Clement Solas held his face toward the sun. The warmth had always comforted his body and soul. At sixty-eight, he considered himself content with his life. He wasn’t rich, but he also wasn’t poor. Everything in his life he had earned. He worked hard. Greed wasn’t on his list… and yet…

      As his head turned away from the afternoon sun, he opened his eyes—the three bodies he had not killed. The shot-to-shit, tan, camouflaged jeep looked more like a sieve. Much in his guts told him he needed to keep riding. The horse shifted her weight from the right to the left side. She wanted to keep moving, escaping the smell of the rapidly spoiling bodies.

      He wasn’t greedy… but the one bag with the shredded zipper yawned open, exposing the volume of money—more money than had passed through his hands in his lifetime.

      He looked east toward the distant mesa. Generations before, his ancestors had lived simple lives on the mesa. Now, his hogan was ten times the size that three generations used to pack into on the mesa. He wasn’t sure he was happier than they had been on top of the mesa before the white man came.

      His eyes drooped in resolve as he caught his breath, leaned forward over the wide pommel, and swung his right leg over the saddle.

      “Ch’iidii.” Dammit.

      The moccasins stepped lightly on the coarse sand. No heel marks or toes. It was the same as Clement moving through his life unnoticed. Twenty-seven years as a welder laying pipe from a large barge in the middle of the ocean, and even the barge captains struggled to remember his name. Most settled for referring to him as that Indian.

      He pulled back the two large duffel bags from the backseat of the topless jeep. The body in the backseat had been holding one bag, with the other beside him. The thick bag of money had slowed down or stopped some bullets, but not the one in his neck and next to his ear.

      One bullet had cut the bag away from the zipper, disclosing the money. Others had chewed through the booklets of bills, fluffing the stacks into a tossed salad.

      The second bag had a few holes matching the torn inside of the jeep and the holes on the outside of the vehicle. Clement stuck his little finger in one hole. It only fit up to the middle of the nail. Small, but not as small as .223. More like his brother’s 30-06. But there was a lot of punching power—more than they ever needed hunting coyote or their annual trek up to Colorado for deer.

      He looked at the other two men in the front seats. Both had large automatic pistols, but only the passenger had his hand on his gun, half pulled from the shoulder holster. The driver lay crumpled forward over his hip holster and the steering wheel.

      All three wore semi-uniform khaki pants and shirts with no badges or markings. Clement thought about the heavier eyebrows, deep-set eyes, and chiseled noses. These were not Indian, Mexican, or any other Latin American people. The black hair was wavy or curly, but the skin had more of an olive hue than the brown of Latinos.

      The black slip-on shoes were the last clue. Those fancy designer shoes you didn’t buy at Kroger’s in the city. But probably common in the cities bordering the Red Sea.

      The cell phone was in a holder, stuck near the front window, and still showed the GPS. But no roads. This one showed locations without any roads or casual witnesses. Someone ambushed the three of them after they parked there to do business.

      Clement gently lifted the bags from the jeep and carried them to his patiently waiting horse—the one bag he laid in front of the saddle, with the other behind.

      Turning, Clement took out the new phone his daughter had bought him for Christmas. She said she was tired of him having spotty connections with his old flip phone. She never asked him if he wasn’t getting service, or if he just ignored her phone calls.

      Holding the phone high, he took pictures of the jeep and bodies. They would look like he took them from his horse.

      He walked back and took several other photos of the bodies, their faces, and the guns. Maybe someone would ask if he had been there. And if they did, he could show them what he saw.

      It was better than going over and over his testimony of the first dead body he had seen when he was fourteen. The white man sheriff either didn’t trust the Indian, or he was just being a young kid. Later, Clement learned the desert is no stranger to death or bodies, human or animal.

      Standing on the one stirrup, he checked the bags. Both weighed enough to stay where they were. Pepe, his horse, was old enough to just be called E. The pep was long gone. But they knew each other, and Clement didn’t have the energy to train another horse.

      Swinging his leg over the bag behind the saddle, Clement settled down into the saddle the years had shaped to his butt and legs. The man’s single click in his cheek started the horse moving. Water and fresh alfalfa were at the other end of the walk.

      Clement adjusted the brim of his hat lower on his forehead as he guided Pepe down the small bank into the usually dry barranca. The water was only eight or ten feet wide, and only the small pools reached depths over an ankle. The brief flow of the early summer’s runoff from the high country would only flow for another week or two. Then, rough sand and gravel would be at the bottom of the barranca until the rain started in late fall.

      Pepe only splashed a little as she walked up the river. She knew her master wanted her to walk quietly or with the water, to leave no tracks. Her stroll was automatic from the years of hunting or just moving unnoticed through the desert.

      Clement’s eyes constantly moved. Watching the air and the distant desert, where he knew the roads were. The barranca, being lower than the desert floor, made only the man’s shoulders and head visible above the sparse brush. Only someone looking specifically would spot the darker, slow-moving silhouette of the man. The dead bodies hadn’t grown cold or stopped bleeding. Someone would be along to investigate the bodies, and probably be looking for the bags of money. Clement could feel in his bones that the person wouldn’t be a nice person. He clicked his cheek twice.

      Pepe splashed more, but the pace would put more miles between them and the shot-to-shit jeep.
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      “No. He was our interpreter in Afghanistan. He’s Afghani.”

      She could hear Uncle scraping something. He grumped. “But he walked in your spirit world.”

      Nash winced as she laid her boot on the corner of her desk and winced at the scuff mark on her boot. “Not my world. It was the higher deserts of eastern Afghanistan, beyond Kabel. The brush was the thorny shit we hated landing in when we jumped. You’d find stickers days later in your BDUs. Those thorns only come out when you burn your clothes after a couple of months wearing them straight. Bloodstains would fade before you could get those thorns out.”

      Uncle struck the large wooden spoon on the edge of his cast-iron kettle. “So maybe he drew you over to his spirit walk.”

      She frowned as she looked across the large office to the redhead guarding the deputy director’s office door. “What are you making?”

      “I dried juniper berries this last winter. They ferment before they dry, so the alcohol strengthens the berry. Then I infused a gallon of mescal with the juniper needles. Heat it all with deer tallow, bear fat, and sage. When it cools, the medicine rises into the fat on top. It will ease Junior's pain in the scars on his back.”

      Nash snorted softly. “Juniper rub. Mom made it every year. Powerful medicine. But Thomas needs to get his scrawny white ass back down to the VA and have them cut out some of those nasty scar balls. His back is pulling him apart. And it isn’t getting better. So, do you think someone who isn’t a shaman can draw someone into their spirit walk? I mean, he seemed more confused about where he was than I was.”

      “That would be a question for my friend, Red. Drawing someone into your spirit walk is powerful stuff. I only aspire to juniper rubs and roadkill stew.”

      Nash spotted the deputy director stepping out of his office. The man was looking at her, but talking softly to his secretary, Donna.

      Nash took her boot off the desk and sat up. “Roadkill stew sounds good about now.”

      Uncle’s chuckle sounded like some rocks tumbling down a waterfall. “Sounds like your deputy just handed you a moose turd pie. Lots of grass, but nothing appetizing.”

      “Indian’s nose is still working. Talk later.” She slipped her phone into her back pocket as she stood. She glanced down at Powder, now standing on all four paws. “Need a potty break?”

      The front paws worked on the floor.

      “I think we’re taking a guest.” She looked up at the deputy director as he walked over. “I need to take the little bladder out to service the tree in the atrium. Or is this an office discussion?”

      The tall man drew in a breath through his nose and let out a sigh. “Yeah. Air sounds good. Maybe even some coffee and a bagel out front.”

      Nash pulled the pistol and holster out of her drawer. Shoving the clip onto her belt and leather pants, she squinted with one eye. “You do know that a bagel is the same amount of carbs as four slices of bread?”

      Tony shrugged as he waved his hand at Powder. “She can burn off half of it, and you and I can split the other half.”

      Nash shook her head. “Nope. It’s Friday. You’re on your own with that plain bread.” She turned to the door.

      Tony pushed the down button and turned. “What’s Friday got to do with anything?”

      Nash bounced softly on her toes as she watched the lighted numbers above the elevator door. “On Fridays, Mannie has cranberry orange bagels.”

      The door opened.

      The shade of the small street tree barely covered half of the bench. Courtesy dictated the man sit in the sun. Nash split the difference, sitting half in the sun and half in the shade. She could already see the stains darkening at Tony’s armpits. She pulled the bagel apart and held out a piece to Powder. “Uncle wanted to know what moose turd pie you have for me.”

      Powder closed her mouth over the bread and fingers, then maintained the position half closed until the fingers pulled back. Tony’s eyebrows raised.

      Nash chuckled. “She doesn’t like how I taste. But she might like your fingers.”

      Tony snorted and held out half of his bagel. Powder sniffed and sat. “What’s that mean?”

      Nash rumbled. “White man bagel. Try flipping it into the air.”

      Powder snapped it out of the air. And then dropped it at the deputy director’s feet.

      Nash laughed. “See. White man’s bagel.” She turned and tore another piece off her bagel and passed it to her partner. “And the pie?”

      Tony chewed on his bite of the bagel as he stared at the half on the ground. “Bank robbery… Well, an armored truck.”

      “Not my department.”

      Tony offered Powder the last of his bagel. Powder turned her back toward him and sat down. Rolling his eyes, he stuffed the last piece in his mouth and sipped his coffee. “I think it is.”

      Tony waited for his heart to slow. “They found the getaway car.”

      Nash looked down the street. The light turned as three people stepped from the curb to cross. Nine cars waited for the light, as many drove through the intersection. With the heat, nobody was rushing. Shit.

      She looked back at the deputy director. “And…?”

      “Wiped down with accelerant and then lit up.”

      She sat watching the man sip two and then three sips. There might have been the second sip left in his cup, but she knew he faked the third. “You ran out of coffee two sips ago.”

      “That’s the moose.”

      Behind her orange aviators, she studied the face of the man she knew, in the office and the field. He didn’t shy away from conflict lightly.

      “What’s the turd?”

      “They found it in a tiny town in New Mexico.”

      “That describes about two hundred and eighty villages in New Mexico.”

      His head dropped. Five heartbeats later, he raised his head and looked at her. “It’s in Yah-Ta-Hey.”

      “Shit.” Her face froze. “It means like the devil in Navajo.” She looked across the broad avenue.

      Tony looked down the avenue at the lack of traffic. “What’s it mean in Paiute?”

      “Shit.”

      They sat quietly.

      Nash snapped her finger as she pointed at the tree. “Get ’er done. We have office-yelling to do next.”

      The deputy director opened his mouth. Nash snapped her head around and glared over the top of her dark glasses. Her right thumb and two fingers snapped together. “No. You have nothing more to say. I won’t have you ruin this glorious day with more white man bullshit. This was memo shit. It hits a desk in Albuquerque, and some starched white collars draw straws or play rock, paper, scissors. The loser takes the drive. This isn’t mine. It’s in nation territory—big whoop. Just because I’m the appointed Indian, I don’t have to catch every rez problem the LEOs can’t seem to manage. I’ve got a full desk here. Even Muna isn’t stupid enough to call me out to San Francisco just because some first people stubbed their toe.” She looked at Powder’s chin resting on her knee. She leaned forward and kissed the top of the head as she scratched the fuzzy jowls. “At least someone loves me. Come on. Let’s find you some jerky.”

      Tony followed the two females back up the steps and into the building.

      Three pigeons fluttered down to the bagel. They would fight over the bagel of empty flavor for an hour. Traffic drove by, and the green lights changed.

      Donna looked up as Nash pulled her weapon and stowed it in her drawer. The deputy director continued toward his office.

      “Hold my calls.”

      As Nash walked past, Donna handed her the file. Nash stopped and flipped it open.

      Scanning, she pulled back the top sheet and then the second. The frown deepened as she read.

      Donna stood and pushed the sheets back into the file. Her perfectly shaped and polished nail pinched the single line at the top. Requesting agency: Deputy Zapata Yazzie of the Gallup sheriff’s department.

      Nash looked up. The word came from deep in her gut. Donna muttered in harmony. “Shit.”

      Nash dropped it on the deputy director’s desk. “Since when can a deputy from a back sand substation call for FBI heat from D.C.?”

      “When he knows your name.” The deputy dropped into his chair with a sigh. “Look. I get it. It always seems like you catch the strange shit crawling through the sand out on every reservation. But it’s not true. There are plenty of other reservations with killings, gambling, and whatever else we investigate. There’s a slasher killing up in the Minnetonka area and a shooting in upstate New York. Florida… oh hell, I don’t even want to start with Florida.”

      Nash sat in one side chair facing the deputy as Powder climbed into the other, circled, and lay down with her back toward the desk. “Once in Florida was enough. Their way of doing the law is more Mickey Mouse than the guy in Orlando. And I know I don’t catch everything, but this…?”

      Tony picked up the folder. He thumbed to the back page. “Armored car. Stopped at the McDonald’s on its way to deliver a pallet to the local bank in Ship Rock. Full-faced gas masks, automatic weapons, and a metal saw. A mother with her children said they cut through the door in less than thirty seconds.”

      “Eyewitnesses are known to⁠—”

      “Staff sergeant with Army Intelligence. Said the guy showed the driver a shape charge and motioned to turn off the truck. They held the guys in the back at gunpoint, but never threatened to kill them. They never spoke. Just loaded all the money into large bags, threw them in a van, and left. They found the torched van the next day.”

      Nash pointed at the report. “A pallet can be a quarter million in small bills, to a⁠—”

      Tony backed up a sheet. “Two and a half million.”

      “Two large gym bags… to maybe six. That’s a lot of cash for out in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Payroll is my guess. Interview the bank manager.”

      Nash slowly tipped her head to one side. “Are we going to start a pissing contest about rodeos?”

      The deputy director held up both of his hands. “No contest. You’ve been in a lot more banks than I have. Hell, I don’t even go into my own bank. I’m online, or the wife does the banking.”

      Nash stood and reached for the file. “I’ll check with ABQ and see what they can loan me for a four-wheel.”

      Tony snorted. “They don’t make a four-wheel-drive Hellcat?”

      She shook her head. “It wouldn’t corner for shit.”

      “Keep me posted as to why they requested you.”

      Nash stopped and snorted. Grinding her head around, she smirked as she held up the folder. “The deputy, Zapata?”

      “Yeah…?”

      “His mother only speaks Ute. He speaks English and some Navajo.”

      “So…?”

      “She’s buried in Ship Rock. The closer he gets, the louder he hears her voice.”

      “But she’s dead.”

      Nash winked. “A yup. And this is why we don’t tell you white guys all the fun stuff.”

      He pushed back in his chair. “Do you talk to the dead?”

      Her heart thumped slowly as she stared at him. “It’s why Oz calls me the bone whisperer.”

      The deputy director rolled forward and steepled his elbows on his desk. “If Congress doesn’t pass the new budget soon, I might have another job for you. But have fun with…?” He frowned with one eye.

      “His name is Yazzie, but they call him Zap.”

      “Isn’t Uncle’s name Yazzie?”

      She snorted as she turned to the door. “Nope. It’s Uncle. Just like Sam.”
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      Nash pulled off the street into the sand. Stopping, she put the four-by into four-wheel drive. The vehicle surged forward as she eased down on the throttle. “It’s got a slight hesitation…”

      The beefy sergeant shrugged in the passenger seat. “It’s a Ford. We had a Blazer in here a couple of years ago. An agent backed it up in the desert forty miles south of here. Probably died from sand rust. They never sent us another one.”

      Nash eased the truck to a stop, put it in reverse, and stomped on the throttle. She wound the steering wheel one way and back the other. Sliding to a stop, she shifted into drive and stomped the accelerator again.

      The man chuckled. “You must have had Skids Thompson at Quantico.”

      Nash glanced over as she threw the truck into a drift through the corner. “He retired the year before I had to do field training. But we’d jawed about soft-surface maneuvers in the sandbox. I liked him. He believed agents should be prepared for any situation and be stationed anywhere. He would have liked Adak, Alaska. The corn snow on black ice is a real butt-hole tightener.”

      “I bet it is. So what do you think?”

      She put the Bronco back into two-wheel drive and pulled back onto the street. “I only need it for a few days, so it’ll work. But on the highway, I’d rather have my Hellcat.”

      He pointed north. “I hear they have one up in the Southern Ute neighborhood somewhere. Rumor goes an agent caught a war zone of automatic weapons fire. You might pick it up cheap.”

      Nash snorted a chuckle. “I was up near Grand Mesa. I don’t think even the backseat survived. The woman I was transporting called it a whoop-de-do or something. She likened it to some carnival ride. Made me smile. An experience like that could have traumatized her for life. Civilians don’t handle being shot at especially well.”

      The sergeant chuckled as he looked out the side window. “I had my suspicions it might have been you. Talk hinted ATF and Homeland were also involved.”

      “Yeah. And DEA. The only alphabets missing were the Marshals and Secret Service. But then, they would have just slowed us down.”

      The sergeant pointed at the giant garage door. “Where around Ship Rock you headed?”

      Nash stopped in front of the motor pool garage. “Town of, is what I heard. The deputy is in Gallup. So I’ll see him first. I collaborated with him before, and he likes my driving.”

      The man rubbed Powder’s head one last time and slid out his door. “Well, top it off before you leave. And I’d check the go bags in the back. The agents forget to refill stuff when they use the units. It’s not supposed to happen, but check them anyway. If you need anything, it’s through the door. If you can’t find something, come find me.”

      “Thanks Stan. I’ll check them while the little bladder checks tires.”

      He gave her a two-finger salute as she eased the Bronco into a parking stall.

      Nash looked at Powder. “Let’s see what they left in the go bags.”
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      The deputy reread the passage slowly. His mouth followed each syllable. It wasn’t right, but it said what he needed to say.

      The small bell over the door chimed. The clicking of nails on the linoleum floor started his smile. It never grew much beyond a neutral slash across his face, but his face softened as the woman followed the dog through the door.

      Zap stood. “Yah hey?”

      Nash smiled. “Yah hey, Zap? Why drag me back to the desert you hate? You have more spacemen?”

      “I wish, Nash. This one has four roads, and all of them are dead-ends.”

      Nash pulled up the side chair and sat. She looked down at Powder, looking at her. “You can use the floor for once.” She looked up at Zap, pulling another chair out and around his desk. “You spoil her, and she’ll forget she’s a dog.”

      “She’s the closest I’ll ever come to having a dog.”

      “I thought you lived alone.”

      He shrugged. “I’m allergic to everything I’d ever want to have in my life. Dogs, cats, horses, goldfish, motorcycles, and a girlfriend. It’s my life.”

      Nash grumped a smile. “How can you be allergic to a goldfish?”

      “They require you remember to feed them.”

      She put her two palms up. “I feel seen.” She watched him sit behind his desk. “The four ninety-one runs north through Yah-Ta-Hey. What are the other two roads?”

      He nudged his chin up. “Excellent memory. Yes, the four ninety-one runs north and south. The two sixty-four starts at Yah-Ta-Hey and runs west to Window Rock and then all the way to Tuba City in Arizona. It’s near the Grand Canyon. Not much between here and there.” He shrugged his face. “Not much when you get there, either.”

      “And the fourth?”

      “Basically, some asphalt in the sand. It runs east for a while, then wanders down through the desert, and eventually you’re back to the four ninety-one. Nowhere.” He stood and waved his finger toward her. “You want some coffee? I just made a fresh pot. It’s Navajo, so it might be a little rougher than you’re used to. But it’s coffee.”

      Nash harrumphed a snort as she stood. “Define rough? Roadkill Armadillo as opposed to goat steak rough? Or fry bread with splinters for roughage?” She followed him around the corner to the small service kitchen with a plug-in hot plate that looked like it had worked hard since the Korean War. The white enamel had long scorched and turned tan with age.

      “Any sugar or milk?” He poured the black liquid into two large earthenware mugs.

      “I usually take sucre de dieta, and any kind of white paint is good.”

      He pushed the squat jar holding packets of fake sugar. Leaning down, he opened a small refrigerator. “My landlady and her daughter have milk goats. They mostly make cheese, but I like the milk I grew up on. I’m allergic to cow’s milk.”

      Nash smirked. “Are you allergic to the meat, as well?”

      “Nope.” He sipped and then leaned back against the small counter. “Nope. That is my revenge. I have beef once or twice a week. In fact, you can get some from the fine Scottish restaurant up in Ship Rock.”

      Nash coughed. “Yeah. Mac Dougal’s. Read the report. I don’t know why it surprised me that they had one. I guess I would have wondered if they didn’t. They’re like cockroaches. They even had one in Kabel.”

      “Did you go there?”

      “Nah, they warned us it was a favorite place to shoot Americans. I can’t imagine they ever served anything that was halal for the locals.”

      He shrugged as they walked back to the desk. “Who knows? Maybe they had goat burgers. I’ve heard of stranger things. How did the astronaut work out?”

      “It’s a dummy from Hollywood. It has a new home, and the San Francisco office has a new resident empty suit to go with the ones on the first floor.”

      Zap frowned. “First floor?”

      “The forensic lab’s on the third floor. The first floor is just a regular FBI office filled with high testosterone young bucks who would rather be where the action is, like Los Angeles or Washington.” She shook her head slowly. “They rush to get to the big show, and then, too late, they find out things were better where they were.”

      He nodded his head as he sipped. “The grass is always greener in the next valley.”

      Nash rocked in agreement as she ran her tongue along the side of her teeth. Is that a splinter? “I’ll need to run up to Ship Rock to see where they ambushed the armored truck behind McDonald’s. Are you going to be okay with this or are you staying here?”

      His face soured, but he nodded. “I’m learning Ute from one of the families who come in for the farmer’s market. At worst, I can tell my mother’s spirit to be quiet and leave me alone.”

      Nash smiled behind her mug. “It’s a start.”

      “I figured if I’m going to learn Ute, I need to get better at my own language. I’ve gone to a few ceremonies—out of uniform. Mostly, I just go and listen. A few people recognize me, but I’m mostly a new old face. But it feels good to be there.”

      Nash remembered how private the deputy was before. This new openness was good, but she didn’t want to have to start singing rain chants or do a drum circle. “Getting back to Yah-Ta-Hey. Want to hazard a guess? We already figured that the east road was a bust.”

      “I don’t know why they would come down to Yah-Ta-Hey, only to switch cars and drive back north again. But the Family Dollar on two sixty-four has a security camera. It caught a dark car driving past heading west about three in the morning.”

      Nash cocked her head sideways. “But the stickup was at nine in the morning in Ship Rock. That’s only an hour away. When did they torch the getaway car?”

      “About three in the morning.”

      “And they torched the car where?”

      “About a quarter mile south of what you might consider the business district for Yah-Ta-Hey. A small dirt road. It wanders around for a mile or so, and then comes back to where it started.”

      “So where did they stop for”—Nash scrunched her eyes—“about eighteen hours?”

      Zap shrugged. “Out east?”

      Nash opened her one eye—only a slit. “The road going east. How far does it go before it comes back to the highway?”

      “All total? Only a few miles. Maybe someone was going to build a development. But it never happened. I’m not even sure they maintain the road. But I’ve seen it on a map.”

      Nash stood and looked around.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Bathroom.”

      He pointed over his head behind him. “Back corner. Past the kitchen.”

      Nash talked as she walked. “What happened to the armored truck?”

      “It’s in the impound lot at the main office.”

      In the silence, Zap studied Powder curled on the small side chair. No part of the seat showed, but she looked comfortable enough to appear to be sleeping. But he knew better. The tactical vest seemed like a second skin to her. All the other K-9s he had seen acted like it was an irritation they had to put up with for a brief time to work. But no treats meant no vest.

      “The main office in Albuquerque?” He hadn’t heard her flush but realized he had never heard anyone else use the toilet.

      “No. Here in Gallup.”

      Nash flipped her hands in the air and then rubbed them. “You’re out of towels.”

      “It’s hanging on the wall above the refrigerator. I usually wash my hands out here in the kitchen. Just in case someone comes in.”

      Nash nodded with a smirk. “Yeah. Busy office and all. When can we look at the armored truck?”

      The deputy looked at the lack of paperwork on his desk. “I guess… um…. Anytime.”

      Nash looked at her orange dive watch and grimaced. “I don’t want to cut into your mini spa day, but how about before it gets dark?”

      He hung his head forward and looked at her through his eyebrows. “Are you always this sarcastic, or just when you’re around deputies?”

      Nash chewed lightly on one corner of her upper lip. “My wife says it’s my resting bitch personality. Otherwise, I’m just a timid and demure banshee. Are you always so shocked by life? Or is this a new side of you?”

      Zap stood and pulled his pistol out of the top drawer, checked the clip, and holstered it. “I’ve been taking some of those anger management classes. I’m working on it. Last week, in class, I damn near said a swearword. The teacher has hopes for me. Maybe I’ll swear at least two or three words before graduation. What are you driving?”

      “I checked out a Bronco from the field office in ABQ. I can drive. Not automatic, but I’ve taken the class, and it’s a four-wheel drive. We can take it up north so you can focus on your mother.”

      His head snapped at the mention of his mother. But he studied Nash’s face for any teasing or sarcasm. Her face was stoic.

      She drew a slow breath through her nose. “Just focus on the language. You’ve got this. You learning her language must impress her, dead or alive. It means you care. I don’t care how hard-nosed she might be—a mother is a mother.”

      His head dropped as they walked out the north door to the street. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right. I hope so.”
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