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            LETTER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sir. I think you’d better see this.”

      The aide had been stopping and standing in the same doorway for twenty-seven years. His tie persistently snagged to one side. Anyone who worked with him knew the cowlick above his left ear and graying temple was from him pulling at his hair as he read the congressman’s mail that made it past the triage. Most might have made fun of his quirkiness, but all knew his manner hid only a seriousness dedicated to his boss and their work.

      The congressman didn’t even look up from his writing. Instead, his right hand raised a fraction from the paper and curled in, beckoning.

      The congressman finished the notes, reviewed the last points, and put the cap back on the pen the governor had given him when he first got elected. Then, placing the notes in a red folder, he looked up. “What do you have, Nathan?”

      The aide laid all the documents on the congressman’s desk. The man wearing latex gloves and handling security sleeves didn’t go unnoticed. The congressman sat back, placing his hands in his lap, and then leaned in.

      “We received this yesterday. It’s not your usual threat.”

      The aide spread out the small stack of security sleeves containing five photos and a letter with two brief paragraphs. He straightened as he waited for the reaction.

      “Where did it come from?”

      The aide placed the envelope secured in its own evidence sleeve on the desk. The congressman looked at the return address in New Mexico.

      “Did we check the address?”

      The man shifted. “It’s Albuquerque’s main library address. Even the postage cancellation matches the collection routing.”

      The congressman leaned back in his chair. Of the thousands of death threats the offices in his home state and D.C. fielded every year, he was still at a loss. “What next, Nathan?”

      The man’s mouth tightened. “I’ll make the call on your say, sir.”

      Nodding slightly as his eyes closed, Congressman Dwight Wright slowly breathed out through pursed lips and puffed cheeks. His critical day had just hit a land mine larger than the one that blew up his jeep, killing his driver and ejecting him into the national spotlight and eventually congress. Nevertheless, his time in service had been shorter and less harrowing than the first campaign to get him elected.

      His war chest desperately needed him to spend long days down the hall in an unmarked office, dialing for dollars from wealthy donors in need of his staying in office. But, unfortunately, today was gone, and the rest of the week looked just as dim. There had been a rumor that they would need him on the floor, but it was just a rumor—for now.

      He called out as the aide reached the open door.

      “Hey, Nathan?”

      The aide turned. “Yes, sir?”

      “Who…?”

      “Deputy Director Prentice, sir. Anthony, sir.”

      His mouth opened in a remembered ah. “Thanks.”

      “Certainly, sir.” He watched the congressman close his eyes. They both knew all the other plans had just disappeared from the boards.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Congressman Wright to speak to Deputy Director Prentice, please.”

      “The deputy director is in a meeting right now. He’ll have to get back to the congressman.”

      Nathan leaned into his desk and the phone. “Please inform the deputy director that this is a matter of life and death.”

      The secretary’s voice took on an arctic edge. “That is a term we never use lightly. If there is impending danger, you need to call congressional security or the D.C. police.”

      “The threat is not to the congressman’s life, but a threat directed at him.”

      The secretary sighed. By Friday afternoon, she suffered nothing with patience. “I have your number. We’ll get back to you.”

      Nathan growled more than mewed. “Thank you. We’ll be waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      The secretary typed up the small message and slipped it into a folder with other papers on her desk. This was not a meeting to interrupt lightly.

      Her heels snapped mutedly down the stone hallway. Using stone had once held her younger self in awe. But with the years turning to decades, the number of shoes treading on the stone made sense. Now, she would rather stay in her domain of quiet, wall-to-wall gray carpet. The bureaucrats could keep their marble or granite. The brutal cold simply made her calves ache.

      She nodded at the security and quietly slipped through the door. She looked around the large conference table and walked along the wall to the middle of the table. Three-quarters of the eyes were watching her instead of the Senator speaking.

      The deputy director leaned away from the table—moving his chair back a foot. The position would allow him to look at the folder without disclosing its contents. His secretary had been using the same out-of-date folder trimmed with the old top-secret markings to bring him important messages for several years. It was their own special code. But it was never trivial.

      “What do you have, Eleanor?”

      She bowed her head toward the folder as she handed it to him. Her typed transcript of what the congressman’s aide had said was as good as a recording.

      He glanced at his watch. Then, skimming the length of the long table, he leaned back. “Call them back. Tell them I’ll call them in half an hour. If that’s too long, they can call the director.” He leaned his head—pointing out the man, frowning from across the table.

      She took the closed folder and walked out. She could feel the eyes of the Director of the FBI following her the entire way. Four of his predecessors had come and gone during her time with the FBI. The position seemed to always fill and empty with the winds of politics.

      She clicked her way back to her office with the folder tucked snuggly against her side. The one without a draft. Wind or political.
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            RELAXATION

          

        

      

    

    
      A light breeze blew the long gauzy drapes in toward the gigantic bed. The fine mesh of the mosquito netting draped from the single ring twenty feet above belled in toward the naked figure on the bed. The tall louvered doors cut most of the sunshine, but the trade winds passed through the louvers.

      For the seventh time, the phone vibrated. The head rolled over. One irritated eye stared at the plastic and metal buzzing on the four-hundred-year-old nightstand. “The old pirate never had to put up with such interruptions.”

      Mina rolled over across the bed to the nightstand. She picked up the phone. Office. She thought about turning the phone off. The phone hadn’t dared to ring for three days.

      Her thumb tapped the green icon. “This better be earthshaking.”

      The voice only stumbled for half a second. “The FBI is going nuts. They have been calling your wife. She’s not answering.”

      Mina looked at the silent phone and holstered pistol on the nightstand. “Tell them to keep trying. She’ll probably turn her phone back on in two days when we are heading back.”

      “I don’t think the deputy director will wait that long. He mentioned a certain congressman.”

      Mina didn’t want to hear anymore. Her thumb hit the red icon. She turned the phone face down on the bed and slid it under a stack of pillows. It vibrated in her hand. “Gāisǐ… I hate redial.”

      She pulled the phone back as she thumbed the icon. “She’s not here, and she won’t… excuse me, I miss spoke. We will be incommunicado for fifty-two more hours.”

      She punched the red icon without listening to the answer, swiped up on the screen, and tapped the airplane. The phone vibrated once and then was silent.

      Mina let go of the phone and rolled over, curling into a relaxed ball. Wherever Nash was, it had better be a good long run.
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        * * *

      

      The table was against the expanse of floor-to-ceiling windows. Jacob smiled as they entered the restaurant. “Your table is waiting.”

      He delivered the drinks as they got comfortable. As he set them down, he looked up. “Ah, they are warming up the lights.”

      The three watched as the mile of pink sand glowed and then grew brighter as the four landing lights off a crashed airliner came up to full lighting. Jacob had explained how they pumped water directly from the ocean to cool the large searing lights so they didn’t burn up or start a fire. The day-like exposure of the unique pink sand of the beach was more magical than just a modern trick of light and water.

      The chef brought out their first appetizer himself. Each course was another small taste of another island of the Caribbean and one of the traditional dishes unique to that island. As the busboy cleared the dishes from the lobster baked in banana leaves from Grenada, Jacob quietly brought another chair to their table.

      Mina smiled cynically. “Why, Jacob, are you joining us for dessert?”

      He silently shook his head as he turned the chair out.

      “No. That pleasure is all mine, I’m afraid.”

      Mina and Nash looked up at the tall deputy director. Neither moved to stand. Nash dabbed at her mouth and carefully laid her napkin on the table.

      Anthony Prentice nodded thanks to Jacob as he sat and pulled up his chair. “What a wonderful view. Is the sand really that pink?”

      Nash’s rumble clipped as short as her temper. “Yes.”

      The waiter appeared and held out the small menu. The deputy director glanced at it and shook his head. “I’ll have whatever they are having for dessert.” He looked back at Mina and Nash. “I’m assuming I missed dinner.”

      Their glare told him he was correct. He looked around the empty restaurant with only one other couple sitting to the south on the main level. He leaned in. “This place is empty. Did you rent it out for just the two of you?”

      Mina’s head gently rose back as she watched him down her nose. “It is October. The shoulder season.”

      His head bobbed as he continued to look around with a soft smile. “Yes, of course. That would explain it.” He looked back at Nash. “How was your run today? I heard you ran to the other resort and back. That’s almost a marathon, isn’t it?”

      Nash pulled a small bite of bread from the remaining loaf. “Close.” She looked at her wife. “We need better security next time.”

      Mina stared at the man. She had crossed swords with him often over conference tables and power meetings disguised as cocktail parties.

      His head turned and then rose and turned away slightly toward Mina as he remained watching Nash. “Yes?”

      “You made good time. I only hung up on your minion, what, five hours ago?”

      He wobbled his head as he pursed his lower lip. “Fair. But then, I was already at the airport when things heated up, and Nash’s phone went directly to voicemail.” He glanced under the table. “Where’s Powder?”

      Nash’s eyes narrowed as she looked at her wife. “Being babysat out at Q. They don’t believe she can bomb sniff and do cadavers, too. They’re going to find she’s even better at figuring out who to trick and embezzle treats from.” She looked over at her boss. “But I won’t know for another… fifty hours. I have over a month of accrued personal time…” Her threat ended in an edged growl.

      The waiter placed the small plates in front of them. The chef had striped the fresh pineapple sherbet, shaped like a nautilus shell, with chocolate sauce

      The deputy director nodded at the dessert. “Shall we enjoy this amazing confection before we talk shop?”

      Mina put her napkin on the table. “I think I’ve lost my appetite.”

      He turned. “Please. The crew is probably still getting their dinner, and they can’t refuel the secured jet without the crew there. Please. Enjoy this moment.” His having flown sixteen hundred miles for other than a bit of sherbet did not have to be stated.

      Nash drew a slow breath through her nose and picked up her napkin. Placing it in her lap, she took the spoon from beside the plate and carved off a nibble of the freshly made confection.

      Mina followed her wife.

      Anthony breathed a sigh of relief as he took another nibble and marveled at the creamy texture.

      The espressos were half gone as Nash pushed her chair an inch back and turned slightly. “Before my wife pulls out the EpiPen full of slow-acting poison… spill.”

      Anthony almost choked but recovered behind his napkin. “Your wife’s friend, Congressman Dwight Wright, has requested your services.” He drew his phone out of his breast pocket. Opening it, he found the document and laid the phone on the table. “They delivered this to his office this morning.”

      Nash looked at the photos.

      He cleared his throat. “There’s more.”

      Nash swiped left, left, and left again. She pulled up the phone and pinched open the letter. She swiped left, and the letter bumped but didn’t change. She went back to the original photos. “The photographer took these with at least a five-hundred-millimeter lens. My guess is more, and the person was over half a mile away.”

      “Because of the lack of artifacts, Quantico thinks it was a thousand-millimeter B&L on a Hasselblad H6D and much closer to fifteen hundred yards.”

      Nash blinked a few times as her face clamped down in thought.

      He shifted. “About seventy thousand in equipment. But the photographer was probably more expensive. She’s standing in front of a hogan in the middle of the Navaho reservation. South of the border.”

      Nash tapped the phone in her other hand. “And this stable of a photograph… it wasn’t a drone.” She looked over at her wife. “Someone spent a long time sneaking over some desolate terrain to take these photos.” She held the phone out but looked at the deputy director.

      He nodded. “She’s in the loop because of the request.”

      Mina looked at the photos and then read the letter. She thought about the words and read them through a few more times. The other two watched her mouth the words. Finally, she looked up and handed the phone back. “Native English speaker. American. Probably lower Midwest or the Texas and Oklahoma region.”

      The deputy director pursed his mouth as his head tilted, and he nodded once. “Forensic Language concurs. You never cease to impress me, Mina.”

      She sat back as she took up her demitasse. “Understanding what people say and how they say it is the core of my job.”

      His eyes ticked more open. “Anything else?”

      She smiled. “Am I sending you a bill for my services?”

      “I already paid up the entire bill for the hotel. How much more do you need?”

      Nash shied her head as she side-eyed her boss. “That was fast.”

      He looked over. “How fast can you pack?”

      Mina held out her hand. “I don’t get a sense that it’s a death threat, only that she is vulnerable. Which could mean anything.” She gently moved her head back and forth, weighing the possibilities. “Anything from nothing but a threat to kidnap or murder. But murder is only the last stick. If anything, it’s a threat of kidnapping. But more disturbing is the strange number: twenty-seven and a half million is an odd number. Why not twenty-five or thirty? People round numbers. The book may cost nineteen dollars and ninety-nine cents, but people will say twenty. Twenty-seven and a half give the allusion of a specific number, only making sense to the congressman. They’re showing they know more about his intimate details than they can find in public records.”

      Anthony scooted his chair back. “We think maybe it’s a hidden account of PAC money.”

      Mina stood. “He wouldn’t be the first nor the last to have hidden funds.”

      Nash stood. “We need to change if we’re going to travel. Give us about twenty, and we’ll meet you out front.”

      He stepped out from the end of the table. “Will you need a porter?”

      Nash shook her head. “Just two roll-ons.”

      Jacob met them at the entrance and took Mina’s hand. “I’m so sorry to see your time with us cut so short. It’s never enough. But you look rested.” He glared at Nash. “I pray for your soul. Two marathons in three days are not what Barbados is for. We are here for you to relax.”

      Nash smirked. “Change your rules and allow my service dog in the old residence, and I promise my runs will turn into casual walks about the gardens with my wife and our daughter.”

      The man frowned and looked back and forth at Mina. “Daughter?”

      Mina laughed softly. “She means her new dog. Change the rules, and we’ll bring her next time. She’s a legal service dog.”

      Anthony leaned in. “As well as sniffs out drugs, explosives, and dead bodies.”

      The man blanched. “We wouldn’t have any need for…” He caught the smiles on the three. “Ah, just a joke. Well, if she has her papers, then who are we to stand in the way of you bringing your service dog?”

      Mina shook his hand one last time. “Until next time.”

      Nash took his hand. “Much too short of a stay, but there is always next time.”

      “Absolutely. Next time.”
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            I’M DOING WHAT?

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is she asleep?”

      Slowly lowering into the seat, Nash faced the deputy director. “As close as she gets these days. She refuses to use any sleeping aids, so the doctors now refer to drugs as anesthesia.” Nash glanced toward the back of the executive jet. “She’s good for about two hours before she’ll wake up thirsty.”

      He studied her as she turned back around. “That predictable?”

      Nash shrugged. “We sleep in shifts. Two to three hours, a half-hour up, and then back for another shift.”

      “Checking emails?”

      She twitched her head. “Against the rules. We banned ringers and middle-of-the-night checking before we got married. Haven’t you tried to reach us at night?” She watched his face. She had her answer. The stalled machinery inside his head gave his eyes a panicked glaze. She nodded, her chin up. “Ah… staff. They would know. If it’s important to reach us… call the doorman. If he thinks it warrants the risk, he rings the bell.”

      Anthony rolled his lower lip. “Doormen. The formidable first line of defense.”

      “Chester took a bullet for General Schwarzkopf during Gulf One. I don’t doubt he would do the same for Mina or me.” She wiggled her fingers at the file folder.

      He drew a deep breath through his nose and let it out in a chest-crushing sigh. “Work…” He peeked up. “Of the worst kind.”

      He flipped the folder open and turned it around. “These are copies of the photos and letter.” He turned them over to reveal the next group of papers and photos. “This is what we have on her.”

      Nash leaned back, reading the cluster of stapled papers. She mussed distractedly. “It says here Taos Pueblo, but the photo was in Mexico on the Navajo reservation…”

      He turned and held up his glass to the steward. “She’s a painter. She moves around. She sells through galleries in Taos, Santa Fe, Albuquerque, Phoenix, Southern California, and New York. Sonora West is the name she uses to paint. Usually in the high five figures, but occasionally in the six-figure range for larger pieces.”

      Nash bobbed her head up but kept reading. “They don’t seem to see each other much.”

      “I think estranged is the proper term here. For a couple of decades or more, one source says.”

      Nash looked over the top of the papers and studied the man.

      “My wife likes her work and has followed her career for longer than we’ve been married. If I’d let her, she would be your partner on this. She’s been to every show in New York but has never met the woman.” He took the glass offered by the steward.

      Nash studied the bubbles in the tall glass.

      He sipped. “Tonic. I hate the stuff, but I hate flying more. The tonic settles my stomach. Or at least I like to think so.”

      “Try ginger ale next time.” Nash thumbed through to a cluster of photos printed with captions. “If she’s as popular as you say, I would think she would be as wealthy as her brother, and yet…” She turned the papers around to show him the photo. “She drives a forty-year-old battered death trap.”

      “More like a sixty-eight-year-old classic C10 Chevy stepside pickup.” He smiled at her, squinting a jaundiced eye. “Don’t let the looks fool you.”

      Nash snorted softly as she turned the papers back around, remembering something she had heard recently. “Back in the day, they called it a cowboy Rolls Royce. Only the double R stood for Rodeo Ready.”

      The man frowned at the term. “Rodeo?”

      Nash smirked at the term. “Ugly and beat to shit, but can run hard all day long.”

      She laid the file on the rest of the folder. “So, what am I supposed to do? I mean, she hasn’t been killed… yet. Or kidnapped… yet.”

      Anthony swallowed at what he was about to ask of a decorated marine who insists she was just administrative shore patrol in Japan and more than a couple of commendations in her FBI file for valor under fire. His lower lip furled, and then he let go. “Go make friends with her. And protect her while we try to sort this all out. We’re only on…” He peeked at the date on his watch. “Day three…” He gave her a pleading look. He hoped she would mistake for passively hard-ass enough to quash any flack.

      Her look was enough to let him know he hadn’t heard the last of this.

      He pointed back to where her wife slept. “For her sake. The congressman is a friend of hers. And he made a specific request.”

      She thought about the assignment and where she would be. “What’s my budget?”

      The low whistle between his teeth sounded like air escaping from a giant tire. “Well, it’s the middle of the desert, so at least it’s not Las Vegas or anything…” He gave her a hard, one-eyed look. “Just don’t go crazy.”

      “Okay, but I’ll need a good car for the desert.”

      He harrumphed softly. “How good a car do you think they’ll have in Albuquerque?”

      “They won’t. Which is why I’ll fly into Vegas.”

      “But that’s…” His mind stalled again.

      She blinked. “About seven or eight hundred miles. Two days for a tourist.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket. Thumbing to a text, she typed. She looked up. “What time do we land?”

      Anthony glanced at his watch. “About six.”

      “Helicopter in?”

      He nodded slowly. “We can—”

      “Charge it to the congressman.” She typed some more, hit send, and leaned back. “I’m going to need some sleep.”

      Her phone vibrated. She looked at the text.

      “Just closing doors. BRB in 20 GF.”

      She leaned back.

      The deputy director had watched how fast marines could fall asleep, even while standing up leaning against a wall in the airports. So he quietly got up and moved toward the front. He knew he would need to make accommodations for his agent and her powerful wife. The helicopter would be the least of it all.
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        * * *

      

      The voice sounded like it had been up for at least an hour, with no less than twelve ounces of coffee coursing through the veins. It was West Coast casual—friendly but straight to business.

      “This is Rick.”

      Nash smiled at the guy’s voice. A friend of James. “Hi, Rick. This is Nash Running Bear.”

      He cut in. “Have you landed yet, Agent?”

      She only frowned for a second at his knowing she was in the air. “No. Shortly.”

      “But you’ll be in D.C., and I have you flying back out of DCA, Reagan. I’ve captured your cell, so I’ll push all this to you there. Also, there’s a link to my app. Load it, and we’ll have all your reservations in there no matter who you fly. Don’t tell James I let you two-time on him.” He hummed a moment as she heard him clicking a keyboard. “When we have time, I’ll need to get your information on frequent flier clubs and what credit cards you’ll be using for which trips… but for now, I’ve got you and the dog, a Hell Cat, in Las Vegas. It’s white, so it will blend as much as a Hell Cat can. The agent swore it was a full Hemi, so if it isn’t, don’t take it and call me immediately. It’s an open ticket, so the charges will hit your credit card after each rental week. They get a little crazy if you have it longer than thirty thousand miles. Just so you know. Will you need transport out to Reagan?”

      She caught up with his firehose stream of information. “No. I think I’ve got it.”

      “Okay. I just sent you everything. Please don’t lose this number. It’s my private cell. So I wake up when you or James think I don’t need any more beauty sleep. I’m in the Seattle area just so you know. My husband puts dinner on the table at six o’clock sharp. So, three your time.”

      She did the time math and realized it was still the middle of the night for him. “Got it. So go back to bed.”

      “Oh, who are you kidding, sweetheart? London and Paris are up and doing business. I’ve got almost three hours of arm twisting before I have to compete with New York. Have a great flight.” The snip was electronic but was every bit as final as a phone in a cradle.

      Her text message pinged. She looked at the information and downloaded the app. Then, as it self-populated the general information, she plugged in the other numbers Rick would need. She hesitated, giving him the power of knowing all her information, but remembered who he was an extension of and continued.

      She hung up the phone and looked at the deputy director. He pushed out his chin toward the back of the plane.

      Nash got up and walked back to Mina. She glanced at her watch and noticed the sunshine coming through the window with the shade half up.

      “You got a nice long rest.”

      Mina looked up, blinking. “What time?”

      Nash sat down next to her on the reclining chair. “Just after five. We land in about twenty. We’re taking a helicopter into the office and then livery home. Chester knows we’re on our way. He’s ordering breakfast from Frankie’s.”

      Mina sat up a bit. “And you?”

      “Flight is at one thirty. Best they could do. They’re already bringing Powder in from Quantico, so you get at least a hug before we have to go.”
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            DESERT TIME

          

        

      

    

    
      Nash leaned her hip against the warm hood of the car. The rental agent had been true to his word. As he handed her the keys, the car had just over seven hundred miles on the engine. Rick had warned him that she would log some long, fast miles, so they changed the oil to make her happy and protect the engine.

      She watched Powder sniffing at a cactus. “If it’s green out here, Powder, don’t lick it.” The burrito was bad. She knew she’d eaten worse. She just couldn’t remember when. “Pee on the sand. Just like we did an hour ago.” That reminded her to buy toilet paper in the market part of the gas station.

      She looked at the other half of the burrito. Then, rolling her eyes closed, she turned to the market. Maybe just some jerky and coffee.

      As she returned with coffee in one hand, a pocket of jerky, and a four-pack of toilet paper under her arm, an Arizona state trooper pulled in front of her. She stopped. The man got out of his patrol SUV. He was watching her as she was watching her.

      He pointed back into the market. “They have these things in there called bags.”

      She thought and turned to show her left hip. “I’m going to take my identification out real slow.”

      He stopped. His smile grew. “Because packing a load of paper is fairly scary.”

      Her left hand flipped the thin wallet open to expose her credentials. “No, showing you my other side would have caused some tension, and my dog doesn’t like tension.” She showed the pistol on her hip as Powder, in her tactical harness, sat down beside the officer.

      The man slowly raised his hands. “I know when I’m surrounded and outgunned.” Nash smiled. “But you had me with the jerky and the toilet paper. How can I help?”

      She slipped the wallet away. “Nash. Nash Running Bear. I’m just passing through, but I must be in Taos by daybreak.”

      He thought about the distance. “My mother is Laguna. I can get you to the far side of the pueblo. Which puts you just outside ABQ.” He looked at his watch. “It’s about four hundred miles. Let me get some fuel and coffee.” He leaned back and peeked over his shoulder. “Your white car?”

      “Rental. But it’s what you suspect.”

      He smiled as he moved toward the gas pump. “Rebel. Rebel Forester. Don’t ask. What tribe?”

      She smiled at the unusual name. “Paiute. Northern California.” She jerked her thumb. “What do you take in your coffee?”

      He called over the SUV. “It’s already sitting on the counter.”

      Nash brought it out. “Your wife said not to be late for dinner.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Her mother is coming over to make tamales. They sell them at the church to raise money for the schools.” He lifted the coffee in the black Hydro Flask with a Day of the Dead skull etched into it. “I’m ready if you’re ready.”

      Hours later, the silver with a black striped SUV eased into the gas station. Nash followed. Her gas gauge showed less than an eighth of a tank. Powder had been sitting up for the last ten miles. She knew they needed a bladder break.

      The night air was crisp and cool as they got out. Nash stretched with her fists in the small of her back. Powder had stretched when she had woken up.

      Nash noted which pumps they were on and headed into the small market. She stopped at the counter and smiled at the large man with the twin braids. She put down her credit card. “Pump two and five. He’ll probably need a refill on his flask, and I know I’ll also be doing some shopping.”

      The man looked out at the state trooper’s vehicle. “Rebel can’t pay for his own?” His mouth pulled back in a small smirk.

      She stopped and stepped back as she glanced at the man and SUV. “He just saved me a couple of hours’ travel time on a time-sensitive mission. It’s the least Uncle Sam can do for a hardworking trooper.”

      The man held up his hands in front of his chest. “No harm cousin.”

      She gazed down at the leather binding cuffs on his braids. She waved her hand at them as she moved to more urgent business. “I like the coyotes. They look like my dog.”

      Rebel stepped in as she came out of the toilet. “I started yours.”

      She nodded at his Hydro Flask on the counter. “I covered the gas and anything you want to eat.”

      The large man behind the counter snorted. “Grasshopper is a grass eater.”

      She scowled at him. He raised his hands with index fingers pointing at Rebel.

      Rebel rolled his eyes. “I’m a vegetarian. Grass eater. I hear his fry bread is good but made with lard.”

      The man laughed in protest. “The cow was vegetarian.”

      Nash rolled her eyes low as she groaned, looking at Rebel. “I’ll get the vehicles. Just don’t get any blood on my credit card. When that happens, I’m required to answer to Washington, D.C.”

      Rebel winked with a smile.

      He held a handful of hamburger patties wrapped in wax paper as she hung up the gas pump nozzle. “I figured you didn’t have dog food with you, and Junior needed to clean out the night’s burgers. The buns I wouldn’t feed to a duck or crow. Only desperate tourists eat the dead food. But the burger meat comes from just up the road.”

      “You can feed her.” She looked in the car. “Powder? You want some roadkill?”

      The dog came to the door, and then she did her careful crawl of an old woman as she stepped onto the concrete. Rebel approached slowly.

      Nash rolled her eyes. “Oh jeez, Indian. He’s a nice man, and he’s offering you good food. At least act like you’re appreciative.”

      Rebel snickered and squatted. He opened the wax paper and held out the cooked meat. Powder sniffed and looked up at Nash.

      Nash growled. “You want to wait until we find a flat bunny on the road? It’s food now or starve later.” She pulled a jerky stick out of her pocket and held it out. The dog sniffed once and returned to the stack of burgers. Two chokes and they were gone.

      Rebel snickered and offered out his hand. Powder shook. “Good enough.”

      The man stood. “You’re ten from ABQ and two hours to Taos. The sky will just be weeping when you make town. You’re on your own for breakfast. I haven’t been over that way since my honeymoon. I hope you find what you’re looking for.” He stuck his hand out.

      “Thank your wife for the escort.” She handed him her card. “Shoot me an email. I’ve got a bunch of resource information for all the tribes about missing kids. We’re trying to build an information center to help with communications between tribes and government agencies.”

      His lower lip furled as his head bobbed knowingly.
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      Nash drove slowly along the four-lane highway leading into Taos. After the winding curves along the river, the town made a teasing start with a fanciful district called Ranchos de Taos. It appeared the developers had sold several lots before the effort had petered out in the hot desert surroundings. The engine rumbled softly through the open window. Against all her defensive training, her left arm rested cocked on the car’s windowsill.

      In the gray, almost light, she had a strong sense the morning wouldn’t be complete unless a mongrel dog ran out and silently chased her into the center of town. She felt let down by the great American storytelling as she passed the Taos Drum outlet store with its display of teepees, and the highway drifted into a two-lane road. No dog. No old man out for a morning constitutional to wave at the strange white car. Nothing but the open high desert soaking up the sound of the massive engine in the morning gray. The warning of impending congestion was the random sun-beaten cheap motels that would never make the chain’s glamour magazines.

      The engine rumbled against the adobe walls. The original pueblo was now a cramped cluster of tourist shops alluding to waves of Midwestern white legs in too-short shorts who didn’t understand the searing nature of the high desert sun.

      Across the almost empty morning desert, the red and blue strobing lights were hard to miss. She eased the car to
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