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      Low, red lighting illuminated the room, but the switchboard had more. Margie was eyeing the clock as she considered taking her last break before she went home in an hour.

      Her finger barely flinched. “Good evening. You have reached the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Special Operations Division. How may⁠—”

      Because of the wind in the background, the soft voice on the other end strained to be heard. “Are you recording this?”

      Margie’s hand moved, seemingly of its own accord. Increasing sound or amplitude was common when calls came late at night from the west. Easterners called earlier and with more gusto or hutzpah, depending on the origin.

      “Can you speak up, please?”

      Margie could hear a squeal in the background, which only someone with gray hair would recognize. The closing of the phone booth door helped with the sound of the wind.

      “Sir? Can you speak up?”

      “I’ll only say this once. Someone is stealing weapons-grade uranium. Tell the Paiute she needs to go check out her white car and hop on it.” The universal buzz of a dial tone followed the click.

      Years of sedentary, seated work hindered both her weight loss efforts and diabetes management and had left her with swollen fingers. She typed with them anyway. Extending beyond her fingertips, her perfectly shaped nails resembled one-inch-long bullets. This week’s color was a soft flow of a rainbow from thumb to pinkie. 

      She played the entire phone log from the first connection to the last click of the ended call, then activated the spider to backtrack the call to its source. Closing her eyes, she gently drew in a calming breath through her nose.

      With her index finger, she tapped a single key on the keyboard. Reaching down, she gripped the inner and outer edges of her wheels and moved the chair back from her desk. “Pauline, I’m taking my fifteen in the cafeteria. I have my headset. There’s a trace running on my last call, and I’ll reach out for an analysis when I get back.”

      Having aligned the wheels with the hall doorway, she pushed. The chair silently rolled from the battle station red lights into the soft night whites of the hallways. She rolled her eyes to prepare herself for the brighter lights in the cafeteria.

      “Why the hell we can’t’ have the battle station red for everywhere after ten at night is beyond me or my pay grade.” Her left cheek pulled back in her perpetual smirk. The switchboard was the lowest grade on the totem pole. And being in a wheelchair placed her in the space at the bottom of the unseen. But she had taken a seminar in British Columbia about totem poles. Most people think the eagle at the top is the most important animal. But it is the bear at the bottom that supports the rest of the pole.
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        * * *

      

      “Analytics, Bogdanov.”

      “Seth, this is Margie in incoming.”

      The man’s bark softened. “Hey, sweetness, how are you?”

      Her growl echoed viscerally. “Getting ready to acquisition a colostomy rig.”

      “I hear you, girl. While Ozempic caused issues, Tri-zep beats you up from head to toe. But it gets better. Get them to plateau you for a couple of months. Tell them what’s going on, and they’ll listen. How’s your A1C?”

      “I’m down in the sevens now. But listen, I need you to pull on your Rainbow Seals and listen to this file.”

      “Let me switch to those headphones. But load the file.”

      Margie listened while the analyst switched to his special headphones. The audiological enhanced phones were larger and completely covered the sides of his head. Unlike headphones with noise cancellation, the custom phones enhanced the areas the man lacked. He once boasted about hearing the triangle both when the orchestra played it at the back and when someone picked it up or placed it back on its felt pad.

      Margie could hear the change in his voice as he switched from his day-to-day mic and headphones to the expensive, higher-fidelity set.

      “Okay. Let’s see what we have here.” Margie watched from her station as he took over control of the shared audio file.

      The audio paused. “By any chance, did he just shut the accordion door on one of those vintage pay phone booths?”

      Margie growled. “Fuck you, Gen Z.”

      He chuckled, “Okay then, Boomer.”

      “Ex, child. Gen Ex and I have the full collection of plastic attendance trophies, proof of our accomplishment, just like your father’s collection. What do you think?”

      “The guy’s on a highway. Similar to a gas station, but it’s out near the road, not near the building. I don’t get any echo from hard surfaces like buildings. But it’s not in a city. That’s a lot of dead air. Location?”

      “The Fast Track system only came back with southern Colorado. I logged a request for the address, but that means warm bodies. So, at this hour, it’ll be morning before they get back to me.”

      “Okay. Let’s tear apart the message.”

      Margie pressed her mute key. She knew he could even hear her breathing, and the tiny squeak her chair’s right wheel made when she was fidgety.

      The recording played through twice more. During the third playback, he stopped and started. On the fourth play, Margie could hear the slower pace. She guessed Seth had slowed it ten or fifteen percent.

      Seth drew a deep breath through his nose. “Okay. Either he’s not a native speaker, or his family didn’t speak English natively. I’m thinking more of Scandinavian than Slavic. But he’s definitely west of the Big Muddy. No southern drag, but also no eastern hurry or Midwest clip. The way he rounds his vowels, I’m guessing a thick chest with a deep diaphragm. He’s over six feet and probably closer to maybe six-six. But way over two hundred. This guy has a linebacker’s set of lungs on him. His voice percolates like a volcano—deep in the ground.”

      Margie chuckled. “Write it up. If you nail this one, I’m buying the coffee. Heck, even if you get eighty percent, I’m paying.”

      The man hacked a laugh. “The cafeteria doesn’t charge.”

      She laughed. “Okay, sport. I’ll meet you on our day off, and you name the joint. So what do you think?”

      “Sounds like a date. You’re on.” Seth hummed. “You specified the FBI, and the division, so we know he understood where he called. And when you asked him to speak up, he closed the door to guarantee he was clear and understood. Therefore, he ensured clear communication, and he didn’t falter. How public is the number?”

      “It’s not in the random-access rotation. It’s a designation number only. Someone would have had to give them the number. My guess is they have a business card for this Paiute person. It might be New York, but that office staff has fewer than twenty agents. It’s not a line I have to answer often.”

      Seth growled his hum. “I just ran a search of the listings. Nowhere can you find an agent named Paiute. And I spelled it four ways. So, I’d push it over to the office and mark it with at least a credibility score of five or six. Hell, I’d even back a seven, if you want.”

      “He knew the system. He knew we recorded, and he also knew the old twenty-second rule. So, I’m in for over fifty percent. I’ll mark it at seven, and we’ll see where it goes. Thanks, Seth.”

      “Any time, Margie. We’re always here to please.”
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        * * *

      

      The traffic in San Francisco was easing from active evening into late-night prowling. Honking horns were only a memory, as the evening’s drizzle developed into heavy mist. The monitor glow along the one wall was soft and static. Only the light from the dredging console shuddered with any movement by the large backhoe on the other side of the world. Only a single small patch block on the three walls of monitors showed the visual feed of the sunny late-fall day in New Zealand.

      The remaining elements depicted graphic representations: the riverbed, the dig site, and how the barge related to the waterway. The log pages in the two corners changed with each bucket of riverbed removed. 

      A small black hand paused the joystick as the tonnage in the bucket reflected in the black eyes. Baby worked to keep the bucket filled between eighty-eight and ninety-two percent. Maximum ore with the least water to ensure low turbidity in the river. 

      Gently squeezing the joystick, her hand caused the crane arm, located seven thousand miles away, to position the bucket over the barge’s center. Baby dumped the ten tons of ore and returned the bucket to the river in New Zealand.

      Twelve feet away from Baby, in San Francisco, a small yellow envelope appeared in the upper left corner of another computer monitor. The pulse was like a slow heartbeat. A soft yellow signpost was all that existed in the dark monitor’s sea, devoid of urgency.
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      “And you guys did this for fun?” With the water reaching past Muna’s knees, each shallow wave lapped at her hips.

      Nash glanced back at the two bobbling black pom-poms of hair. “Use your hips to generate power—swivel. Reach down into that James Brown soul sister rhythm and swing those hips.” She glanced at the dry sand and Powder walking along at a leisurely pace. “And define you guys. Or at least the fun part.” The wading in knee-deep water each day for a mile had stretched to two miles over the month.

      “With the SEAL teams. Something you and Frank Pounds talk so glowingly about, of your time spent on some exotic island with your buddies. I can picture the homey campfires with everybody sitting around singing camp songs or something marine. Isn’t that when you sing Anchors Away or something?” She saw the turn of the larger woman’s hips and dove into the small wave to get away. 

      In seconds, the large hand stopped her five strokes and frantic kicking. Muna could feel herself being dragged back and down. The bare foot pressed on the small of her back, then released. 

      Muna sputtered to the surface—laughing—just in time to receive a face full of water. The surge of the wave bowled her over and tumbled her closer to shore. 

      As the tide subsided, she sprayed the mouthful of water into the face of Powder, causing the canine to lick her nose. 

      Laughing, Nash sat on the damp sand. “I don’t know who’s playing more this month, you or her.”

      Muna held Powder’s head still. “I don’t understand who she means. We’ve been working hard, haven’t we?” The tongue snuck up Muna’s right nostril. “Okay. No more sneak attacks.” She hugged Powder around the neck and then crawled on her hands and knees over to Nash. 

      Turning, she sat next to the other woman, watching Powder as she snapped at the smaller waves of foam at her feet. “Do you think she ever played like a puppy on the reservation?”

      Nash peeked over at the pom-poms. “Probably as much as you roughhoused or ate dirt.”

      Muna snorted as she watched the wave break on each of the six narrow reefs guarding the bay. “I miss wrestling with my father in the mud, especially after the summer rains. Who did you wrestle with? I can’t imagine your sister was old enough when you were already… what? High school?”

      “She was eight going on fifty when I graduated from high school. Because Thomas was an easy tackle, I usually went for Three Toes. At least he put up a fight.”

      Muna frowned and glanced over. “What game were you playing—football?”

      Nash burped a laugh. “We had flags. But nobody cared to pull them. It was mostly having some physical roughhousing. Harkin is a small school. Usually, only twelve guys went out for football. By Thanksgiving, they were usually down a man or two, so I never removed my helmet. Nobody on the other side questioned my differently shaped shoulder pads. My shoulders exceeded those of the other team’s. As a joke, I grabbed one of Bradey’s jerseys and threw it on. Nobody dared to mention that I had filled it out with no shoulder pads. He filled out in the service, as many people do.”

      Muna glanced over as Powder lay down next to her. “You?”

      “Just the opposite. I peeled off about twenty on Worm Island and then reshaped everything in the SEALs. Everyone burns off a bit the first week, and then the serious muscle takes over, and you’re thinner, but up another twenty.”

      Nash stood and reached back her hand. Taking it, Muna pulled herself to a standing position and stepped over to the hard, wet sand. “Speaking of starving. I hope lunch is ready.”

      Strolling along the pink sand, both studied the long stairs leading to the cliff top. “So when did you start any serious physical training?”

      “You saw the Halal girl squad. The expectations weren’t as high as theirs. Sweating wasn’t something I got used to, except during the summer heat, walking from home to the library. But then I walked past the gym, and a gal about my size was throwing this guy around, who was the size of the deputy director. It made a strong impression. She was an instructor. Her only concern was how I felt if a man touched me. Anywhere.”

      Nash stopped and picked up her shoes and phone. “Yeah, there are no rules regarding where to touch during a fight.”

      “Exactly. So she taught me about the knee and heel stuff in a guy’s crotch. One guy kept reaching out like he was going to rip my hijab off.”

      Nash’s frown turned into scrunched eyes. “Four-finger punch to the armpit?”

      “I didn’t have the upper body mass to make it effective. So, she taught me the power of high kicks. The first few reached his crotch, but one spin kick made it into his pit. Perhaps it was luck. However, pulling his wrist too hard dislocated his shoulder. Our instructor had him wait out the rest of the class time before letting him go to the medical center for them to jerk it back in place.”

      “She didn’t know how?”

      Muna smirked. “Of course she did. But he got the point of the lesson—leave the asshole moves for a street fight, but respect the ones you train with. I think he washed out somewhere along the way. No great loss. Respecting others is our strongest suit. Leather or wool.”

      Halfway up the stairs, Nash’s phone buzzed.

      Muna snickered. “Ask her if lunch is ready.”

      Nash shook her head and leaned against the cliff wall. “Unknown number.” She thumbed the green button. “Moshi, Moshi?”

      The voice’s texture was that of thick gravel. “Jesus, marine. I thought you knew better answers. How do they answer the phone there in Barbados?”

      “Fuck you, Max. How did you get this number?” She rolled her eyes and gently sank onto the stone step. Muna sighed and joined her on the lower step.

      “This chair and desk come with perks. Your gatekeeper bought the five phones before she left D.C. She should have gone across town or at least bought them from someone the FBI doesn’t use all the time. But I must admit, the odd number threw me off for a while. Who are phones four and five?”

      Nash looked across the sparkling ocean. In her imagination, she could see the thin, dark line of Venezuela. “There is no five. She bought only four. Three of us and the dog.”

      “How’s the sand and surf? Or can I ask about the wife?”

      Nash peeked at Muna petting Powder, looking out at the ocean. “My guess is you called in some big favors to track me down. This one better be important.”

      She could hear him grunting as if he were bending over. “Huh. I’ll be damned. I think I’m getting a bunion on my left foot.”

      “Asshole. You’re more likely to get one on your ass from all the sitting you’re doing. What do you want, Max?”

      “Hey, it’s been a while…”

      “In two seconds, I’m throwing this phone in the ocean.”

      “Do you want to know why your deputy director is coming to Barbados?”

      “He’s coming for the scotch. Is he bringing the company plane?”

      “I don’t think so. I think he’s trying to keep this one under the radar. Congress is the last bunch he wants knowing what’s cooking.”

      Nash peeked at Muna, who had her phone out like a drawn gun. “Muna is threatening me with her phone. Spill.”

      “Good. I called all her numbers, but she’s MIA again.”

      “She’s here with me. We’re deep undercover. Which you just fucked. Now what’s going on? Before I come up there and harvest some old skin sacks.”

      “A phone call came in on our line. Not D.C., but our secure New York line. I don’t know why, but the message is under four seconds. You’re the only Paiute I know. I ran the database. You’re the sole Paiute working for any of the alphabet agencies. So the message was for you. I had them forward it down to your office. I got a call back from a delightful lady named Danielle⁠—”

      “Donna. What did she say?”

      “There’s my Injun. Donna. She wanted to know my interest in this.”

      Nash sighed. “This being?”

      She could hear the faint clicking as Max fed the recording file into his phone. “I am only going to say this once. Someone is stealing weapons-grade uranium. Tell the Paiute she needs to go check out her white car and hop on it.” Max cut off the dial tone. “They tracked it back to southern Colorado. When did you get a white car?”

      “A couple of years ago. Evidently, it’s the car you can never get rid of. The rental company didn’t want it back after I played target for some terrorists and then rolled it into a ball. Can you send that to my email or, better yet, my interconnect?”

      “I sent it to you and Muna both a week ago. How out of pocket are you two?”

      “I told you. Extremely deep undercover. Zero communications. Even if we wanted to.”

      Max growled and hacked his throat clear. “Does the message mean anything to you?”

      Nash rested her face in her palm. “How deep into retirement do you want to know about, old man?”

      “I’m just the messenger.”

      “When can we expect Tony?”

      “As far as I know, he’s in the air as we speak. Does he know where to find you?”

      Nash took a deep breath and glared at Muna as her eyes rolled closed. “I’m sure he’s already made dinner reservations for six.”

      “That sounds a little early for the Caribbean. I would have guessed eight.”

      “I’m sure it is.”

      “Then why six?”

      “The dog eats with us. The chef spoils her.”

      “Of course he does. My bad. So, are we good now?”

      “Fuck no. If it weren’t so bad for the environment, I’d pitch this phone in the ocean right now. But yeah, we’re good. Thanks for the heads-up. But seriously, how did you track the number?”

      The man hummed. “No blowback, Injun?”

      They might as well be sitting across the table making a pinky swear. He was her first field training agent that she liked. “No blowback, schlemiel. I won’t tell your rabbi.”

      “Good. She’s a delightful lady. And she was merely looking out for you.”

      Nash hung her face back into her hand. “Okay. I’ll buy her a bagel when I get back. But how did she know where Lele bought the phones?”

      The silence dragged on too long. “Max? You still there?”

      “I’m still here. I’m just waiting for you to slap your forehead for asking how she knew anything.”

      Shit. Nash growled softly. “Yeah. My bad. I’m getting old, or I’ve been on vacation too long.”

      “Yeah. One of those. Say hi to your wife.” The snick was sharp as Nash stared at Muna.

      Muna sniffed and tightened her lips as they drew back in a grimace. “Vacation is over.” She looked up at Nash’s head bobbing softly. “How bad?”

      “Southern Ute reservation and stolen uranium.”

      “Shit.”

      “And we’re probably having dinner with the deputy director tonight.”

      “Double shit.”

      Nash bobbed her head and stood. Turning, she looked up the stairs at the blonde woman standing at the top. The folded arms didn’t look motherly. “Triple shit.”
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      Nash stepped on the last step to the top of the cliff. Leaning her hip against the stone post, Lele still had her arms crossed. Her face was stone and indecipherable. Nash glanced back at Muna, waiting four steps behind her. “Rut Ro, Mommy’s mad.” She turned back to the nurse, fearing the worst. “What’s wrong with Mina?”

      Lele’s face cleared, and she tossed her head over her shoulder. “She’s fine. She’s napping until dinner.”

      Nash frowned. “Then why are you down here?”

      “Donna called my burner.”

      Nash cocked her head. “And…?”

      “I plugged in your phones and laptops to charge them, then turned both phones on. They’ve been blowing up ever since.”

      “But Mina…”

      The nurse shook her head slightly. “I’m not stupid. I put them on silent before I turned them on. But they’re vibrating like wounded washing machines, so I wrapped them in the duvet. However, I needed to contain it in a pillowcase so it wouldn’t escape and crawl across the hardwood floor. I figure drowning them will be required if they escape the muffler, considering you three.

      “Did Donna say when Tony was arriving?”

      Lele’s eyebrow notched up. 

      Nash chuckled. “It seems my guy in New York has learned the ways of the master.” She glanced back at Muna. “He mentioned you had Donna buy the burner phones.”

      The nurse threw her hip out to one side as her hands lowered to rest there. “Like I know anything about buying drug dealer paraphernalia, or other secret squirrel shit?”

      Muna paused as she slipped by with Powder. “Other people have legitimate reasons to buy pay-as-you-go phones. Kids and the poor for two. Individuals independent of family backing comprise a substantial demographic group.” She glanced back as she walked faster. “Just saying.”

      Lele snickered as she called out. “Yeah, you better keep walking there, young lady.”

      Lele glared at Nash. “Just when I was getting Mina to unwind.”

      Nash snorted softly. “Bullshit. Admit it. You’re simply resisting the return to cooking.”

      They turned toward the hotel. “Nah, I love the cooking part. It’s figuring out what to make for dinner every freaking night. But only kind of. I’ve been spending her nap time with the chef. There’s a world of food out there we’ve never touched.”

      “You cook it, we’ll eat it.”

      “Yeah, I know you and Mina will, but finding new stuff and the recipes…”

      Nash draped her arm over the nurse’s shoulders as they walked. “Look, give the chef a notepad and have him just write out dinners: no recipes, no meal planning, just meals. Then, progress down the list. If you run out, I’ll call Deep Six and ask their chef to do the same. Then we can have the chef at the Surf Shack add his list. About the time you master all that, we’ll be old and gray and hire our own chef.”

      Lele smirked and peeked at Nash. “You know. For a secret squirrel, you’re not so dumb.”

      “So, what time is the dinner reservation?”

      Lele dipped her head. “His plane lands at five. The sergeant is running out to get him past customs.”

      Nash grimaced. “Yeah, especially if he brought his weapon.”

      “Why would it be a problem?”

      Nash pointed ahead at Powder and Muna walking around the swimming pool. “He doesn’t have a cute dog to distract them.”

      Lele peeked at Nash. “So who’s in New York?”

      “His name is Max Schnelling. He’s the acting deputy director for New York. We were going to his retirement party a year ago, but they twisted his arm to work past the mandatory retirement age. He was one of my first field training officers. I probably learned more about life and the streets in those months than in the previous twenty-five years.”

      “And he needed to get ahold of you because…?”

      Nash fixed Lele with a glare. “Are you truly curious about the secret squirrel sausage process?”

      A chuckle escaped Lele as they arrived at the private residence belonging to the pirate who built the original fortress. “Fuck no. I have my own cooking to learn. And dinner is at eight thirty.” She nudged her chin toward the door and the younger agent. “How’s she really doing?”

      “The first two weeks were hard. I wanted to beat the crap out of her. Then I realized she was attacking the problem instead of taking a vacation.”

      Lele bowed her head. “What did you change?”

      “I took her swimming and just drowned her.”

      Lele’s head snapped up. The glare was a single eye.

      Nash shrugged. “It was easier than I thought. Evidently, she didn’t swim with a hijab. The FBI didn’t consider the hijab appropriate for swimming. As a result, she remained untrained. The FBI isn’t like the Navy, so they didn’t require it, and a computer is kaput when it’s underwater. So, it was easy to hold her under.”

      “And now?”

      “Once she got the breakthrough of holding her breath through a wave or swimming underwater, she relaxed. That’s when she began to just frolic in the surf, and it became fun. Even Powder found it fun.”

      “But working on… What have you been working on?”

      Nash reached out and splayed her hand on the screen door to stop Lele from opening it. “Let me ask you this? What is your weekly work schedule?”

      The nurse blustered a soft laugh. “I work?”

      “Yes.”

      She wagged her head. “Nope. I hang out with a woman I like and care about. I’ve been on vacation since Colorado. This…?” She swept her hand around. “This is just a bonus. Does Mina really need a private nurse? Yeah… maybe. But if I weren’t here, she’d just be grunting it through and running around D.C., beating up junior congressmen. But no, it’s not like work. And your point?”

      Nash dropped her hand from the door. “Yes, it is work, and yes, Mina needs you to pull the reins. But also, she needs you by her side because your knowledge watches out for what she needs when she needs it… not when she stumbles and needs an ambulance or a hearse.” She looked down as she licked her lower lip. “And I need you because you help me keep my better half by my side. When I’m out in the field, I think about getting home. And that keeps me safe.”

      “This relates to Muna… how?”

      “I remembered the conversation the first night she got back. We were talking about her graduating Magna Cum Laude. At first, I started thinking about myself—but it applied to her, too. She worked to be at the top of her class. Then she worked to be at the top of her college class. She focused her efforts toward achieving top performance within the FBI. But she chose to forgo relaxation: no reading, sunbathing, or surf play, even swimming. She never learned to have fun, which explains her making some of her work funner rather than drudgery or danger.”

      Lele smirked on one side. “Blowing off steam.”

      “No. That’s what her Luger and the monster cannon are about. Every three months, she steps up to the counter, slams home a clip in her 9mm, and surgically removes the red dot in the center of the target. She delivers the target to the range master, returns, then processes shells through her weapons for roughly an hour. Is she practicing or just cutting lace out of the targets?” Nash shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter. But that’s the closest approximation of playing she knows how to do.” 

      Nash pulled the screen door open. “But doing something just because it’s fun? My guess is once she has control of her laptop, she’s going to ask Chips what game to start with.”

      

      Later, Nash sat back into the antique moon chair, wrapped in the luxurious terry cloth bathrobe. The floor to the twenty-eight-foot-high ceiling window doors from the eighteenth century looked out on the ocean. The late-afternoon sun was low, casting a golden light on the ancient woodwork. 

      Nash found the contact on her phone and thumbed the blue numbers. She rested her head back against the back of the moon chair. Her damp hair hung loose and brushed out to puddle on the polished floor.

      The voice was female and bored. “Southern Ute Tribal Police.”

      “This is Special Agent Nash Running Bear, with the FBI. Can I talk to Thumper, please?”

      “They’re out in the field. Can I take a message?”

      “He reached out on a highly secure line. I’m returning the same sense of security.”

      The female voice sputtered. “Well, hell, why didn’t you say so? He and Cooter are up at the duck blind. You must be late.”

      Nash tilted her head up as she frowned. “Am I missing something?”

      “I don’t know. This is Nadinne, Thumper’s wife and assistant chief. Are you supposed to be hunting with them?”

      “Um, not. I’m the FBI agent who caught the shitshow of body parts spread on the monument a couple of years back.”

      “Oh, heck yeah. Nash. You had a whip-smart dog and still got shot up. How are you doing?”

      Nash chuckled. The pissing match was over. “Fine. Still a little stiff in the morning, but mostly getting along fine. Is Thumper reachable on his cell phone?”

      “Just a minute. Let me check for you.” Nash heard the rattle of the phone lying down, the squeal of a wooden chair on the floor, and shuffling in a small office. 

      “Base to Thumper?”

      The response was static and weak. “Go ahead.”

      “Do you have cell service? The FBI wants to talk to you.”

      “Tell Paul I’ll call him in the morning.”

      “It’s Nash. The one you gave all the body parts to.”

      Nash couldn’t tell if she heard a shit in there, or just a cluster of static.

      “I need to turn around. Tell her to give me about half an hour.”

      Nash could hear the phone being picked up. “He needs to get down the mountain. Give him half an hour. Does he have your number?”

      “I don’t think so. He called the inner-connect number in New York. I’ve got a six-four-two-seven number for him.”

      “Yeah. That’s his Motorola. You got more body parts?”

      “Hell, I hope not. Those nightmares are just starting to stay quiet. How’s the weather in the Mesa Verde area?”

      “Mosquitoes and tourists. You can have the whole fucking lot of them. The only thing worse is tick season.”

      “When’s that?”

      “It starts right after all the W-2s go out and the 1099s hit. That’s when the accountant starts ticking all those boxes of what you don’t have or what you can’t deduct from your taxes.”

      Nash laughed. “Yup. That’s when I come home to the bottle of scotch on the table.”

      “You do the taxes?”

      “Nope. My wife hires a crew for all that. I just need the scotch to survive her swearing in Mandarin and Irish. Afterward, I treat her to dinner, far from any congressmen.”

      The woman howled with laughter. “What does she do?”

      “Kicks ass and drops names. Primarily, she demonstrates how those elected should serve their constituents and, subsequently, their nation.”

      “Convey to her that the reservations need support.”

      Nash groaned. “Preach it, sister. Is there anything the Southern Ute needs specifically?”

      “Better representation instead of jerkoffs at family events.”

      Nash sat up as she felt her hair. “I heard that. Listen, I need to braid my hair. It’s getting dry, and I need the braid tight and hard. I’ll call your husband after.”

      “Nice talking with you. Stop in if you get to the rez. If the boys are lucky tonight, we’ll have fresh deer in the freezer.”

      “In a duck blind?”

      “Yeah, the deer never suspect a thing. And at Cooter’s age, he doesn’t have to hike far. Just hook up the back legs and winch the meat up the hanging rack. Dropping the buck to packing them in the cooler don’t take no hour.”

      Nash burped a laugh. “Yeah, I know a few of them hunters. If we’re in the area, we’ll stop by. We didn’t powwow much the last time.”

      Nash stood and looked at the hair lying on the floor alongside her foot. Hmm, time for a little trim. “Hey, Muna? Can I trust you with scissors and a braid?”

      Mina stepped out of their bedroom. Her hand opened and closed the scissors. “No fucking way I’m letting her near your hair. Have you seen her braid lately?”
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      The phone rang only half a ring.

      “Thumper.” The metallic sound of an older phone in a truck echoed distinctly.

      Nash chuckled, glancing briefly at the phone. “Sorry, Thumper. I’m not on my phone because of house arrest. Burner phones to call each other, but no luck. This is Nash Running Bear.”

      “What a pleasant surprise, Nash. How’s that dog of yours?”

      “She’s right here. She got worn out playing in the surf today. This may prove the concluding beach outing for quite some period. I’ll know when my boss lands and fills us in on what’s going on.”

      “Where are you at?”

      Nash looked at the top of the doorway, twenty-eight feet above. “Heaven. But if you’ve never been here, it’s meaningless. I’m on the southeastern side of the island country of Barbados. The Crane Beach Hotel, but we’re in the private residence of the pirate who made the beach famous.”

      “I’ll stick to the mesas and mountains here.”

      Nash snorted. “Yeah, your wife told me about the duck blind for deer. I’m guessing they come down to drink.”

      “I’ve used my service piece a few times. But Cooter prefers taking the top of their heads off with the .223. It’s quieter. Then we just put them in a bag and hang them. No does, only bucks. The buck population is excessive, so we’re here for reasons other than putting meat on the table. But filling a few meat lockers for the tribe is a bonus.”

      “Still on the reservation?”

      She could hear the groan from the conundrum of law and job. “If it were off the rez, I wouldn’t care. But they’re up here in our territory, and it’s a delicate ecosystem. Overgrazing becomes a problem as the snow gets closer. We’ve found too many remains from a hard winter. But you didn’t call to hear about our problems. What’s up?”

      “Someone called the FBI in New York and passed a message for the Paiute…”

      “From us?”

      “The call originated from an old-fashioned phone booth on a highway in southern Colorado.”

      Thumper cleared his throat. She could hear him talking to someone else. “Cooter wants to know the phone number.”

      “We don’t have it. The trace says the call originated in southern, maybe central Colorado. Our auditory expert nailed the old phone booth. I wanted to call bullshit on the old phone booth, but I’ve seen the headphones these guys use to listen to tapes. If a fly were in the booth, he could probably have told me the heartbeat and respiratory rate.”

      His drawl was slow as he thought. “Yeah, I saw those rigs on the sonar techs in the service. The civilian stuff is probably a lot better.” He talked to someone else. Nash guessed it was his father-in-law. “Cooter says some antique glass boxes are still out toward the west. Over toward Trinidad, the
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