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            HALO TO HELL

          

        

      

    

    
      At the last possible second, his parachute opened, and the ground rushed toward him like a speeding car. The Smoke Jumper checked the canopy of his parachute and then looked down at the target between his toes. A minute and a half before, the high-altitude jump was in the black of predawn. The ninety-two seconds almost seemed like an eternity in the night sky, but it beat the terror of looking at a burning mountain. At the last possible moment, the parachute opened, and the ground rushed up at him like a speeding car.

      “Look for two large white objects—avoid them but stay close.”

      “Check.”

      “Bullseye.”

      “Checkers.”

      “Got ’em.”

      “Rock and roll, team.”

      Esperanza smiled as his team checked in. The predawn was cold on his face as his boots slammed into the hard, frozen sand. He forced his body to fall back into a seated position. The cold knifed into his backside as he pulled on the lines to spill his canopy. The early morning air filled with dull thumps as his team landed around him.

      “Damn. My chute caught on the… What the hell is that? A freezer?”

      The men gathered as they stuffed their chutes back into their bags. “Did you find a new toy, Tonka?”

      “Hey, guys… Don’t move.” The voice was as much through their earbuds as it was across the desert sand. “We’re in the freaking bombing range. The Air Force screwballs dropped us at the wrong end of the valley.”

      Esperanza squinted into the gray. “Are you sure, Chevy?”

      “As sure as the bomb in front of my face, Esper. You didn’t pack some extra under shorts, did you?”

      Shit. “Okay, guys. Just stay seated until you can clearly see the surrounding sand. Sunup is in fifteen.” He keyed his radio. “Base, this is Hot Shot Seven.”

      “Base. Go ahead, Seven.”

      “The airheads dropped us at the wrong end of the valley. We’re in the middle of their boom-boom range. We need a high-wire dust-off.”

      “Stand by, Seven.”

      Esper flinched at the sound of metal hitting metal. He looked over at the dark shape and the lighter square. A small light wagged wildly in the air as the white square got taller. The squeal of the freezer door slid spookily across the desert with no echo.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I had a light. And I damn near hit this sucker when I landed… Oh shit.”

      Esperanza stood. “What?” He fished in his tactical vest for the small but powerful flashlight.

      The lid of the freezer squealed shut. The man’s face and upper body were ghostly in the reflected light. “Dead bodies.”

      Esperanza was used to the jokes and horseplay of the team, who regularly faced death by fire. He rolled his eyes and searched the sand between him and the freezer. “What cow, veggies, deer, or your last date?”

      The men locked eyes. “People.”

      Esperanza flinched at the crackle of his radio. “Seven, this is Base.”

      He raised the microphone halfway to his mouth. “Are you fucking with me, Tonka?”

      “No, sir. Frozen people.”

      Esperanza looked back down the rapidly lightening valley. It would be full daylight before help arrived. He keyed the microphone. “Base, we have a serious problem. We need to high-wire two large freezers filled with dead bodies. Send a couple of shit hooks as well.”

      “Say again?”

      “Base, listen carefully. This is now a crime scene. We need two shit hooks to wire off the evidence of two large freezers. Cargo nets will be fine. And then we need a couple of Hawks to wire off the team. We’re surrounded by live bombs. I think you’ll need to call the FBI or someone. Over.”

      “Um… Seven? Dead bodies?”

      “Affirmative. Two large freezers, both full of dead bodies. Human bodies. And a lot of bombs and six guys who don’t want to be here.”

      “Stand by.”
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            AND MORE PAPERWORK

          

        

      

    

    
      The slender, dark fingers reached out. The thick black braid hung down the middle of the starched white shirt. The leather brooch clasped the braid just above the belt on the black leather pants.

      The hand lifted the braid. “I thought you were Paiute?”

      Nash turned on the heel of her boot. She looked down at the short, thin woman holding the end of her braid. “This would make you Crow.”

      Nash’s eyes narrowed. She had seen the woman around a few times, mostly in large meetings or on the shooting range. She studied the thin, hooked beak of a nose. “Nahua?”

      The woman continued to study the binding. Finally, she shrugged and looked up. “My grandfather was Chalca, but he was taken in by my grandmother’s family. So mostly Hopi.” She held up the leather binding. “Three crows…”

      Nash smiled. “A murder.”

      The woman smiled with a breathy snort. “I figured you weren’t a squint.” She looked down and smiled at the dog. “And I saw her on the tactical course in full armor. But I think it was a man running her.”

      “Her name is Powder. She’s socialized. You can pet her, but let her smell you first.”

      The woman smiled and kneeled. “It’s the only polite thing to do. Especially in D.C. Too bad the belters don’t do it.” She shook with Powder. “Nice to have a name to go with the face.”

      Nash narrowed one eye. “I’ve seen you at some of the big meetings…”

      “I’m a squint. Documents and paper forensics. Forgery.” She held her hand out. “Garza. Mary Garza.”

      “Nash Running Bear, Special Ops.”

      The small woman rolled her eyes. “You have been my sole occupation for the last few months.”

      Nash narrowed her eyes in askance as she turned to grab her coffee and two sandwiches from the barista. “How so?”

      “You took down the oligarch in Barbados?”

      She sipped on her coffee as she nodded.

      “Most of the Russian and Saudi bills were funny money. We’re still trying to figure it all out. We have five plates for just the Russian money. Some of the Saudi looks like it was done with crayons.”

      Nash raised an eyebrow. “Any word on the gold?” She sidestepped as the woman moved in for her food.

      “All good, last I heard.” She picked up her sandwich and water. “Other than melt a few thousand pounds of bars down, they just check the stamps and do a scratch test.” She tipped her head toward the elevators. “But I’m sure they’ll remelt it all before it gets back into circulation.”

      Nash nudged her chin at the long hallway leading to the courtyard. “This is us. Nice meeting you Garza.”

      The woman smiled at where the hall led to. “Don’t lose her in the snow.”

      Nash snorted. “She’s secretly all black. The white is scoring from a blizzard. Snow is her favorite time of the year.”

      The two quietly ate as they faced the windows looking out to the courtyard. The snow was still swirling. Powder had gone three steps from the doorway, done her business, and then scooted back in before the door automatically shut. Nash chewed with a smile. The girl had had a taste of warm Caribbean sand.

      A door opened across the courtyard. The figure walked the edge in the shallower snow sheltered by the surrounding building. Nash continued to watch the figure pick their way around the larger of the drifts. A memory flittered through her mind.

      The valley was east of Kandahar, and they had tracked a small group of jihadists retreating to the mountains. The sergeant had dismissed her questioning his mincing steps along the trail. He had explained growing up on the east side of Los Angeles. Nobody picked up after their dogs.

      The man stood at the door and flapped his coat and fluffed at his hair. The smile was familiar. He pulled open the heavy glass door. “L.T.”

      Nash chuckled. “Good gosh, Esper. I should have guessed it was you by the shit dance out there.”

      He kneeled as Powder approached. “Hey, super girl. How’s it hangin’?” He looked up with horror on his face. “She’s a petter, right?”

      “No… She’s a heeler hound. But you can pet her if she’ll let you.”

      Powder curled into his arms. He looked up. “You were kind of out of it during the medivac. She lay in my lap the whole way. She wouldn’t let the medic touch either of us.”

      Nash twitched her head. “I didn’t know you got wounded.”

      He pulled his nose out of Powder’s neck. “With that shit show, there was plenty to go around. So they just stuck me on with you and her because I’m a beast, just in case they needed me to keep you away from the controls. Or they needed help to shove your ass out the big door.”

      Nash studied the scrawniest troop she had had under her in the sandbox. He still hadn’t added any weight. “I thought you Smokey Bear guys camped across the swamp. What are you doing here?”

      “Two days ago, I was in California doing practice jumps. High Altitude with low opening jumps into the sand dunes. Then we jumped and landed next to something that wasn’t supposed to be there. We called it in. The badge bunnies came out and rounded it all up… and the next thing I know, they’re hauling me out here to snow land. What the fudge, L.T.? I’m an East L.A. kind of kid. Sun, surf, and low, slow cars. Momma Esperanza didn’t raise no polar bear.”

      “Yeah, but why FBI?”

      He twitched his head. “Goes with the ICS, I guess. But they didn’t tell me there was an incident to even have a command structure. The last one I was in was under you at the shit show in Northern California.”

      She smiled. Same old mouth. “They call those a drug bust.”

      “More like a firefight. We spent less brass in Kandahar.”

      Nash wadded up her sandwich wrapper as she stood. “What the heck did you guys land on?”

      His wince closed one eye. “I can tell you about the sand. It was hard and frozen. Some days, it was like hitting concrete. The sand dunes were nothing like the sandbox. And the girls at the roadhouse hated our intrusion, but the beer was cold, and the girls have some great roasted peppers.”

      Nash rolled her eyes. “Got it. And speaking of which. We have a couple of mountains of paper to wade through. But great to see you, pequeño.”

      He leaned over and ruffled Powder’s head and ears. “Great to run into you two, as well.”

      The young man bundled back up but stopped at the door and turned around. “Hey, Lieutenant.”

      Nash and Powder turned around in the hall. “Yeah?”

      “Do you know a Special Agent Anthony Prentice? He’s supposed to be a tall bite in the ass?”

      Her ten count was only three slow breaths long. Her growl was almost flat. “My boss.”

      His face lit up. “Oh. Well, Lieutenant. Sucks to be you. Later.” He pushed out the door and danced his way back to the doors on the other side of the courtyard.

      She stood thinking about what a strange happenstance of a meeting it had been. Only rarely did she deal with the National Security section. She’d stick to the twisted world of special operations and dead bodies. The other was too much like jumping out of low-flying helicopters on a moonless night. You never know what’s on the wind.

      She turned. “Come on, girl. Let’s go find some paper to beat up.”
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      Nash shoved the papers back into the folder, stapled the top, and threw it in her outbox. She stared at the wire rack.

      Mina had found it in an Arlington antique shop. They had enjoyed a late brunch and decided to, in her wife’s words, kick the leaves down the street. Nobody had thought anything about the two ladies wandering with their dog off-leash. Even the older couple had let their corgi sniff and grin at the larger dog while the adults compared grooming tips. It turned out the doorman was the commonality for grooming.

      For a moment, life took on feeling normal. Until Mina had held the rack, saying it was for all the paperwork that Nash pushed off her desk. Nash considered explaining how most of her work was in the field or came across her computer, but decided to let it go.

      The idea of an inbox and an outbox took on a life of its own. First, there wasn’t a matching wire box. Only the one with a stamped metal label marked out. A few Sunday brunches and they had scoured the entire antique store neighborhood. But word had gotten out they were looking for an inbox. And in a suck-up city built on bribes and supreme gifts of sucking up, Chester, their doorman, had refused any deliveries. As the UPS, FedEx, and Messenger drivers pulled up, he shook his head, and they drove off.

      The haute couture of desk accessories landed on Chester’s breakfast table. The winner had been chosen domestically. His wife’s look told him it was the one, or it was hitting the garbage and him on the couch. It was the box he had made for his father when he was eight.

      Nash stared at the seven-inch stack of folders her wife had collected around the City of Power. Each donor had autographed their folders. Two past presidents had kicked in old folders marked Ultra Top Secret or For the President’s Eyes Only. Both men had stapled their favorite photos with messages of endearment. One of his dog, and the other his baby picture on a bearskin rug.

      The box looked like it could fall apart at any moment. Nash marveled Chester had received a gold star for his first attempt at a wood shop project in the fourth grade. Chester had guaranteed her it was the fiberglass he had later applied that held it together.

      Nash stood and looked at the folder marked Most Secret. The battered manila dated to the infant days of the OSS, the Office of Strategic Services, the predecessor of the CIA. The folder meant there were no more files to be reviewed… on her desk.

      She gently sat back down and glared at the large FBI seal, filling her computer screen. To open the program was to open Pandora’s box. As she watched, a palm-print-sized box opened in the upper right corner.

      The tiny person in the small window was animated and already talking. Nash snickered as she saw the time block. Muna was still on her morning caffeine high. She was new to coffee and didn’t understand the residual effects that could carry late into the night.

      Nash turned the volume up. “Hi, Muna.”

      “And… My alley…” Her voice wound down jerkily. “Oh. You didn’t hear any of that, did you?”

      Nash laughed. The tattletale above her time and date box read Muna’s birthday. Of course, the boys would be pranking her. “Happy birthday, Muna. I’d say it in Urdu, but it’s been too many years, and I don’t want to risk wishing for ten-thousand fleas in your milkshake. Or something.”

      The young woman collapsed back into her chair and pulled her leg to her chest. The sweatshirt read FBI, but the Hello Kitty pajama bottoms spoiled the dedication. “Thanks. It has been an amazing day of what’s next around here. Mike made breakfast, and Oz came in. The boys downstairs shut the gates for lunch and brought up a cake.”

      She held up her foot covered in over-the-calf Doc Martens with four-inch heels. “I think Monroe likes me.”

      Nash frowned and cocked her head. “Monroe from the law enforcement antique store?”

      Muna blushed and smiled coyly. “May… be…”

      Nash laughed and smacked her hands together. “You are evil. I love it. But go back to the balloon behind the target…”

      Muna squealed. “First round scared the crap out of me. I dropped the pistol. I thought I had broken something. And then all the guys jumped out, yelling Happy Birthday. I almost had another accident.” She slowly ground her head around with closed eyes. “Best day ever. Even with the torrential rain.”

      Nash nodded. “Deep snow here.” Her eye wandered to the weather bar down the side of her screen. “Weather says seventy-three and sunny. So where’s the torrential rain?”

      Muna rolled her eyes. “Hilo? Houston? Honduras? Somewhere starting with an H.”

      “Anywhere to justify the Hello Kitty bottoms?”

      The young woman pulled up her sweatshirt to disclose the top underneath. “Nope. Full set. Oz just thought I needed a team hoodie. In car lights or black lights, it glows a bright yellow for when I go running.”

      “Smart man.”

      “Yeah…” Muna leaned over, frowned at one of her other screens, and then looked up. Nash guessed she had finally expanded past the three-screen period. “So…” She returned to looking at Nash. “When did you get back from Colorado?”

      Nash frowned. “Months ago. I’ve been to Texas and up in Chicago since then. Why?”

      “So you weren’t just in California?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Because we’re getting a delivery tomorrow afternoon. And maybe it has your fingerprints all over it?”

      “Did Nash send it?” The deep voice echoed from the lab.

      Nash snorted and muttered softly. “Hi, Mike.”

      Muna glanced over her shoulder. “She says no.”

      The metal legs were distinctive as he entered the large office room. “Well, who the hell is sending us two twenty-two cubic foot chest freezers from California?” He smiled at the screen. “Hi, Nash. Happy Muna day.”

      Nash chuckled. “I heard. Great idea with the confetti balloon.”

      “Oz’s idea. We thought about painting a target with nitrogen tri-iodine to make it blow up when it got hit, but I nixed the idea of mixing up explosives in the lab.”

      “Yeah, what next… C4?”

      He rubbed his chin with an evil look on his face.

      Nash snorted. “Oh, gawd… forget I mentioned it.”

      Muna hung her head back to look at the man. “Do it, and I move back to D.C.”

      The man rolled his eyes large and shrugged with his hands out. “Well, there you go. Explosives are off the table and out of the lab. But there is still ultimate barbecue sauce to be made.”

      Nash rolled her finger in the air. “So go back to these freezers…”

      He twitched his head. “It’s all we know. Two large commercial-sized chest freezers coming from China Lake, California.” He wound his finger in the air. “They’re coming here. Not L.A., but here. So, we wait. We thought maybe you found us something special or strange… again.”

      Nash wagged her head. “If it turns out to be either of those, I’m sure I’ll get looped in one way or another.”

      Powder rose and stood with her paws on the desk.

      Muna’s face lit up. “Hi, Powder. How’s my favorite niece?”

      The woof was soft, and then the dog glanced back at Nash.

      “I think that means she wants to play in the snow and find out how we’re getting home.”

      Muna waved with both hands. “Okay. Good night. I will keep you posted on the mystery chests.”

      Nash pointed at her as the window closed back to the large seal of the FBI.

      Nash scratched Powder’s neck and ears. “The snow is deep, girl. I don’t think they made my red rocket for this stuff. I think we will need an Uber with a jacked-up four-wheel drive truck.”

      She scrolled through her phone and found her doorman.

      “Hello, princess. You’re not out driving in this mess, are you?”

      “It’s why I called. Know any Ubers with a snowcat?”

      “Of course. I’ve been running him all afternoon. Are you at the office or the airport?”

      “Office.”

      “He’s on a grocery run out your way. I’ll have him swing by. Probably in about a half-hour.”

      “Perfect. Thanks, Chester. I’ll potty the little girl, so we’ll be ready.”

      “He’s driving a purple and gold deuce and a half. You can’t miss it.”

      Nash snorted. “Probably not. Thanks.”

      She hung up and looked at Powder. “Let’s hit the potty. We got a ride.”

      As her hand touched the handle of the heavy glass door, the elevator dinged.

      “Oh good. Agent Bear. Have you got a minute?”

      As she let Powder out, she glanced back. She scowled at the deputy director approaching with her former sergeant.
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      “This dog won’t fly.”

      The deputy director cleared his throat. “I think the saying is, that dog won’t hunt.”

      Nash turned from the desk and pointed at Powder. “She was flown out of the last disaster with me. She had nightmares for months. I will not strap her to my chest and jump out of some perfectly good plane. It will traumatize her for life. And for what?” Bracing her fists, she leaned across the table and growled. “This dog won’t fly.”

      He crossed his arms. They had never gotten to the nicety of sitting. “Getting there…”

      “No.” She cut him off. “Kandahar was different. We signed up for the crazy car.” She pointed at Esperanza. “He had to stuff my ass on the helicopter eight days later. But things have changed. These guys don’t volunteer to ride the crazy car. They own the whole whacky fleet. If they can’t buy one, they build one. My days of that crap ended. I’m married, have a daughter, and have settled down. The answer is no.”

      Esperanza shrugged his face and mewed, “She’s not half wrong…”

      The deputy director shifted his glare to the young man.

      The Latino batted his heavy eyelashes and shrugged. “We fly over fires everyone else is running away from and jump out as low as possible. Our average shoot time is well under a minute. Then, we go in with the tools we can carry and try to stop a fire from worsening. When we can’t, we run and hope like hell we’re faster. If not, we bundle up in tin blankets and pray we get back up on our own.”

      Nash spun on her heel. “I rest my case. Now if you’ll excuse us, we have a deuce and a half Uber to go catch.”

      The deputy director glanced at the snow falling into the building’s exterior lights. “You’re not excused, and I need to share the Uber with you. We need to figure this out.”

      She turned back, and Powder sat. Nash could hear the nails tapping on the marble floor. “Why? What’s so strange about this case that the Leos can’t do it? Sheriff departments train about bodies… or did I sleep through the class, and it was only a dream?”

      The deputy director shifted his hands and looked at the Smoke Jumper and former SEAL. Then, he twitched his head toward Nash. “Tell her.”

      “It’s kind of on protected Federal land.”

      Nash’s growl carried back to the sandbox. “If I have to slap it out of you…?”

      He held up his palms. “The government has a ninety-nine-year lease.”

      Her growl was more feral. “I swear on your grandmother’s grave, Esper—”

      “She’s still alive.”

      “Her seconds are numbered. As are yours.”

      His chest caved. “Tribal.”

      “Who?”

      His face cringed in ignorance. “I don’t know. But it ain’t La Raza thirteen.”

      She took a step to his half-step back. “You told me sand dunes.”

      He mumbled and took another half step back.

      She leaned in harder as she twisted her head into his down-turned face. “What was that, pequeño? Because I know you’re not stupid enough to have just said a bombing range. Did you mean to say a driving range with lots of little fucking golf balls? Huh, pequeño?” She pushed her lieutenant’s face into the scared sergeant’s face. “Well, Marine?”

      He looked up at her. “Bombs. Lots and lots of bad ordnance. Big boom-booms that never went boom. The shit nobody tells you about. They just let you wander in and find it like a dead rat in your burrito.” His eyes were steel. “Or do practice jumps…”

      Nash ground her head around and looked at the deputy director. “If it was a no before… it’s hell no, now.” She shoved both of her hands out at the Latino. “What part of that was supposed to change my mind?” She straightened as she watched her boss shy away. “Oh shit. And you knew, didn’t you? And you still asked.” She caught her breath. “What part of the suicide mission did you not understand? What part of the employment book covers suicide bullshit? Show me. I really want to know.”

      He cleared his throat and sat heavily down in his chair. “I give up. No, I don’t know what is out there. The map says sand dunes. You guys have more knowledge about those kinds of things.”

      She growled as she snap-glanced at the Smoke Jumper. “Intimately.”

      The deputy director rolled his eyes into his closing eyelids. He held his palms out. “See, you’re the only one who fits all the check boxes for this case. And no, there’s no local law enforcement help here. Until we know further, it’s all under wraps—federally.”

      Nash leaned on the desk. “Top Secret? What aren’t you telling me now?” She looked at her former sergeant. “What’s so special about two refrigerators dumped in a bombing range? The freaking fly boys could have dumped them for all you know.”

      “Bodies.”

      Her head snapped back to the deputy director. “Bodies? Like in pork roasts or hamburgers bodies?” She turned back to the young Latino. “Which is it, Marine? Carnitas or carne asada?”

      He held up his drooping hand and wiggled his two fingers to walk in the air. “Hombres.”

      Nash’s cell phone rang. Glaring at the man behind the desk, she fished it out of her pocket. “Yeah, we’ll be right down.” She put it back into her pocket. “We’re done here.”

      “We’re not done here.”

      Nash stood at the edge of the desk and thought a moment as she looked at the Latino. Then, calmly, she slipped her badge off her belt. Removed the holstered pistol from her belt and pulled out her identification wallet. She laid it all on the desk. “Yes. We’re done. Here. The FBI doesn’t do suicide missions. That’s the job at crazy town down in Langley.” She tossed her thumb back and forth at the former sergeant. “And our former employer.”

      She turned and walked out. Powder glanced back at the two men and then followed.
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      The conversation had never risen to a boil. It was just tension.

      At the point when Nash had readied for any yelling her wife wanted to have, Mina had surprised her. The hug was long and heartfelt. Finally, Mina turned her head and whispered in her ear. “You’re going to love working for me.” She kissed her on the cheek and walked into the bedroom.

      Nash sat on the lounger, watching the snow continue. Even Powder had abandoned her for the bed. Bright white specks endlessly appeared out of the inky black night as if a video had gotten caught in a loop. Nash wondered if it ever snowed in the middle of the ocean.

      Her phone vibrated as she heard Mina answer hers. Only one caller could call both phones at the same time. She watched the bedroom door open.

      “Just a minute, Leon. Let me ask.” Mina shyly smirked. “A strapping, handsome Latin boy is downstairs. He has a bottle of tequila and a large bag of food.”

      Nash snorted softly. “Is the tequila gold?” She raised her finger. “And tell Leon to keep his hands to himself. I think the boy is engaged.”

      “Is it gold?”

      She nodded. “Let him up and don’t touch. He’s somebody else’s boy toy. Good night, Leon.”

      Mina slid her head wrap off. “I’ll need a few minutes.” She snapped her finger as she pointed out of the bedroom. “Go be the hostess with the mostest.” The door closed gently behind Powder.

      The dog stood looking at Nash.

      Nash ballooned her eyes. “I’m not the mean ogre, and we have company. So be nice. He bought food.”

      There was a light knock on the door.

      Nash headed for the kitchen. “It’s open pequeño.” Powder sat in the middle of the large room. Watching the door.

      The smile was more asking for compassion than a blanket of happiness. “I have food… Hi, Powder. Remember me?”

      Nash called from the kitchen. “Plates or just a stack of napkins on the floor?”

      Mina jerked open the bedroom door. “Hush. We have a gentleman caller. Expect plates and be happy I didn’t cook.” She turned toward the living room and entry. “Come on in. Powder only bites when Nash is misbehaving.”

      He put his hand out. “Hi. Enrico Esperanza… or Esper, pequeño, Sarge, or Sparky.”

      Nash came around the corner carrying plates and silverware. “Sparky?”

      “I enjoy setting backfires. Kind of sticking it to the devil with his own.” He bent and ruffled Powder’s head. “Ready for some great chow, girl?”

      The dinner was pure Puerto Rican family style. He had found a tall four-by-four Uber to take him to a distant cousin’s restaurant and wait. The driver would eat Rican food free for the next week as he delivered in the deep snow.

      “So, now what, L.T.?”

      Mina snorted. “Have you ever negotiated anything in your life?”

      He frowned. “Sure. The barrio is nothing but haggling. Only the grocery stores won’t.”

      Nash cleared her throat while covering her mouth with a chunk of pork dripping from her fingers. “That would be a no.”

      Mina pushed her shoulder. “Eat your food.” She turned back to the man. “Did you ever buy a new car?”

      “Truck.”

      “How much did they knock off the top because you’re a vet or a Smokey?”

      He winced with one eye. “I think about seven grand. It was like five on the top and some kind of deal on the backside.”

      “Did they finance it?”

      “Sure. Who’s got forty-eight grand walking-around money?”

      Mina’s face pulled into a small smile. “How many months?”

      “Six years. To pull the payments down under eight bills.”

      Nash shook her head. “So, they gave you seven grand. And now you’re paying twelve for that privilege. Did you walk in backward already bent over?”

      Mina rested her hand on Nash’s. “Gentle, gentle. Let him learn.” She turned. “They showed you an invoice and then financed you right back into retail. If you had a trade-in, they asked for your keys in the old days so their shop could check it out. That was the last you saw of your car. Only calling a cop would have gotten your car back.”

      He frowned. “How…?”

      “Because you said you bought the car. You went in alone. Probably just to look. Yes?”

      He nodded.

      Mina shook her head. “You always take the wife and three kids. Always. If they try to get you in the little room, the wife walks and tries to round up the kids you’re paying to terrorize the dealer’s front showroom. If the finance caps at twelve under the sticker, they get ice cream. Under fifteen, you spring for pizza.”

      “I’m not married.”

      “Have a girlfriend?”

      He wobbled his head. “Occasionally.”

      Nash snorted. “Bribe her with a nice dinner. Tell her if she can rattle out swearing and venom about you spoiling yourself instead of her, you’ll make it an upscale dinner or a weekend out on the coast.”

      Esper is now laughing. “And the brats… er… kids?”

      Mina washed the air with her hand. “No, you had it right. You bribe the kids to be hell on earth. The dealer will rush the sale just to get them out of the dealership and away from the fatter pigeons.”

      Nash reached back to the counter and picked up her phone. “Yeah, Leon.”

      “I have a gentleman here with a bottle of eighteen-year-old Scotch.”

      Mina held up her finger to her mouth as Esper opened his mouth to laugh.

      “Give us a couple of minutes to get decent, Leon. And then send him up.”

      “Very good, miss.”

      Nash rolled the phone over and glanced at her dive watch. Then, pursing her lips, she rocked her head. “I’m surprised he made such good timing.”

      Mina puffed her cheeks. “Maybe he called Chester to find out where your personnel carrier came from.”

      Esper frowned at Nash as his head drew back. “An APC? In Washington, D.C.?”

      Nash nodded. “But one of the tall ones. His bumper wasn’t pushing any snow, but four of us piled in at the front door. And it was still faster than a cab usually is.”

      Nash pushed back and stood. “It’s open, Tony.” She strolled into the kitchen and brought back two small snifters, a rocks glass, and a half-full bottle of a golden liquid. “Take your coat off and stay a few minutes.”

      The deputy director entered the entry hall and approached the table with his hand and bottle outstretched. Nash pointed at the empty chair.

      As he sat, Nash uncorked the clear bottle. She poured a finger into each snifter and shoved the cork back into the top. She pulled out her phone and found the clock app. Setting the timer for twenty minutes, she laid it face down.

      “When the timer goes off. You will drink from your bottle, or you get to try two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old heaven. It’s your choice. Start talking.”

      He reached toward the phone to see how much time. Nash gently shook her head. “That’s not how this works. And just so you know, I already have a better job offer.”

      The man swallowed. “First, I would never send you or any agent…”

      “Cut to the chase, Tony. You’re on short time here.”

      He turned to Esper. “How did they get the freezers out?”

      “Shit hook.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Nash interpreted. “A Chinook forty-seven. A mix master. A flying banana. Or, in the parlance of those of us who’ve jumped out of or into one, a shit hook.” She tipped her head. “They can lift three times their own weight and carry it for over three hundred miles.”

      The deputy director nodded. “How did you guys get out?”

      “Blackhawk.”

      “Did they land…?”

      Esper and Nash both snorted.

      Esper shook his head. “We wired up. With the bombs and such, they wouldn’t come down closer than seventy-five.”

      The deputy director was rapidly running out of information gathering. “How do you think the freezers got there?”

      Esper shrugged and sipped on his tequila. “It wasn’t our job to figure it out, just to get our tender asses back to safe land. With or without the boxes. But they hadn’t been there long, and it didn’t look like someone had dropped them as much as maybe dumped them off the back of a truck. One guy held up the cord and joked about plugging them in.”

      “Did you open them there?”

      “Sure. They only had a five-buck lock on each. An e-tool took them right off.”

      Tony frowned at Nash for an explanation. “Entrenching tool. You’d call it a collapsible shovel. We call it an e-tool because it does everything. Like knocking locks off places or things you want to get into.”

      The deputy director nodded and glanced
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