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            BRASH BEGINNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Nash adjusted the side mirrors.

      “Stupidest car a special agent could get caught in.”

      She adjusted the rearview mirror. It had been pointing straight at her. She grumped at the reflected image her wife graciously referred to as rustically handsome. She smiled to ensure there wasn’t something left from lunch on the airplane. At least she had straight pearly white teeth. And then she adjusted the mirror to look at the empty lot behind her.

      Nash found the lights, air conditioning, and radio controls. Everything worked. After closing her eyes, she took a deep breath, and while holding her eyes closed, she pushed the start button. The car’s seven hundred horses rumbled to life. She changed the temperature and chose a new channel to listen to. She turned on the headlights and opened her eyes. The daylight was too bright to see if the headlights worked. It didn’t matter.

      Pushing the button to open the trunk, she hit the left turn signal and climbed out of the red Challenger. Ignoring her bags, she walked around the car, checking the vehicle’s condition and if the turn signal was working. She leaned into the trunk, assessing the state of the spare tire and jack. Returning to the open door, she changed the turn signal.

      She picked up her bags and walked around the front and back to the trunk. Her two years at Langley training new special agents and CIA operatives about knowing everything about a strange car had saved lives. She knew only one agent who had died from a bomb when he finally used his turn signal. Tiny details matter.

      She closed the trunk and stepped to where she had told the rental agent to stand and not move. The bored young man had behaved while he absently reamed his ears with his keys. He held out the clipboard with the paperwork for her to sign.

      Nash looked at the silver Toyota with a bashed-in door and the white Nissan with a sad look on its front end. “It must have been a hard month.” She scrawled her signature and pulled the papers apart, taking her pink copy.

      “They sold off almost everything when the pandemic hit. Now they can’t buy more than a few hundred cars at a time because of the chips. The big cities get their stock first, but it’s still slim pickings. You’re lucky we had this. The guy rented it in Reno, drove to San Francisco to have an affair, and died of a heart attack yesterday.” He cocked his smirk to one side and rolled his eyes the other way.

      He pointed at the fire-engine-red modern-day muscle car. “It came off the exotics lot. It’s not even supposed to be here. It’s not your standard horsepower car. This is the seven-hundred-horse Hell Cat. So I recommend you keep your foot out of it until you get used to it.”

      Nash folded the paper and turned to the car with her new respect. “I’ll bear that in mind.”

      She had some issues to work out in the next three hundred and seventy miles. Three hours of Bay Area freeways and then three hours of winding backroads into an area of small minds and the past. Two hundred miles of county road, but a mind running at freeway speed. Saving the man’s rubber was not one of them.

      Two hundred years before, the pioneers might have called it the unknown. But Nash knew its history, and none of it was pleasant.

      The rental agent watched as the bright red car fishtailed out of the lot and onto the highway leading north. He turned and shook his head, hoping the car would return in one piece. The federal government didn’t have an exemplary history.
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      The yellow swirl pattern of the Formica counter dimly reflected the tacky plastic lampshades made to look like stained glass. The bright light of the naked bulbs bathed every six feet of the counter in the hope it would pass for cheerful instead of pathetic.

      Nash slowly scrolled through the file on her phone using her left thumb. Leaving D.C. had been less than pleasant. And she knew it was her own fault. She never worked well with others.

      She had been late coming to the meeting about the fresh case out west. Her pants had barely dusted the seat when she spotted the words Bone Creek and the misspelled Harden County. She stood to walk out.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Bear?” The deputy director didn’t like the show of disrespect. The agent had been late and was now walking out on his presentation.

      She turned from pulling her leather jacket over her starched white shirt. She considered correcting him for the umpteenth time about her last name but bit her tongue. “Airport, sir. You can text me the file.”

      He shook his head and squinted. “Nobody said you were getting this one.” He pointed out the freshly scrubbed face floating above the cheap gray suit all newbies wore. “It’s al-Faragi’s turn up to bat.”

      She glanced at the young Black woman in the dark gray hijab, fresh from the body farm. Nash wondered if the young woman had learned to stop fainting or throwing up yet. “Not to be disrespectful, sir… but…” She turned on the young woman. “Al-Faragi, do you know where Harden County is?”

      The diminutive agent stumbled and swallowed twice as her eyes tracked to the deputy director.

      “He’s not asking the question. Nor does he know the answer. Do you know the answer?”

      Her voice was shy and low. “California?”

      Nash pointed at the CA on the board. “Good guess. North or south?”

      She looked at the front of the room. “Um…?”

      Nash squared her body toward the deputy director, but she faced the young Black woman as she walked to the dry-erase board. “Thanks for playing, but it was a trick question. It’s not in California, but the infamous Independent State of Jefferson.” She wiped Harden off the board and wrote Harkin.

      Turning back to the junior agent, she continued. “The ratio of illicit guns to rednecks to blacks is forty-seven thousand, to six thousand, to one.” She turned to the deputy director. “The Latino population of the area is fourteen percent because of the small amount of ranching and the larger money crop of weed. The First Nation population is and has been for the past eighty years, about nine percent. There are two people of Asian heritage, and they’re not having any more children, but the food is decent. If you send al-Faragi, she will be dead by Wednesday. Only one agent knows where Bone Creek is and why this needs to be managed locally instead of the usual federal agents sweeping in and creating a total cluster…”

      The deputy director squinted and pointed at al-Faragi. “At least take a team…”

      Nash furled her lips and shook her head. “If she comes with me, she’ll only be sucking air until Saturday. I need someone here to research information, as I might need it.” She turned on the junior agent. “You have until I land in San Francisco to find out why people call it Bone Creek and where it runs from and to. Otherwise, I’ll use Mable.” She turned as most of the older agents smirked. Mable was a legend in the basement. She remembered more than most computers could find. You just needed to get past the concept of her being eligible to retire during the Clinton administration. When Ruth Bader Ginsburg became a Justice, her only comment was good to see the kid made it.

      At the door, she turned and looked at al-Faragi in her dark charcoal-gray hijab. “You didn’t stand a chance. It might have almost been fair if the deputy hadn’t misspelled Harkin County. It’s up in the corner of California. Stand at Sacramento and point at the corner where Nevada, Idaho, and California come together. Your wrist will be in Harkin, the largest town in Harkin County. The heel of your thumb will be in the warm waters of Bone Creek.” She gave the deputy director a hard, knowing look.

      Nash twitched as the cell phone vibrated in her hand. She looked at the dialog box and poked the accept button with her thumb.

      Her voice was quiet as she was aware of the surrounding diner. “Hey, princess…”

      The voice was tired. “You left again. We were supposed to have counseling tonight.”

      Nash glanced at her watch. It would be midnight in D.C. “You’re up late.”

      “It’s just as easy to throw up at night as during the day. You’re avoiding the issue.”

      “I figured the counseling was off with you in the hospital for the chemo. Besides, this case is where only I can go.”

      “Home.”

      Nash rocked in the understanding of her wife. The woman had connections running deep in D.C. “You spoke to Prentice.”

      “He wasn’t happy with you.”

      Nash took a small bite of whatever she forgot she ordered. “He’s a big boy. He needs to get over himself.”

      Mina sighed. “He’s your boss. You need to get over yourself.”

      A part of Nash flared. She changed the subject. “So the chemo is worse this time?”

      A floof of pillows accompanied the tired voice as Mina fell back. “It’s changed. This is more targeted. The docs warned me it could be rougher, but they need to get in front of the tumor and shrink it before they can operate. Zabriskie is looking for at least an eighty percent reduction before they open my head.”

      Nash never knew what to say when the conversation reached the squishy parts. It was hard enough to admit she was in love with Mina for the first year, and then it took them another two years to get around to talking about marriage. With the brain tumor, their never-easygoing relationship was strained even more. Both understood the nature of the storm they both had married.

      Mina, the more intuitive of the two, sensed the quiet. “Look, I’m going to try to sleep. We’ll talk when you get back.”

      Nash cleared her throat. “It’s just a skeleton someone found. It shouldn’t take exceptionally long.” She neglected to mention it was in a creek people called Bone Creek for a good reason.

      The phone cleared before she could thumb the red phone icon. It wasn’t anything, but it irritated Nash. It was as if she were being dismissed.

      The report replaced the phone app as she dug another fork-full of food from the plate. Her gaze crossed the sheriff’s name as the fork approached her mouth.

      “Oh, great…” The fork settled to the plate, and she pushed the plate away. “As if this wouldn’t be awkward enough… Thomas f-ing Brady? Sheriff?” She grabbed her coffee as she read on. “You would think being the quarterback, team captain, and Homecoming king had been enough.”

      The waitress in the pink uniform with a white apron appeared. “Ready for some pie?” She peered at the remaining full plate of food. “Was something wrong with the chicken fried steak?”

      Nash rolled her eyes up. “Oh, that was what it was? I thought I had ordered a steak. You know, cows, red meat, honest food…?”

      The young woman snorted. “Not in corporate America. I think you’d have to go hunt one of them down around here. If it don’t come out of the freezer and into the frier, the Tucker brothers don’t know what to do with it.” The young woman narrowed her eyes as her left hip cocked from the weight shift. “You look familiar. Where you from?”

      “Harkin County. Why?”

      “The reservation?”

      “I grew up more near it than on it…” Nash leaned back. The young woman looked familiar somehow. Twin braids pulled back into a black Dutch rope bun bracketed the solid black eyes.

      “You know Oscar Brown. Everyone called him—”

      Nash snorted softly as her smile pulled back to one side. “Three Toes. Best kicker the high school ever had. We were in sports together and in the Spanish club.”

      The girl glowed. “The team won the state championship down in Sacramento. You all went to a city park and had ice cream. They took a photo of the team for the paper. That photo is in a gold stand-up frame on our mantel. Three Toes was my daddy.”

      Nash glowed with the memories. “Small world. How’s your daddy doing?”

      The girl’s lips turned hard. “He was hunting a few years ago. Some city slicker thought the orange jacket and hat looked like a deer. The idiot was hunting with an AR-15.”

      Nash’s eyes narrowed as she shook her head. “He never stood a chance. AR-15s have no place other than on a battlefield. I’m sorry. He was a good man.”

      The young woman slumped her weight hard onto her right hip as she leaned her left hip against the counter. “It’s really been hard on my mom.”

      Nash thought but couldn’t remember Three Toes ever dating anybody. She shook her head and stuck out her hand. “I’m sorry, I’m Nash Running Bear, and I don’t remember Toes ever dating.”

      The waitress shook. “I’m Tracy. My mother was Norma Garcia. Her father was the county hydrographer. Mom was a few years older than dad. I’m twenty-six…”

      Nash leaned back. Her mouth was half open.

      Tracy’s lips furled as she nodded gently. “Yeah, I was born about the time you were seniors at the State Championships. The folks got married the next summer.”

      “You seem okay with it.”

      Tracy rolled her eyes to one side. “I have a daughter of my own. Her daddy is in prison now for growing pot. It’s funny, really. If he had just grown pot, he’d have been popped out when they made it legal. But he had an automatic pistol on him when they busted the farm. So he’s in for the gun more than the pot.”

      Nash cocked her head. “Sorry.”

      Tracy harrumphed softly. “For him being out of my life. Trust me when I say it’s a blessing. I get the best daughter. My mom has a granddaughter who thinks the world of her nana, and we don’t have to put up with his shenanigans or his friends.”

      “So I take it you never married?”

      “Nope. I’m a Brown through and through. Right down to only three on the left foot. Mom is Latino. I’m just Brown.” Her smile glowed. “Now, how about some apple pie? On me.”

      Nash felt the tenuous connection that the girl didn’t want to lose quite yet. “Sure. One slice of pie won’t ruin this body.” She dusted her fingertips down over her muscular body.

      Tracy cleared the plate and returned with pie and more coffee. “You back here visiting family?”

      Nash closed one eye as she thought. “Work. But I’ll stay with my sister and Uncle.”

      The young waitress smirked knowingly. “Your uncle… or Uncle?”

      Nash chuckled. “Everybody’s uncle.”

      Tracy pointed back and forth. “So… Uncle and your sister are…?”

      Nash closed one eye and shook her head as she thought about her younger sister and the man who was old when she was in high school. “Just a living arrangement. He has a teepee out behind the barn or something.”

      “What kind of work would bring you back to Harkin?”

      “Nothing pleasant.” She cut the tip of the pie off and shoveled it into her mouth. Her face lit up, and she nodded.

      “Right?” Tracy smiled. “Nothing pleasant ever happens up Harkin way. The other day, a hunter found a skeleton up in Bone Creek.”

      Nash put her fingertip to her nose as she chewed. She nodded.

      “You’re law?”

      Nash swallowed. “FBI. But I’m not sure why I’m here.”

      Tracy’s face lit up as she waved her hand excitedly over her head. “I’ll take ‘I think I know for a thousand, Alex.’”

      Nash chuckled. “I’ll bite.”

      “They think it’s the Air Force guy who went missing last year up here. Nobody was supposed to know, but a military ring was on the finger.” She rolled her eyes to one side. “Or so I’ve heard.”

      Later, Nash sat in the car, looking at the text message from Special Newbie al-Faragi. She had found no water named Bone Creek, but she had found the correct spelling of buena agua, Spanish for good water. The creek came from a confined aquifer or artesian well. It wandered for a few miles, in and out of reservation land, and then disappeared back into the ground.

      She texted her back. “Okay, you can help.”

      It was after midnight in D.C., but her phone vibrated instantly. The text read, “Thank you. Muna.”
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      The house was dark except for a dim light deep past the front room. Probably the light over the dining table. Nash thought about her sister. Teachers are notorious for being early risers, so it would be logical to expect Daisy to turn in early, even though midnight wasn’t early for Nash.

      Nash popped the trunk and grabbed her two bags. She thought about the house. It had been the parents’ home until cancer had taken the mother. Their father had given his life to the Northern Pacific Railway. Literally. His body had gotten trapped between couplings, and he survived for the twenty minutes to say goodbye over an early cell phone with a crappy connection.

      Nash was at Camp Gonsalves in Okinawa, Japan. They tried to call, but the cell contract didn’t allow for international calls. She got a letter from her mother three weeks later. It was the first lesson about Nash having a life and there being life if she hadn’t left home.

      As she strode up the front walk of cracked and chipped concrete, heat-burned crabgrass, and lots of dirt, she thought of the book she had to read in college.

      “Fuck you, Thomas Wolfe. I’m home again.”

      “Not hardly, Secret Squirrel.”

      Nash started and stopped. Her first reaction was to drop the bags and draw her weapon. But the voice was ground into her being from her time in diapers. The shadow on the porch moved the rocker and stood. The man seemed less of a giant than he had when she was growing up.

      “Good way to get your head blown off, Uncle.”

      The grizzled older man stepped to the railing. “Not hardly. You have bad habits, squirrel. You snapped down your weapon as you left the car.”

      Despite being the town drunk, she had always hated how he knew things. “Did not,” she lied. She marched up the three steps and held her shoulder forward for the obligatory hug.

      He reached out his left arm as he turned around to face the door. “Yes, you did. And you have both hands full. I would have thought they would have beat that out of you at Langley.”

      She looked at him with a bored look from long suffering. “Goofball. Langley is CIA. FBI is Quantico. What are you doing up so late… or home so early?” She didn’t smell alcohol on his breath but wondered if he hadn’t been down to the Short Branch or the Golden State.

      “I heard you were headed this way.” He opened the front door.

      “Bullshit. I only found out this morning. And I didn’t talk to anybody about coming.”

      He rested his hand on her upper back. “Yeah. I know. That’s why I made up the couch.”

      The small lamp on the side table shined softly on the pillow and sheets. Her old blue robe lay on the back of the couch.

      She looked at him. “What about my room?”

      He shrugged with his shoulder and face. “Daisy’s monster quilting machine takes up a lot of space. But all those tubs of cloth take up more. She also has her computer in there.”

      She thought about the living arrangements when her mother was still alive. Uncle had always been around, but she couldn’t remember where he had slept.

      “What about you?”

      He wandered into the kitchen and turned on the light. “What about me?”

      “Where do you sleep?”

      He stood looking at the food in the refrigerator. “Same place I always did. The teepee out back.”

      She gave him a stern look as she reached past him and grabbed a chicken leg off a plate. He snorted softly. “I wouldn’t if I were you. She fried that rooster up before the weekend.”

      She watched him as she bit off a chunk.

      He watched as she slowly chewed.

      She leaned over, toed the lid to the dented trash can, and spit. “Gad, that is nasty.”

      “Yeah, it wasn’t any good the night she fried it up, either. I tried to tell her not to cook a yard rooster, but try to tell your sister anything…”

      “Like what?” The subject of their chuckling stood in the archway, her arms crossed and eyes narrowed. She was trying for an angry look, but the Hello Kitty bathrobe didn’t carry the attitude.

      Uncle rolled his face toward Nash. “Uh oh. Time for me to be in bed. Talk in the sunshine.” He bobbed his head at Daisy and stepped out the back door.

      Nash leaned against the counter. “Hello, Daisy.”

      The woman slowly drew a breath through her nose and let it out. She turned around and walked back up the hall. “Uncle made up the couch for you. I get up in four hours.”

      Nash’s hands rose from her sides as she softly had a conversation with herself. “Hello, Nash. Long time no see, Nash. Good to have you home, Nash. How was your trip? What are you doing here? How long are you planning to stay this time?”

      Nash sighed and glanced at her dive watch. The dots and lines glowed against the black face and body. It was after midnight. Talking to Three Toes’ daughter had been nice but also reminded her of how small the sizable area of California could be. Tracy might as well have lived in Harkin for all the separation the fifty miles had been on her knowledge of the local goings on.

      Nash turned off the kitchen light as she stepped from the kitchen into the living room. She looked at the deer heads on the wall. There were five stuffed fish scattered between them. Her father’s pride and joy hung over the archway to the hall. A badger with three points on each antler. The deer heads were roadkill. The fish had come from the fish market in Sacramento. Her father had a few books on taxidermy, but with the fish, he learned more about making molds and casting fiberglass. The painting had come with books from the library. The brass plaques were wood he had carved and then brass leafed.

      In true fisherman style, every one of them lied.

      The forty-pound rainbow trout he cast from a Chinook salmon. The Neolithic brook trout was his best mold of a fish and was a bloated sturgeon. He had blown a tire coming back from Sacramento. The ice melted, and the rotten fish ballooned into the grotesque. Years later, he would taste sturgeon and grump about how his sturgeon was better when not eaten.

      Sitting on the couch, she pulled off her boots. The FBI preferred their female agents to wear sensible low heels. She got the foot doctor to write a prescription for Wellington boots that were like the boon docker boots she was used to in the Marine Corps. When she and Mina got dressed up, she would pull on her nice pair of cowboy boots. Nothing fancy, just comfortable, and didn’t embarrass her wife.

      She pulled her cell phone out, thumbed in a text of a single purple heart, and sent it to her wife. Over the years of her constantly on the road with special investigations, their long texts and conversations had shrunk to the shorthand of two common souls. She placed the phone on the side table near where her head would be. Pulling her holstered weapon from her belt, she laid it next to her phone.

      She stood and finished undressing. Removing her bra, she pulled the T-shirt back on. Pulling on the threadbare robe, she drew up a large section to her nose. After her mother died, Nash wouldn’t let Daisy wash it. It still smelled like her mother had always smelled—somewhere between her lye soap and the squaw tea she washed her hair in.

      She let the robe drop and padded toward the bathroom.

      

      Sitting on the couch, she gathered her thoughts. The house smells, the light, the feel of the braided rug they had always had, now under her feet. Everything was still in place. She knew it was her that had changed, but the feeling of her fitting here was so right, yet…

      She pulled the small chain on the lamp. The darkness was instant. And as sudden as the dark was, so was the eerie light in her mind. She froze. The fog or mist hung in wispy tendrils along the creek bed. The trees never grew thick, only shot up for a few years, reaching out like skeletons, searching for a grip in the sky against the draw from the mud and rotting lime water.

      She sensed the person next to her. She knew the moonlit night. It was Homecoming, and they had skipped the dance. The small party was downstream at the pillars. The remnants of the old bridge. Two pillars still stood on each side of the creek that only threatened to be a small river. The crossing was where the county road and the lumber wagons crossed. It had been the place for teens to bring beers and to party for as long as anyone could remember.

      But this night, Nash and Thomas had not felt like drinking. They had walked upstream into the night talking. Then they stopped, and as they kissed, they heard voices.

      She could feel the braided rug under her feet. But her knees were damp. Her hand could feel the rough bark of the scraggly sapling. In the mist, there was a form of two people. The voices were guttural and indistinct. The moonlight cast only enough light through the trees to provide a crude zoetrope between the trees of the movement. An arm raised. Then disappearing. Cleaving of the mass. And the sound of something large falling into the water. And silence.

      Nash jerked back to the living room. The dark was almost complete. The soft glow of yellow light washed from the alarm clock and across the side table as it illuminated her weapon and phone. From where she sat, she could see the tiny reddish light on the bottom of the refrigerator, letting one know it was on.

      No creek. No mist. There was no full moon. But she could still smell the lime of Bone Creek. She drew her hands up to her nose. She could smell the pine bark. It was the same as twice before.

      She fumbled about and pulled the small chain. The small light filled the room. Nash looked at her hands and knees. They were dirty. The herd of butterflies beat their wings against the inside of her chest. Her heart raced, and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. Her eyes were fixated on her hands.

      She had never had a panic attack for five years in the Marine Corps. She had never taken after her mother, the woman who saw things.

      Daisy had told Nash that their mother had sat down at the table with the phone. She had asked Daisy to make some squaw tea with black willow to calm her nerves. When the railroad called, their mother had been sitting and staring out the glass door for almost an hour. She had talked to her husband for the last time and said goodbye. Afterward, she calmly got up and put the teacup in the sink, saying she was tired and was going to take a nap. She saw things.

      Nash didn’t know if she saw things or not. She never talked about it with her mother or anyone else.

      Now. It all rushed back.

      She shook her eyes closed. She was not that woman who saw things. Nothing had come of the night up Bone Creek. Nothing had come from the things she thought she had seen or dreamed. It wasn’t her. She was not her mother.

      Her hands rose to her face. She slapped them down on the couch and stood. Walking to the kitchen sink, she washed her hands. Grabbing the washrag, she bent to wash her knees. There was nothing there.

      There was nothing there. She was NOT her mother.

      She returned to the couch and leaned down into the sheets and blankets. The pillow formed around her head as it had for so many years. She didn’t remember if her feet found their way under the covers. She was tired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            POWDER

          

        

      

    

    
      Nash woke to the tiny tinkle of a spoon slowly scraping against a bowl. Her left eye cracked open. It was pitch black. What the…?

      She rolled over and immediately regretted doing so. The kitchen and dining table were ablaze with light. She flipped back to face the couch. The rough weave of the Indian blanket upholstery her mother had done when they were little still hadn’t softened or worn. Nash felt she could still smell every dog they had. Butch the Labrador to the small fluff dog her mother had at the end, without exception, slept on the couch.

      Nash snuck a peek at her watch. Doing the math, she realized she would already be at work in D.C. The three hours meant nothing. The deputy director would want a situation report.

      She rolled back over as her bladder reminded her of the coffee she had consumed less than six hours before. Daisy glanced up as the blue robe circled in the air and came to rest on her sister’s retreating shoulders.

      Nash started the slow-to-warm shower before she sat. She studied the wall. It was the same pale blue her mother had painted it after she delivered Daisy. She worried about the fumes and being pregnant. Nash stared at the towels. Thankfully, they were a pleasant yellow instead of the flowered towels she had grown up with.

      She glanced at her watch, pulled her T-shirt off, and stepped into the shower. As she pulled out the rubber band and unbraided her hair, she thought about the memory she had seen during the night. But, according to the preliminary report, the remains were near the pillars. Thomas had explicitly noted them the same way one would say they found a body seven feet west of the First and Elm Streets post on the northwest corner. It was a landmark you could find with Google Earth or an auto club road map.

      She washed her hip-length black hair with whatever was perched on the tub’s edge. If it worked for Daisy, it would work for Nash.

      She thought about what Tracy had said that wasn’t in the report. She knew they had converted McClellan Air Force Base shortly after she transferred from the Marine Corps to the FBI. So the nearest base would be Travis unless the guy had been a Secret Squirrel down at the former base for the SR-71. Now retired, but who knew what progeny it had spawned besides the B-1 and B-17?

      She turned off the water and started twisting her hair to wring it out. In her younger days, she would leave it and let the air dry it. But with time and a specific look to uphold, she started pulling the sections into her signature tight braid. In D.C., she split the time between a braid and a braided tight bun. She hated how short she had to keep it in the Marine Corps. Now nobody complained if it didn’t impede her from doing her job.

      She pulled the braid up through her T-shirt and pulled on her panties. After her sister left, she would go through her pack and change. The robe was on the hook of the door. She hesitated and left it. She regretted her decision the moment she turned the corner.

      Her sister had already gone. Uncle sat quietly, waiting.

      “I figured you remembered the chicken from last night.”

      Nash blinked.

      Uncle smirked. “Yeah. Her coffee is worse.”

      Nash sagged against the side of the refrigerator. “Why do I feel I’m going to hate this investigation?”

      “I have coffee out in the teepee… or we can go to town.”

      Nash’s eyes closed slowly, and she rolled back along the fridge. “I’ll get dressed.”

      Uncle cleared his throat. “I hope you brought jeans and some proper shit boots.”

      She glanced back. Her eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      His face and body never moved, but it seemed as if he had shrugged. “I saw what the county guys looked like when they returned to town. They were swamp sludge from head to toe.”

      She thought about the double indigo jeans Mina had bought for her. They were the perfect look for poking around the shops in Falls Church on weekends or a few days in the Adirondacks, but they were nothing like the jeans of her youth. They also cost Mina a few hundred.

      “I’ll go shopping if I need to.”
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        * * *

      

      They stepped out onto the front porch. Nash had never thought about how large the area was. The round table could fit at least six people without their elbows knocking. The timbers didn’t have the thin hollow sound most porches did. She slowly took it all in.

      Uncle snorted with a smirk. “Just now noticing the porch?”

      She snuck a quick look back at him. “I just never noticed how solid and large it was.”

      “Pine Nut… er… your dad and I hauled all this back from the yard where they rebuilt the flat cars. This was six-inch-thick car decking beat all to hell, only used the pretty stuff and threw what was left in a heap to maybe burn later. It’s probably still at least a good five inches thick.”

      “But it’s not beat up.”

      Uncle squinted out through the fields. “Now. Your dad bought a two-foot block of pumice. He would push it around the porch every night after work to sand it down. The old navy ships called them holy stones. They used them to sand off all the blood after a battle. It got rid of the hell of war.”

      He stepped down to the front yard. “We’ll take my truck. Give you time to get acquainted with your new partner.”

      “I don’t have a partner.”

      He stuck his finger and thumb in his mouth. The whistle was loud and throaty. He turned and smiled. “Now you do. Meet Powder.”

      She snorted and looked around dramatically at nothing.

      The dog was a lightning flash of dark gray and white as it turned the corner. Uncle turned and pointed at Nash on the porch.

      The dog made a broad curve around the man and went straight up the stairs. Or straight over the stairs. The dog didn’t seem to have legs, just a jet propelling it over the land. He circled Nash three times and was back at the man’s side, looking up.

      Uncle peered back at Nash. “Kneel or sit on the edge. She needs to smell your breath.”

      “My breath?”

      Uncle raised one eyebrow. “You took a shower this morning. She can’t smell you. You just smell like your sister if you use her soap. She thinks you’re Daisy.”

      “And that matters… how?”

      Uncle turned and looked out across the fields and into the forest. “Your sister doesn’t work. She doesn’t like animals and doesn’t understand how you do.” He peered back over his shoulder and waved his hand down. “Just sit.”

      Rolling her eyes, she sat.

      The dog’s nose was still pointed across the fields. Uncle flicked his hand. The dog ignored him. He snapped his fingers. The dog looked up and begrudgingly stood and walked back to the stairs. Slowly, she made sure all four paws touched each stair tread.

      Circling twice, she finally sat next to Nash.

      “Look at her and talk to her. Just don’t touch her. She’s not a petting dog. She just works.”

      Nash turned her head. “Bullshit. All dogs want to be petted.” She looked at the mass of the strange-coated dog. The brownish, dark gray, and white patches belonged to another kind of dog. The size and coat looked more like a sheep or cow dog. But the face was the strangest. The muzzle was the wider of a hound, but the color looked like it had stuck its nose in the fan at ground zero of a shock wave of white paint or flour.

      “What kind of dog is this?”

      Uncle chuckled as he watched the field. “The father was a huntin’ dog. The bitch was a cow dog. Most came out looking like a regular cow dog. But Powder kinda got the full cluster of their mating.”

      “Interesting markings on her face. It gives her a scared look.”

      “Yup. Looks ain’t everything. She’s anything but scared.”

      The dog sat, ignoring Nash. Her nose hadn’t twitched or moved.

      Nash turned toward Uncle. “I’m getting kind of hungry.”

      Uncle held his hand out low in a stop motion.

      Nash peered out at the empty field that seemed to hold the man’s attention. There was a flash from the sky and a large brown bird lifted from the ground. An animal, almost the size of the bird, hung from the talons.

      Uncle turned with a smile on his face. “That eagle has been cleaning them ground squirrels out of the field for the last week. I think she or he or they have chicks.”

      He looked at Nash. She glanced at Powder and shrugged.

      “Well, Powder… truck?”

      The dog stood and made her way down the stairs. It was as if she had suddenly gotten ten years older than the pup who had run around the corner minutes before.

      Uncle scratched at the base of his ponytail. “Guess she’s still thinking about it. She must have smelled a lot of your sister on you.”

      Nash gave him a side-eye as they walked. “I washed my hair.”
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        * * *

      

      The truck was a lot newer than Nash feared it would be. The dog sat between them and only looked straight ahead.

      “It was Daisy’s shampoo, wasn’t it?”

      Nash glared at the dog. “Honestly. This has gone on long enough. The dog just doesn’t like me, and I’m okay with that. My pet squirrel never really liked me either, even after I’d saved its life. I don’t have to sit in a drum circle with every animal and sing Kumbaya.”

      Uncle eased the truck into the parking lot. “You need to rinse your hair with sage and squaw tea. It will get rid of the white man smell your sister likes so much. And Kumbaya is a dumb song. It has nothing to do with nature and animals. It’s something the white man made up to teach his children to sing around a campfire. Better to tell stories about how the world came to be.” He rolled down the window and opened his door. He turned off the truck and smiled. “Pancake day.”

      Nash slid out but looked at Powder. “What about…?”

      Uncle closed the door. “She has the window if she needs to do anything.”

      As they got close to the door, Nash’s pocket dinged. Uncle glared. “I’ll get you coffee. Don’t let it get cold.”

      Nash narrow-eyed the man’s back as she stopped to pull out her phone.

      She read the text and hit the button to return the call.

      “Al-Faragi.” The voice sounded more self-assured than she knew the young woman was.

      “It’s Nash. Reach out to Travis Air Force Base. They lost a young airman last year up here hunting or something. Find out if they ever found the body. If they haven’t, we’ll probably need dental records and anything on the bones. Bone Creek is anything if not effective. The lime and alkali strip the bones of anything that might have given us DNA.”

      “The autopsy said it was…”

      Nash cut her off. “I saw that. But I’ve got a hunch there is still something there. Nobody goes soaking in Bone Creek for longer than a half-hour. It’s warm, but not that warm. The pH heals cuts and scrapes, but only if you can stand the pain. But it’s great for overworked muscles, which is why the athletes are always down
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