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      Diego Ignacio Constantino y Espinoza glanced at the ticket on the order wheel with a bittersweet tug. Judith’s two on the over-easy eggs looked more like his first girlfriend’s printed signature—Zoe.

      At thirty-two, with more heroin injection tracks in her arms than she had veins, she was at the end of the street trash cycle. But she was more exotic than pathetic to a sixteen-year-old runaway from East Los Angeles. As his surrogate mother and lover, she had steered him away from injecting hard drugs. But the rest of the street had taken hold.

      As he reached up with his tattooed left hand, movement across the street caught his eye. In the tiny town of Big Pine, a clean black SUV stands out as being a tourist or worse. The three men standing at the open back were the latter. Dice had seen the scene a hundred times before. Gang bangers and harder, passing out guns for a hit. There were no masks to hide their identities. This would not be a quiet robbery. This was a hit. A straight-up killing—with no witnesses.

      He scanned the small restaurant. The four men huddled in the corner booth had come in over twenty minutes before. He had never seen them before. They still hadn’t ordered more than coffee.

      Dice rewound his memory tape. He recalled two of the four mysterious figures carrying large, heavy, black gym bags. It didn’t raise any red flags at the time. As he thought about it more, he remembered there wasn’t a gym in Big Pine. And the one in Bishop had been closed for six months. Something wasn’t adding up.

      The only other customer was the older lady in the first booth. Cricket Street always came in when her Social Security check arrived. She deposited it at the bank. Then she came into the restaurant. Her order never varied: tea, a side of two eggs over-easy, and dry wheat toast cremated around the edges. She said it reminded her of her late father’s devil-may-care attitude toward life. She had worked for Inyo County, but he had been an undercover cop for Los Angeles.

      Dice began slapping the small chrome bell with his steel spatula. “Judith, Mary, for the last fucking time, your orders are up. Come get them now before I throw them out.”

      The blond and the brunette slid up to the counter from both sides. “I don’t have an order⁠—”

      Dice growled quietly. “Shut up. Both of you. Grab Cricket and drag her into the back with you. And you had better be there in four seconds. No excuses.”

      Mary opened her mouth.

      “Now.” He held up his oversized French knife. At six and a half feet tall, Dice favored a sixteen-inch blade instead of the standard ten.

      He stood with the thick door to the cooler cracked open. As the girls burst through the door with the woman, he waved the knife at the opening.

      “But I don’t want to…”

      Dice waved his knife in the air like it was his hand as he opened the door wider. Judith’s eyes were enormous as the bell over the front door tinkled. He held his knife and finger to his lips. Slipping the knife into its holster on his hip, he reached for the top rack next to the door and grabbed the ratty old jacket. Shoving it into Judith’s hands, he leaned in and warned them quietly. “Put this on Cricket so she doesn’t freeze. Don’t make a sound. And don’t come out for at least ten or fifteen minutes. No matter what you hear.”

      Mary pointed toward the front. Dice shook his head. “I’ve got it. Not a sound, and stay in here.”

      The voices out front in the restaurant were getting louder as he closed the thick, insulated door. Bolting out the back door, he hustled to where he had parked his truck in the small alley, as his right hand found the functions on his watch. His old habit of timing actions pushed the button for the timer.

      Reaching behind the seat of the older truck, he pulled out the .223 hunting rifle. He could drop a deer with a clean headshot, but the Marine Corps had trained him with worse to be more accurate. At least more accurate than he had learned on the mean streets of East Los Angeles as a young gang banger.

      He pulled out the clip and checked. It was full. Pulling the bolt, he checked for the shell in the pipe. Reaching under the seat, he grabbed the extra clip.

      At the end of the building, he turned toward the main street and the side window that looked into the restaurant. Stopping at the edge of the window, he pulled his knife from the sheath hanging from his belt. He slowly pushed the tip of the knifepoint across the lower corner of the window. Raising the knife, he could see the gunmen reflected in the mirror finish.

      He flinched away as the window exploded from the gunfire. Sheathing his knife, he raised the rifle and waited. Counting five shotgun blasts. He waited for the two louder assault rifles to clear their clips. There were only a few small-gun gunshots from the four in the booth.

      He heard a clip bounce metallically off the floor. Rolling along the wall to the edge of the blown-out window, he kept his body behind the window jamb and wall. The shotgunner was feeding more shells into his pump. The taller blond was fumbling with a fresh clip for his weapon.

      Dice aimed his rifle at the head of the man, still standing with his rifle on his shoulder. He squeezed the trigger, and the man’s blue eyes turned into one blue, and the other darkened—into blood. The man crumpled to the floor as the other two jerked at the sound of another gun.

      Dice shifted his sights to the other rifleman’s mouth, opening in surprise. Dice’s shot severed his neck through the short goatee with a single shot. The body is still folding as Dice gives the shotgunner a center eye.

      Leaning over the jagged edges of glass rimming the blown-out window, he scanned the four men in the booth. He guessed they were ground meat before the shotgun had destroyed the window. With the back of his knuckles, he felt the large bags. The forms inside moved distinctively. “Money.” He looked across the street and snorted softly. He had seen it before in Los Angeles. The drug seller had thought about the large bags of money. And then decided to kill the golden goose and worry about finding a new one later.

      From the size of the bags, Dice figured he could live comfortably in Mexico for many years, but without looking over his shoulder at every noise and shadow.

      Looking behind, he found and picked up his three shells. From experience, he knew the hollow-point bullets would never be traceable. Carefully stepping out of the shattered glass gravel, he scanned for any sign he had been there. Two more tourist cars drove past. They were oblivious to anything but the music on their radios, the long miles driven, and more to come.

      He walked back to his truck. Stowing the rifle, he dropped the three shells into his bag of other shells to be reloaded. He flipped his wrist. The counter on his watch clicked through the forty-seventh second. Climbing in, he drove the truck and parked it two blocks into the residential neighborhood. It would escape any police investigation.

      Dice checked himself in the mirror on the back of the office door. He smirked at the small sign printed on the mirror, extolling Presentation is Everything.

      Resetting his watch, he opened the cold room door to a tiny squeak from one waitress. Cricket sat quietly, wearing the jacket like a shawl.

      The older woman glanced at the two waitresses. “We heard a bunch of gunshots.”

      Dice smiled at the unflappable nature of a woman who had seen everything and probably taken part in half of it. “You three can come out now. But you need to stay here in the back. I need to call the sheriff.”

      Judith examined him up and down. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I was watching through the pass-through in case they might come back here.”

      She smirked. “And what would you have done? Cook them a bad burger?”

      He slid the knife halfway out of its sheath.

      She snorted. “Yeah. Big man with the knife. What happened out there?”

      He tilted his head forward. “They shot each other.”
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      Nash leaned her right hip against the ticket counter. Her voice was soft and lowered so only the ticket agent could hear. The supervisor, walking behind her, never flinched. “And we both have weapons.”

      The ticket agent froze. Her eyes grew as the blood left her face. Her mouth still trapped the tiny pink tip of her tongue as she raised her face. It stopped at the thin wallets held at the edge of the high counter.

      Muna rolled along the edge of the counter. “Usually, we let Magic Rick warn you guys, but we finished early and drove straight over. According to the app on my phone, there were still a few seats left on our two first-class flights.” Her eyes circled in a roll and came to a landing with the agent in the center. “Is there a problem?”

      The woman hummed. “I’m more used to federal employees taking the super saver seats near the back.”

      Muna looked at Nash. “What was the air marshal saying about getting stuck in a window seat with a woman and three babies in row thirty-two?”

      Nash shrugged. “I stopped listening after the part of the drunk breaking the flight attendant’s jaw with another guy’s head.”

      The ticket agent rolled her eyes. “Never happened. That was on Spirit, and they never get marshals. Let me see those flights again.” She looked at the paper and then glanced back up at Muna. “And if you’re going to spin a yarn, get the facts straight. They don’t have thirty-two. Their rows stop at thirty. They have the extra bulkhead for the third bathroom because it’s a shit show.” She continued typing in the destinations.

      Nash shrugged. “Don’t forget the dog.”

      The ticket agent looked up and leaned forward to look at Powder. “She rides in the front. I’ll see if we can find a companion seat for you.”

      Nash straightened as she fished the phone out of her pocket. She glanced at the caller as she thumbed the green icon. “Deputy director. We’re just trying to find seats on planes.”

      “Yeah. Probably not so much.”

      Nash frowned. “What’s up?”

      The phone muffled from rubbing his shirt. “Thanks Millie. Tell him I’ll call in the morning when I know more.” The sound cleared. “Sorry about that. Do you remember where we stayed while probing the bombing range?”

      Nash’s eyes narrowed as her face turned to disgust. “Olancha. Yeah… why?”

      “I think this is about fifty miles north of there and four hundred times nicer.”

      “Where?”

      He noisily shuffled some paper near the phone. Nash could tell he was enjoying himself. The KABAR knife had stuck in his craw or funny bone. She wasn’t sure which. “Ah… here it is. Big Pine.”

      “What are we looking at?”

      Muna frowned and held her palm out to stop the ticketing agent.

      “Seven dead. There is north of a few million dollars and a ton of brass on the floor. The LEO wants an expert to look at it. They’re holding the crime scene.”

      Nash mouthed the word, fuck. “Have they moved the bodies?”

      Tony shuffled the papers together and tapped them straight on the top of the desk. Nash could tell he had shifted to his speakerphone. “Evidently, the first on the scene had just enough time to count bodies and make it back out the front door so as not to soil the scene.”

      Nash looked at the ticketing agent and rolled her eyes as her head vibrated. “So, I have to step over someone’s vomit to get to my crime scene. And we’re catching this because…?”

      The deputy director paused the tapping of papers. “Did I mention there was a boatload of brass and shotgun shells?”

      Nash picked up her Go-bag and nodded away from the ticket counter. “So they suspect it was a professional hit. Jesus, Tony, this is California. They grow those right next to the cauliflower and lettuce. Accessories are on aisles ten and fourteen.”

      “Professional hit squad who got whacked themselves. It’s less than twenty miles from the state line. And two large bags of what they believe is cash.”

      Nash nodded at the sign, pointing toward the car rentals. “What? No reservation to throw in there, Tony?”

      Even through the growl, she could hear the smirk. He had done his research. “Paiute reservation is seventeen miles away in Bishop. The temperature won’t drop below forty tonight. You might want a faster car. If you can find one.”

      Nash thumbed the red icon as she pointed the phone at the green sign. Muna smirked with understanding.

      Muna flashed her badge. “Where are you hiding a Hell Cat in white, please?”

      The man could have passed for central casting’s number-one pick for Ichabod Crane. His bony fingers paused on the keyboard as his eyes slowed at the identification and badge, and then he took in the two women. “We don’t. Your type never brings them back in rentable condition.”

      Nash leaned in. “If you check with San Francisco, they can confirm I returned a red one. We had it detailed and clean, ready for frontline exposure.”

      He held her stare through several heartbeats. With his left hand, he reached out and picked up his phone, pushing the side button. “This is Jonathan at LAX. Did you guys ever have a Hell Cat in red?” His nod was spare. “Yeah, those are only on the exotic lot… but you rented it to an FBI agent?” He hummed through another explanation. “What condition upon return?” His one eyebrow was a perfect imitation of Mister Spock. He hung up.

      He looked at Nash. “I apologize for being skeptical. We hear horror stories about some of our cars. Vegas gets cars back with dead bodies in the trunk or bullet holes in the trunks and windows. They had one a while back; it ended up in a war zone movie. Even the engine was driven to hell. Some people have no respect.”

      Nash nodded as her eyes drooped in commiseration. She pointed at Muna. “Well, she’s an excellent driver. No speeding tickets or even a jay-walking ticket to her name. We just need a solid car with a solid engine. It doesn’t have to be a Hemi.”

      His eyebrow seemed to be pinned to his upper brow. “And the white?”

      Muna cleared her throat. “The most common fleet color. A gray or tan would also work. They’re the least noticeable. On second thought, the gray or tan would be better.”

      His scrutiny shifted to the shorter agent. His fingers typed and then paused. “I have a Chrysler three hundred. Silver gray. It’s got four thousand miles on it, so it’s broken in.” He glanced at Nash. “It’s a five-point-seven-liter engine. Will that work? They have large gas tanks, so if you keep your foot out of it, they’re good for about four hundred miles.”

      Muna handed him her ID and credit card. “I think we have a frequent flyer number as well.”

      He gave her a hard look.

      Nash pushed the green icon on her phone.

      “Travel. This is… Oh, hello, Super Agent. What can I do for you tonight?”

      “Evening, Mister Magic. I’m glad you’re in late.”

      “Just flogging the Hawaii stuff. What’s up?”

      “We’re at LAX. We’re trying to rent a car.”

      “Pass the phone over to them. I’ve got you covered.”

      The man looked at the phone skeptically. “Hello?”

      The agent listened and then typed in a few keystrokes. “Oh yes. I see it here now. Yes, sir. A pleasure doing business with you. When are you coming down to see your son again?” He smiled. “Great. We’ll see you then, Rick.” He hung up the phone and handed it back to Nash. “Next time, Agent. Lead with the big gun.”

      Nash smiled. One never knows who knows whom.

      The man picked up his walkie-talkie as the printer ground out the paperwork. “Jose, please bring up the Chrysler three hundred number one-seven-three-four. Make sure the windows are clean and park it at the curb.”

      The radio crackled. “K.”

      Nash side-eyed the paperwork. “Don’t you need my driver’s license number as well?”

      He hung his head at her. “It was in there the moment I put her information in. We’re used to you tag-teaming our cars. Magic Rick just helped justify the request for horsepower. And a better rate. Just keep it in California, and don’t pull a Colorado with it. It’s a lovely car. Even if Rick vouches for you.”

      Nash didn’t even glance at the speedometer when Muna was driving. She rested her head against the cool glass and drifted in and out. Even Powder opted for the backseat and spread out.

      Muna nosed the car up behind what looked like it could be a federal unit, except it was a black Suburban instead of an Explorer. This close to the border, the Nevada plate was meaningless. “Either they called in another crew, or it’s a tourist.”

      Nash rolled her head and looked out the front window. She blinked. “Private. Wrong plates for a federal unit. Even the undercover doesn’t use the commercial format. See any LEOs?”

      Muna pointed to the other side of the restaurant. The tan nose of a sheriff’s cruiser was the only part lit by the light from the streetlight. Nash guessed the officer went lights-out right after they rolled up the sidewalks in a small town. She shrugged her face as she rolled her eyes. “Let’s break out the Vicks and work the crime scene.”

      Nash frowned. “You up for this?”

      The smaller woman smirked. “What, you never pulled an all-nighter after a long day?”

      Nash pulled her door handle. “Just checking.”

      Muna pushed her door open. “I’ve got your back, Senior Agent. Let’s see how messy the children were.”

      They popped the trunk while Powder found some grass. Pulling the crime scene bag open, Nash bent into the trunk. “Let’s see what Los Angeles gave us and never expected to get back.” She pulled out two boxes of gloves and checked the sizes. One large and one small. “Ah… they remembered. I’m touched.”

      Muna pulled the other bag open. Evidence bags were on top, covered by a full strap of yellow evidence teepees. She laid them out in the trunk. She scanned the lights, dusting powder kits, and other gear most missed when they built their kits. Smiling, she pulled out the small envelope and straightened her back. Sliding the card out, she recognized the handwriting of the squint in the labs. She handed the card to Nash.

      Nash stood to get the light on the card. “What’s this?” Opening the card, she read. “Kick ass, you two. We WIFLEs need to stick together. Sigourney.” She looked at Muna. “Was she the one in the autopsy?”

      Muna nodded. “She started before you were born. She mentioned the year she started in the autopsy. I didn’t say anything—it was before my parents got married.”

      Nash smiled as she handed the card back. “Save this. As Mina would say, she deserves a gushy bouquet.”

      Muna washed her hand over her crime scene kit. “And about twenty pounds of dark chocolate.”

      Movement caught Muna’s eye.

      Nash followed her look across the street. The deputy still rubbed his eyes and face as he crossed the four empty lanes.

      The deputy’s rumbling voice was what Nash’s father used to call deep water. “Are you two the FBI agents I’m supposed to wait for?”

      Nash nodded. “Any coffee around here?”

      The man chuckled. “I’ll buy it if you fly it. The restaurant is closed. But Bishop is only fifteen up the road. Jacks is twenty-four-seven and has better coffee than anything we have at the sub-station. But if you’re going, I’ll want some breakfast, too.”

      Muna looked at Nash. “They’d probably have it ready and packed when I get there.” She turned back to the deputy. “What do you want to order?”

      “Cowpuncher. Full stack of pancakes, three eggs, bacon, and sausage.”

      Nash growled. “It’ll be cold and hard as Uncle’s heart when she gets it back here.”

      The man smirked. “It’s not your usual crime scene. We can still get at and use the microwave in the kitchen and the other end of the waitress station.”

      Nash thought for a moment. “Call them. Order four of them and as much coffee as possible in hot carafes. I read the preliminary report. We can bring more food later, but coffee will be critical.”

      Nash frowned as she looked at Muna. “What about the pork?”

      Muna shrugged and pointed at Powder. “She gets extra rations.”

      The deputy chuckled. “The cook might be Norm. He’s Jewish. He’ll know what to swap for the pig. How do you like your eggs?”

      “Anyway, they can’t fly away. The place was Jack’s?”

      “Halfway through town. On the left. You can’t miss it.”

      Nash closed the trunk. “We’ll be back shortly.”

      The man smiled as he pointed across the street. “You can park next to my cruiser when you get back. I’ll pull down the tape over the entrance.”
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      The three sat looking at the dark parking lot and the back of the two cars. Most of the food was good, even after the microwave. The eggs were standard rubber. Jacks had understood the assignment and packed an insulated pressure coffee urn with two gallons of coffee.

      Nash swallowed and wiped the napkin at her mouth. “You weren’t the first on the scene…”

      Deputy Johnson’s voice was like the smooth sand at the bottom of a deep well. It took time for the sound to rattle up the pipe, but it oozed gently and was comforting when it got out. “Watkins was. He’s on the day shift. We don’t get this kind of stuff up here. Mostly some pot or drugs. There will be a fistfight or three at the start of the fishing season, but we usually babysit the area. Independence gets most people trapped on the side of Mount Whitney or the occasional shot hunter. But we’re not the big city. It’s why I moved here after I got back from touring the sandcastles. With my aversion to loud noises, I wanted peace and quiet.”

      Muna looked through the top of her eyes as she bit the end of the toast. Chewing, she pointed her thumb toward the other end of the restaurant. “Did you look over the quiet bloodbath, Vern?”

      His chuckle came from deep down the well in his chest. “I did. I used my Boy Scout binoculars from over here while there was still light. After this mess, my therapist at the VA will enjoy full employment again.”

      Nash pushed the last of her eggs and bacon over to Powder. “What’s your take on the firefight?”

      “The two guns I could see in the booth were nines. A couple of holes start below the table and splinter the top. I’m guessing there will be some skid marks as well. But looking at the three over here, they were standing. And even in this dawn light, I can see they wore vests. But the bleed-out is from the heads. But then, I only looked from here. I wanted to leave your scene pristine.” He smirked at Nash.

      Her quick laugh was all breath. “You didn’t want to risk blowback for shitting on my crime scene.” Her side-pulled smirk matched his. “Which service?”

      “ANG.” He turned to Muna, frowned, and smiled at her half-cocked head. “Air National Guard for the civilians. It’s like the military, except for all the walking and naps. And despite what the bubble heads try to tell you, in the sand, nobody had better food.” His smile grew to match hers. He could tell she was a quick study to take in information. “I started with comms or communications. Commonly thought of as radio, but we could also direct helicopters, sorties, or just be ordering pizza takeout.”

      Nash’s snickered softly. She looked over at Muna. “Ordering a takeout pizza is calling in a drone or air strike on a residential location. Usually, you hoped, was lit up by a targeting laser.” She turned back to the man, pushing away half his breakfast as he sipped more coffee. “And they moved you into…”

      His eyes rolled to one side, and his eyelids eased down and opened. “It was like someone called a comms convention. There were six grunts for every job. So I found myself some entertainment. The base commander found me stripping down some hanger queens and asked if I enjoyed wrenching. I looked him in the eye and told him I hate the smell of oil and burned grease or getting dirty.”

      Nash barked a laugh.

      “Yeah. His Class-A inspection went from my solid black hands up my black arms and smeared my chest and face.” He rolled his eyes. “He pointed at my red, blistered bare feet and told me I had to wear Jesus slippers until I got the fungus under control.”

      Nash smirked as she leaned back with her mug near her mouth. “Damnedest nasty stuff. Rarely cures until you hit stateside.”

      Vern wagged his brush-cut head. “Nope. The real deal. It took coming home and about a month of nightly soaks in the alkaline hot springs up Bishop’s way to almost cure. A buddy wanted me to hunt with him up in the Mono Craters. We camped on the backside of Mono Lake. I knew I wasn’t cured when I first stepped into the water. But the next night, it didn’t burn so much. On the third night, we went swimming. That night, we found every scratch, bruise, abrasion, or insult our skin had ever collected. But by the end of the five days, we had a winter’s worth of deer meat, a year of jerky, and no more sand rot.”

      Muna smirked at the commonality the man and Nash shared between the military and the hunting. “Did you go back?”

      “To the sand?” He shook his head. “I was done.” He glanced at Powder’s intense stare. The tongue slipped out and wiped her upper lip. He pushed his plate over to her.

      “No. The lake.”

      He chuckled. “Sure. Anytime we need meat. I only have deer and coyote in my freezer.”

      Nash rolled her eyes with a yawning smile. “Coy what?”

      His smile pursed. “The Fish and Game call them Tule Elk. The ranchers around here call them an expensive pest. A herd can wipe out a couple of acres of young alfalfa in a single night. Taking a few of them a year doesn’t affect a herd of a few thousand, but it can feed many people who can’t afford much more than mac and cheese. We spread it around where we know it will help.”

      They sipped on their coffee as the warm pink of the sky turned more yellow.

      Nash put down her empty mug as she looked at the other end of the restaurant. “A couple of shots through the table… I’m guessing with maybe matching holes in the ceiling?” Her eyes danced around the table, looking for an answer. “Under the table at the short distance might have gotten some leg, and then upper shot when they fell…”

      He softly rocked. “How much did you see in the sand?”

      “More than my share. Why?”

      He pushed his chin down the restaurant. “Take a look. Dead while they were falling, or dead when they dropped?”

      Nash looked at the three mounds on the floor. They weren’t spread out like they were reaching. They puddled like dropped damp towels in the bathroom. Her eyes stepped from spot to spot and back. The one black form in the booth with the pistol still hanging from the finger. The other form, half coming from the bench like a waterfall onto the floor. A glint of steel caught in his crotch. And back to the three large rag piles on the floor.

      Her eyes narrowed as she looked at the deputy. “I don’t think it’s all here.”

      Half of his forehead raised as he nodded a twitch. “My guess is only about ninety percent of it.” He pointed at the scene. “I’m out on my speculative limb here. But I think the window blew out with the first rounds of the shotgun. The long guns are most likely full auto, judging by the random spread of holes. The defenders didn’t have time to get their pistols above the table. They were expecting buyers instead of an ambush. Everything is a hot mess, and then someone’s clip is empty. Maybe the shotgun is first, or maybe second. But he’s reloading, and I’m betting it’s a pump, not a clip… And then Mister Final drops the three. Bing, bang, bong.”

      Muna squints one eye. “Where’s Mister Final, and what’s he shooting?”

      Vern points at the window. “He’s on the other side of the window. They cleared the glass for him, so it doesn’t matter if what he’s shooting is small and quiet. It just needs to be accurate.” His mouth screws up as he thinks. “A low velocity like a 30-30 still has enough punch to cause a lot of damage and leave the skull. An AR-15 is small but also fast and powerful. It’ll whip through a head and still leave the guy time to finish his thought. A .22 long-rifle would work if the shooter were exceptionally good. But the least off, and it’s just a facial crash. But they dropped these. So I will guess either a Tokarev TT or the Makarov PP if it’s a pistol or a .223 for a rifle.”

      Muna wiggled on the bench as she leaned into the discussion. “Let’s stick with the Russians. TT or PP and why?”

      His eyes opened wider. “Hmm, a shooter.” His smile widened. “The TT has a bit more stopping power, and if you’re shooting from across the street, it has more accuracy. But the bullet would still exit the skull. The PP is lighter, smaller, easier to conceal, but still with the stopping power of the British PPK or our .380.” His head rocked back and forth. “So, I’d go with the PP. It’s quieter as well.”

      Nash glanced out the window at the full morning light. “Ready to string some tape?”

      Vern smiled at the clean plates in front of Powder. “I’ve got about a thousand yards of fresh tape. And your dog needs some lawn.” He pointed over his shoulder and across the parking lot. “Nobody will mow the edging over this way in the next decade.”

      Nash looked at Powder as Muna slid out of the booth. “Did you hear the man? The potty is over there. But I’ll be over here, but I don’t want you near the broken glass.”

      Powder glanced up and gave her a nose and a tiny tongue on the chin.

      Nash started sliding out. “We’re good.”

      Vern snorted a soft laugh as he slid out. “I wish my kids had been that easy.”

      They stood in the doorway, watching Powder go to where she knew the accepted toilet was. Nash turned. “How old?”

      “The twenty-five-year-old boy is just finishing his master’s down in Irvine. And the girl is just wrapping up her extra credits at a tiny college over the hills in Deep Springs.”

      Nash smiled at knowing about the most obscure college in the United States. “My wife is a Springer. Fine college.”

      His eyes opened tall. “Does she run the universe?”

      Muna stepped out behind them. “Pretty much.”

      They turned.

      Muna burped a happy harrumph. “Well, at least the Washington D.C. part of the universe. What’s your Anteater do?”

      His right eyebrow ticked the last notch higher. “If you say you graduated from Irvine, I’m going to stop right here.”

      Muna leaned her head with a smirk. “We know people.”

      “He’s an electrical engineering geek.”

      Nash pursed her lips. “Computers or green energy?”

      Vern’s eyes narrowed. “I think both. He was the lead builder for the solar racer they ran all the way across⁠—”

      Nash and Muna chorused. “Australia.”

      Nash closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and pointed at Muna. “And they came in…?”

      Muna squinted one eye. “I want to say first… but I’m going to go with second. There was a problem with a back axle or something.”

      Vern laughed. “What’s the sex ratio of the team, and how many collective toes do they have?”

      Muna giggled. “The team is skewed female, and Baby is missing her two pinkies.”

      His face fell open. “How…?”

      Nash pushed his mouth closed. “Like we said. We know people. And if he’s friends with Baby, she’s probably already assessed him about going to work for the company she works for.”

      “He said something about dredging rivers and bays or something.”

      Nash nodded. “Best playdate he could ever spend his life at. We’re going to get our gear.”

      Powder stopped and looked both ways down the empty highway before tagging along behind the women. Vern studied the two long black braids, white shirts, and black leather pants. Only the nature of the boots was different. He guessed military and non-military.
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      The trunk was still cool as Nash reached in. But as she touched the crime scene bag, her hands and forearms warmed as if from a fireplace. She paused, expecting a vision to continue. But it was only the warm flush in her hands.

      “Nash?”

      “I’m good. Just…” She grabbed the handles and pulled the bags from the well. “Curious. My hands and arms got warm when I touched the bags. It’s gone now, but it felt like it was going to…”

      Muna tilted her head. “A vision?”

      “Yeah. But it was just the physical flush.” She closed the trunk. Looking across the main street, she snorted softly at Powder sitting at the back doors of a black SUV. It made little sense. The early morning had no warming heat. They watched Powder as they returned to the restaurant and the waiting deputy.

      The deputy bobbed his chin out. “Is she going to just sit in the sun all day?”

      Nash glanced back and called. “Goofball. Not every black SUV is a drug dealer…”

      Muna stared at her and then peered back at the interior crime scene. “Unless they are…”

      They turned toward the deputy as a battered truck turned out of the side street and headed south. “Recognize the truck?”

      He shook his head as he raised his radio to his mouth. He peeked at his watch. “Too early.” Returning the radio to his hip, he drew out his cell phone. He peered north as the phone rang. “Hey, George? Vern.” He drew the upper lip and a thin blond mustache through his teeth. “I’m in Big Pine. I need a Slim Jim to have some doors popped on a Chevy SUV.” He swung to face south. “Okay. Thanks. I’m at the restaurant. You won’t miss the yellow tape.”

      Nash studied him as he hung up. “You don’t carry lock-out gear in your cruiser?”

      He winced. “Maybe. But them getting here from Bishop is usually faster than me trying to open a convertible with the top down. Besides, he gets a forty-five-buck bump at the end of the month.”

      Muna nodded. “Play to your strengths and spread it around.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Should I call the boys?”

      “Let’s see what we’ve got first.” Nash snapped open her bag and tugged out the large gloves. “I’ll start at the end of the building. Help Vern run the tape out before the citizens poke their noses where they don’t belong. And then take photos.” She looked at the deputy. “Did you guys do any photos yet?”

      “The medical examiner is up in the backcountry with a doe tag, hoping it’s not a bust for the fourth time. The photographer just started their three weeks of school photos. He can’t get away unless it’s during an evening…” The deputy’s voice trailed off with the litany of fighting crime in the country on a borrowed shoestring.
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