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            COMPOUND

          

        

      

    

    
      Certain chemicals, minerals, herbs, or spices are harmless when taken alone. But when taken in together…

      Cooking has always been an art. Day-to-day cooking is, at its best, boring. At its worst, it is tedious. Jana sprinkled the rolled-out dough with the ground lavender, cardamom, sage, and deadly nightshade. The limited use of the scopolamine she had used before. Enough to block the nervous system in the lungs and gastrointestinal tract, but not enough to kill. But it would mask the other herbs as they worked. Her soft brioche rolls were universally popular among the group.

      The turkey breasts cooking in the brick oven contained their sleep-inducing tryptophan. The calming nature of the lavender in the dry rub helped. Being vacuum marinated for the day in a stew of alcohol-infused Italian plums and tart cherries added to the juice and flavor guarantees seconds.

      She had added the desiccated hollyhock for its kick to the tryptophan. But reduced the hemlock or water chestnut, as it was better in a hard alcoholic drink. But she could count on only a few who would imbibe the alcohol. Some drank nothing besides the water they harvested from the air, even though the water from the well was just as pure after filtering it.

      She glanced over at the sound of the front door. The man walked past the door to the large commercial kitchen. “Hey, Peter.”

      The bald man stepped back into the doorway, drawing a long sniff. “That smells great. Italian chicken?”

      She shook her head as she cut the dough into squares for the rolls. “Turkey. How was the traffic?”

      His eyes rolled large. “I couldn’t believe the congestion as I came up Boundary Road. There must have been at least seven rabbits. I think the temperature has triggered their sex drive over the heat. I had to drive around two in the middle of the road.” He winked.

      Her head and face jerked her short blond hair in a violent twitch as her tongue stuck out in a fat sausage to lick her lips. “I don’t think they take that long.”

      He laughed as he turned to leave. “Either way, it was a hare-raising experience.”

      She groaned. “Terrible pun. In fact, it wasn’t even bunny.”

      She could hear him in the hall. “Hey, do you know if Mitchel and Gomez finished last night’s water capture?”

      “I know they were out at the array this morning, but I think there’s a problem with the solar collectors. They were working on them.”

      “Okay, I’ll get with Steve and Amy before dinner.”
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            POUNDING SAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Nash rounded the large outcropping of boulders. The wet faces strewn with decades of ocean abuse and love. The grassy seaweed clung to the barnacles as tiny crabs made their way slowly from crevice to hole to empty barnacle shell. Sea fleas and small beetles played their millennia-old game of tag. A lone bird wheeled overhead, tracking the runner splashing through the shallows around the headlands. The water was refreshing and meant there were only two miles of pink sand left to run.

      Nash touched the tip of the one rock as she passed from splashing in the shallow water, creating tracks on the wet sand. The narrow trace of darker pink separated the water from the dry sand.

      She could feel the depth of the shoe print as she jogged. Feeling the depth was a habit she remembered in boot camp and Basic Underwater Demolition or SEAL (BUD/S) school. She just hadn’t remembered choosing the firmer path in the wet sand because it was part of the wet instead of the hotter, dry sand. Most just ran the path because it was less tiring. It was more like running on dirt paths—until the sergeants took pleasure in hosing down random areas of the dirt courses until the mud was ankle-deep.

      Not for the first time, she glanced back to her right. The dog wasn’t there. She had gotten used to glimpsing Powder’s pink tongue lolling to the right side of her mouth as she shadowed her partner.

      But after the surgery, only a brief potty or food break would separate her from Mina’s side. Even when Nash packed her Go bag and laid out the tactical harness—the dog refused. Nash never pushed. She just left the harness on the couch and went to work like in the old days. She understood. Duty comes in different ways to different people, even when one of those people has four feet and fur.

      Nash focused on the two sets of landing lights from a Boeing seven forty-seven. The owners had bid on the lights as part of a salvage operation. They mounted them under the restaurant’s overhang at the top of the cliff. Without the high winds of a plane to cool the intense lights, they had rigged up a water-cooling system, drawing water from the ocean.

      Early sunrise behind her reflected off the light’s lenses. The four white dots were Nash’s guiding lights for the last mile of her morning run she had started in the night’s cool air. The daily half marathon had a calming effect on her. But when she could feel her blood pressure, she started earlier and ended later. Her longest run and toughest day had resulted in a forty-mile loop through the middle of the island.

      But a crappy day in Barbados was better than the nicest day in D.C. She had started in a moderate storm at midnight. The weather had turned into one of the island’s rare tropical storms. Tripping over a wobbly rock in the surf and hitting a cluster of other rocks was hard enough to require a few stitches. She wore a long-sleeved caftan around her wife. She thought it would cover the bandages and not worry Mina. Nash hadn’t counted on her wife being such an eagle-eyed clotheshorse.

      Mina hadn’t mentioned it until Nash took the bandages off. Mina’s only comment was the sleeves fit smoother, but she still limped like she had a knife stuck in her right buttocks. She made Nash strip and come clean before dinner, after which she threatened to fire the nurse, Lele if Nash ever tried to hide an injury again.

      Lele, who had seen worse with the two, only ruffled her special copy of the New York Times Barbados edition. She skimmed the news and pecked at the crossword puzzle throughout the day. She would often leave the finished puzzle around the hotel’s rooms. She had cajoled magnets out of Chester or the boys in Washington and hung them on the refrigerator. None of the women had ever had children or nieces and nephews to dote on… so Mina gushed over the crossword art.

      Nash slowed in the deeper sand as she approached the long stairway cut centuries before into the side of the cliff. The steps were wide and graciously gentle. The hotel manager had explained they had been used to carry bounty gathered from the sea up to the lodgings above. A large crane had been used to lower man-boats. Then, the so-called pirates would row out over the many coral reefs to gather the flotsam left by the ships breaking up from a storm. The false mast erected in the curve above the beach gave the illusion of a safe, calm harbor in a storm. The pirate captain and landowner was the only successful sea scoundrel who had never owned a ship.

      They stayed in the special apartment—the preserved private residence of the former pirate. The floor-to-ceiling windows were doors fitting back into the walls. Glass in one set was to turn the elements. Leaving only the louvered shutters provided a refreshing breeze and the sound of the waves crashing on the rocks eighty feet below. Nash and Mina viewed the hidden, majestic glass doors as an option—but never used them.

      Midway up the stairs, Nash paused and looked back over the calm bay. Each reef showed in the early morning light. The lighter bands, separated by the darker troughs of sand, glowed through the water. She considered going back for a swim but decided to enjoy the saltwater pool above when Mina was ready to spend time in the cabana later.
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        * * *

      

      Muna snuck a quick look at the time block on the screen and groaned. She had, once again, fallen down the rabbit hole of the dark web. Looking at her right hand as if it was some alien hanging in the air with two large orange bulging craniums, she shrugged and popped them in her mouth. The bubbles of deep-fried fat sizzled as they melted into molten lava. Her eyes rolled as she smiled them shut, and she leaned back into her chair in bliss—to have a mouth, consuming lava. Her one eye opened as she made an executive judgment not to hit the shooting range at the crack of dawn. In celebrations, she clicked on the small triangle symbol with the exclamation mark in the middle. The world news highlights booted on the screen as her hand found the bag in the drawer.

      Germany and France ship more heavy field artillery into Ukraine. The riots in Paris are smaller but no less destructive. An EF-4 tornado cuts a swath twenty-eight miles long through Ohio with seven dead. The international Pacific Rim trade group has again cut off minerals trade with China. Japan’s central bank cuts its prime rate by half a point as the recession has failed to take a stranglehold on the islands. Again, Congress is in a deadlock over the omnibus bill, and it looks like they will go on their fall break, leaving work undone, the same as last year. In the California Mojave Desert, authorities have found nineteen bodies in an apparent mass suicide. Walmart says they will cut another seven thousand jobs in the USA to raise their stock price. Walmart and Kroger missed their second-quarter earnings by a full percentage point. The Auto Clubs report the national cost of gasoline rose again by fourteen cents this last week, ahead of the fall holiday season.

      “Good gosh. For once, can’t we have a dragon sighting? Or maybe a confirmed UFO landing in midtown Chicago?” She stood as she rolled her eyes. Looking around the darkened office space, she grimaced. “At least we’ve gone a couple of days without a mass shooting or a child with a parent’s gun shooting a sibling.”

      “Did you say something?”

      She jumped and swung around. She had forgotten the guard had walked through a few minutes before. The young, slender man stood in the archway, still plagued by a face breaking out in zits. “Oh. Leon. I forgot you were here.” She frowned. “How long were you in the lab?”

      He rolled his eyes. “The light in the autopsy room was still on. It took me a couple of minutes to find the right switch. Also, there were two doors open a crack…”

      She pushed her chin up in acknowledgment. “Yeah. The drawers two and four don’t chill, so Mike keeps extra supplies there … Wait. Did you find the light switch for the overhead light? Where?”

      He pushed his finger into the air like a rocket and aimed it at the other room as he let it turn him around. They walked into the chilled room. The light spilling through the open door illuminated the stainless-steel tables and doors as if it were the set of a dreadful movie. The guard reached along the top of the bank of drawer fronts and pointed. A small white switch, half the size of a regular light switch, stood out from a metal plate with a darkened red light.

      Muna squinted. Thinking. “Hmm… turn it back on. I’ll ask Mike about it in the morning. I’ve never seen it turned off, and judging by its location and the monitor light, I’m not sure it’s meant to be turned off. For all I know, it might be to turn the entire refrigeration wall off. And there are six bodies we don’t want to smell.”

      The young man turned it on and curled his lip. “Eew. Not my favorite room, anyway.”

      As they walked out, Muna shrugged. “You get used to it. Dead bodies, crime scenes, burned cars, hospital beds, and holes in your body… It’s all part of the job. And it beats sitting at a desk crunching numbers like my father thought I should be doing all day.”

      The young man ran his fingers through his hair. “Accounting?”

      She shuddered her head with a sneer. “Nothing so droll. Stock analysis.” She shook her body and arms in a horrified shiver.

      His face pulled back in feigned disgust. “I’ll take walking security in the death room over that, any day.”

      Muna swallowed and popped one eyebrow. “Well, I dodged the bullet there. And speaking of bullets. The range opens in five hours. I need to go grab my beauty sleep.” She pointed at the next floor.

      “Don’t you ever go home?”

      She shrugged as she grabbed her phone off her desk and logged out of her secure links. “Not unless I have to.” She glanced back. “Too many roommates.” She moved her cursor to her secure parking space. “I share with seven flight attendants. You never know whose bed you’ll be sharing and with how many.”

      His face reeled in shock. “How big of a house?”

      She smiled at knocking the kid off-kilter. “Two-bedroom apartment. But it has a larger community bathroom down the hall. You know… with gang showers like in high school, but it’s coed.”

      She snickered as she climbed the stairs to the dormitory. His face told her he probably still lived at home and locked the bathroom door. He never stood a chance as date material.
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      “You told him what?” Ming’s face was shocked at the joke.

      Muna rolled her eyes with a smile. “Sorry, not sorry. It stops any chance of him deciding to walk security on the dorm level. I’m unsure, but they probably have a master key to open rooms. Which is something I’m not interested in happening.”

      “Hearing you, girlfriend. I never understood the older girls’ bitching until I had to stop dressing like a little kid. I still worship at the shrine of the Kitty, but around campus, Sesame Street sweats and ugly Crocs with enough of the charms to sink a whale were my friends.” Ming reached over to a bowl and picked another carrot stick. She stuck it into the side of her mouth and crunched down loudly. They smiled together. Girls together, nobody could tell they were being gross or wrong. “Seeing you open your mouth is… Wait. Smile.” Ming gripped her fist in the air as Muna smiled a large, toothy kid kind of smile. “Now wide open with a zinger on your tongue.” Again, the fist.

      Muna laughed. “You just took screenshots.” Her laughter blossomed into a fully opened mouth with half-chewed orange pork rinds. She then turned into a hysterical squeal as she saw Ming take another series of shots. “You are so evil…”

      Ming shot her a shy girl pose with a giggle. “Catch a flight down. We’ll tear up the OC and get trashed on the beach.”

      Muna laughed as she shook her head. “I don’t drink.”

      “Who said anything about alcohol? We can go down to the Surf Shack and have the cook and Danny rip us some spicy hot omelets. I think Jazz would even be up for tormenting Frank and Danny. For lunch, we can hit the food truck for habanero tacos. Find some entertainment for the afternoon and then ease into the evening with sea bass on the beach down in Crystal Cove and sunset. Then we can finish the night with frozen bananas rolled in everything, a ride on the ferry, and end with a fire on the beach. Even Tree can’t resist the last three.”

      Muna leaned in with a squinted eye. “Is the frozen banana a euphemism for…”

      Ming laughed. “Gurl, you have a nasty mind. Get back to great food. They freeze the bananas on a stick. Then they dip them in chocolate and roll them in sprinkles, crumbles, or a mix of everything. Decadent and fun all in one. Then you walk a half-mile or so to the ferry while you eat. The ferry goes over to the Newport peninsula and the beach. We can have the kids prep a fire pit for us. Maybe have a campfire songfest like when we were kids.” Her smile was wonky. “Or what I think kids did…” She rolled her eyes.

      Muna smirked with a single nod. “Yeah, the hijab was kind of mood killer for the Girl Scouts. And so a camp-out for me was over-clocking a mainframe until it would halt and catch fire.”

      Ming’s eyebrows got huge as she chewed. She flipped her index finger back and forth.

      “But the rest sounds fun.” She glanced back toward the lab, where the two men were talking. Probably cooking up more dad jokes. “It’s not exactly our busy season right now, but you never know about the end of the summer. With the heat, people do freaky things. Mostly deadly, but then there’s also the random bank robbery, grifters, smuggling of drugs and people… Just enough to keep us in a job. What about you guys?”

      “It’s slow on the dredging side, but summer vacation is when some of the biggest gaming happens. So the Deep Six team has free range with the jet. Sometimes, they slept on the jet between competitions.”

      “Why slow on the dredging? I would have thought with the nice weather that dredgers would work like mad to make up for lost time with winter storms.”

      Ming snorted softly. “Dredgers take vacations. Usually, they want to spend time with family for a holiday, so the Fourth starts the summer slump, and Labor Day wraps it up. But our end of things can happen anytime in the year. So, the end of summer is slow while we game like crazy. Besides, the guys split the winnings with us. We cover all the expenses and get the lion’s share. They pocket the rest and buy toys for better gaming. It’s kind of symbiotic that way. Heard anything from Nash?”

      Muna furled her lips and softly shook her head. “They’re still down in Barbados. Last we spoke, the surgery went well. They got good margins on Mina’s tumor. The radiation was a bitch, as expected. And she’s due back at the end of the week to start the chemo.”

      Ming nodded soberly. “Well, give her our love when you talk to her. We could use some happier news these days.”

      Muna frowned. “Why? What’s going on?”

      “Jeez. It’s all the news wants to talk about. The cult out in the Mojave Desert that killed themselves. Even Jazz is talking about them.”

      Muna rattled her head. “Haven’t heard…”

      Ming rolled her eyes huge. “Just turn on the TV news. I gotta jet. I can hear that Tree and Slug just came in downstairs. They have another giant trophy for the growing forest along one wall.”

      Muna smiled as she popped a rind into her mouth. “Go get ’em tiger. And tell them congrats from me.”

      The screen blanked black and then returned to the usual FBI logo surrounded by icons.

      Muna swung her desk sideways and tipped back, thinking.

      Turning, she typed a few words into the search. She scanned the page full of hits and chose one of the major networks.

      “This morning, authorities responded to a report of unusual circumstances. After responding to the remote compound, they discovered the bodies of nineteen people. It appears they had eaten a dinner laced with poison and then gone to bed. Here now is…”

      She chose another station.

      “Authorities now believe the cult had possibly made a suicide pact. The charismatic leader Anthony Alamo purchased the commune property a few years ago. Anthony is the nephew of a former religious cult leader, Tony Alamo, who ran a slave labor underground back in the 1970s. Anthony Alamo, a longtime celebrity in the Greenie movement…”

      She backed out and looked for a streaming news channel’s link.

      “Mohave Valley is an unincorporated area of the Mojave Desert on the Nevada border. The Fort Mojave Reservation police were notified of an unusual response to the parcel delivery. Upon investigation, the authorities discovered nineteen people dead in their beds. Foul play might be suspected, but there was no evidence of a struggle.”

      Another click.

      “Early this morning, authorities stumbled upon a gruesome scene: they found a group of individuals in the desert near the Nevada border dead in their beds. The eerie similarities to Heaven’s Gate, a cult that committed mass suicide in nineteen ninety-seven just north of San Diego, are not lost on investigators. The search for connections continues.”

      Click.

      “We’re back now with former LAPD profiler Serena Romulus.” Turning to the other person. “Is this another religious suicide cult like the one led by Marshal Applewhite in Rancho Santa Fe back in the nineties?”

      “No. The Heaven’s Gate cult was intent on suicide from the start. They were waiting for the comet Hale-Bop to reach a certain closeness in the sky and then committed their mass suicide. This appears to be more random.”

      “Random how?”

      “A charismatic leader leads most cults. The people who join are usually uneducated and easily led astray. But with the Mojave Movement, the leader is anything but charismatic. He was a known advocate in the solar energy movement but think in the way of an outstanding leader. As for the names of the others found dead, we connected many to universities or held college degrees in many fields.”

      Muna moved the cursor to an icon she rarely ever used. She had made the icon from one of the first streaming video channels in the original cable TV days. The cartoon television had bent antennas, and the screen simply read TV.

      She scrolled down the list of local channels for the all-news station.

      “In the early hours of the morning, authorities uncovered a grotesque scene. A suicide pact of over twenty individuals had taken place in the wild desert near the Nevada border. They were all found lifeless in their beds, with no clear trace or sign of struggle. Authorities are now searching for possible connections and clues to explain this tragedy. We’re going now to our own Steve Taylor in the Mojave Desert. Steve?”

      Muna felt more than heard Oz behind her. The man was quiet. She knew he was processing the information and running it through his many decades of experience. She turned to look up at him. Mike was quietly approaching through the archway. Only the low whine of his one leg gave him away.

      Oz pursed his lips. His voice was slow and not consciously but just thinking out loud. “It’s been…”

      Muna nodded. For her, it was history. But history she had heard about through references to cults, black T-shirts, and popular running shoes. “Twenty-five years…”

      He looked down with a frown of questioning.

      She tossed her head to one side. “Heaven’s Gate? The Hale-Bop comet?”

      Mike cleared his throat. “How many?”

      “Twenty.”

      Both men’s mouths rolled into hard white bars. Oz looked back at his lab partner. “It could have been worse.”

      Mike bobbed a slow, gentle nod. “With Kool-Aid and children.”

      Muna frowned. “Kool-Aid? As in the happy kids’ drink of sugar death?”

      Oz’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the air and somewhere in his past. “It must have been in seventy-eight. We were in Paris doing Christmas shopping. One of the Congressmen went down to South America…”

      Mike scrunched his eyes. “Guyana?”

      Oz flattened his finger on Mike’s chest. “Guyana. And I can’t remember if they killed the Congressman or not, but Jim Jones knew there would be more to come. So they poisoned big vats of Kool-Aid so the kids would think it was a party. They all took a glass and drank it together. Those who didn’t were shot by Jones’s henchmen. About nine hundred in all.”

      Muna’s eyes opened wide as she stroked her hand on her long braid and slowly turned to the news report. The screen only showed the tranquil arrangement of cars crushed in a ball on some bridge. She didn’t want to hear anymore. She stabbed at the delete button.

      Oz grumbled to clear his throat, but it still sounded full of phlegm. “Every generation likes to think those tragedies are behind us. But they’re not. But I’d trade those events if it meant the daily mass shootings stopped. In the scope of a year, all those in Jones’s camp are only a dent in the number of kids shot in mass shootings. Schoolkids. Little ones who are the innocent of us all. All they knew was they were going to school to be with their friends.” He turned back toward the laboratory and his next autopsy. “And then those who make it to adulthood go to a nightclub to be with their friends, and someone doesn’t think they deserve to.” He turned the corner into his sanctuary of the deceased with questions to be answered.

      Mike pondered the sad look on Muna’s face. His was no better. “As much as he celebrates Dia de los Muertos or the Day of the Dead, he is the most sensitive person I know about the death of others.”

      Muna rocked softly. “I’ve heard him talking to the cadavers.”

      Mike winced as he turned on his mechanical foot. “I think most medical examiners do. I have a hypothesis, but I’m not sure that talking to the dead comes before or because of the career. We all seem just to do it. And we don’t know when it started.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            HOME IS WHERE THE DOG IS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome back to the land of the daily grind. Lightly scattered clouds to remind you of honey-do items you forgot to do before you left. Sunny skies, just like where you left your heart and suntan. And we have it all topped off with a pleasant eighty-seven degrees with ninety percent humidity. Please check your seat belts and secure small items like cell phones, laptops, or children. We don’t want them flying about the cabin as we land. And on behalf of your sponsor, thank you for flying Corporate Air.”

      Nash glanced over at Powder lying next to Mina. Her head was in her mommy’s lap. The two had been dozing for the last hour or more.

      “I gave her a sedative before we took off. I think she was fighting it for the first half of the flight. But she’ll be groggy, and when we get her home, she’ll just sleep until tomorrow.”

      Nash looked over at the nurse. “And Mina?”

      Lele chuckled softly. She was adjusting to the unorthodox humor of the two women. The dog even had her own sense of humor about food and where she curled up to sleep. The nurse looked out of the window of the small jet as they made a gentle curve over the Potomac River. She thought about the last three weeks resting and trying to stay out of Mina’s way while also taking care of her post-surgery medical needs. She had seen the woman work in Colorado while looking after Nash’s battered, assembled family or crew. Gang was such a derogatory word. But it put a smile on her lips.

      She had expected both women to bring laptops and burn the local Wi-Fi to the ground. But the two wives had applied their workaholic natures to relaxing and enjoying the island’s warmth. The chief of police for the attorney general’s office didn’t even call or appear until day three. Lele thought about their flying in on a borrowed corporate jet. They had almost gotten away with flying under the radar until the woman in uniform sauntered in, carrying an unmarked bottle of hundred-year-old scotch. With her other hand, she held out the three asked-for burner phones. They were only for communicating among themselves. They took apart their phones and put them in Ziplock bags wrapped in aluminum foil. To be safe, the three bags had spent the vacation time in the hotel’s freezer.

      She turned as Nash tapped her arm. The woman held out her reassembled phone. “The hotel charged the batteries for us last night.”

      Lele watched Nash pull the parts from each bag and reassemble the other two phones. Thumbing the one awake, Nash had checked a couple of screens. “How many missed calls?”

      Nash shrugged. “Seven. About what I’d expect for a day. But if I didn’t return a phone call by the end of the first day, everyone would assume I was dead or didn’t want to talk.” She smiled at the nurse and flinched her eyebrows and one shoulder. “Works for me.” She woke up Mina’s phone and hit mute as the tiny mass of plastic and aluminum shook in her hand. She put it on the small table, face up. It rattled and walked along the slick surface.

      As Lele reached to stop it from falling off, Nash shook her hand. “It’s not finished yet.”

      The phone convulsed off the table’s edge, flipped, and jumped on the carpet as the plane flared. As the plane’s wheels chirped softly on landing, the two watched the phone flip one last time and die. Lele snorted. “You brute! You killed it.”

      Nash chuffed as she unsnapped her seat belt and bent to pick up the now-silent phone. Thumbing it open, she opened the one screen to missed calls. She showed the phone to the nurse. “Washington is a cruel mistress.” The count read nine hundred and ninety-nine. After that, it stops counting. “It will take her days to unravel this mess. But most of it, she will turn over to her team.”

      “She has a team? Like yours?”

      “Not exactly. She pays for hers. But they aren’t as fun. Mostly, they research her. But mine have much funner toys.”

      The nurse stood and laughed an airy breath. “Noisy too.” She turned to Mina, hiding her head and Powder under the blanket. “Come on sunshine. Time to go pour you into your own bed.”

      Mina whined from under the blanket. “I don’t wanna move. Just stay here in my fortress of fur baby.” Powder moaned softly.

      Lele glanced back at a laughing Nash. “I was talking to the dog.”

      Mina threw back the blanket and sat up. “In that case… I’m going with my daughter.”

      Nash looked out the window. “Limo is here.” She peeked back at Mina and rolled her eyes. “I swear. Tony can smell the scotch from a hundred miles away.”

      Mina bent and gazed out the window at the FBI deputy director standing next to an armored SUV. “Well, after all, you wanted to get the bottles home safely, didn’t you?”

      Chester smiled as the SUV quietly slid to a stop in front of the building, and then he stepped to the door. As the door cracked, he gently opened it. His smile got warmer. “Good evening Ms. Lee. Good to have you home again. How was Barbados?”

      “Restful, Chester. Exactly what we all needed. And how has everything been here?”

      He took her hand and guided her out of the vehicle. “We got the order and have stocked the pantry, larder, and refrigerator. Some of the requested foods didn’t all fit in your freezer, so we stashed them all in the building’s freezer. Just call down, and we’ll bring it up.”

      Mina hugged him and then pointed back. “Lele will do the calling.” She rolled her eyes almost round. “We have someone who can cook and not have us end up in the hospital.”

      Powder stepped out and looked around.

      Chester chuckled. “Go ahead, Powder. I’ll clean it up later.” He pointed toward the young tree surrounded by the lacy cast-iron ring set into the sidewalk. It wasn’t a forest, but it was as close as it would get—within seven blocks. He glanced back at the sound of suitcases hitting the sidewalk. “Just leave them there, deputy director. We have people for them from here on out. And good to see you again, sir.”

      Tony waved a hand as he ducked back for a couple more suitcases.

      Lele stepped out and shook Chester’s hand. “Good to see you again, Chester. At least they didn’t fire me, strand me on the beach, or bury my body in the sand.”

      “Yes, miss. Good to have you back. And if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call us. If the commissary doesn’t have it, we can order it for you.”

      Lele nodded. “If you fill the order, we’re good for the next few weeks. Her diet isn’t unusual, but the regimen is not good to vary from.”

      He nodded. “Thank you for looking after her. We’re here for anything you need help with. Around the clock.”

      She smiled as she thought how different it was from some hospitals she had worked for. “Good to know.” She looked him up and down and squinted one eye. “Chocolate chip or oatmeal raisin?”

      He pushed his hands together, lacing his fingers. “Chocolate chip, oatmeal, raisin, and don’t skimp on the ginger.”

      “And the rest of the crew?”

      He smiled with a wink. “Snickerdoodles and tad foots.”

      She closed one eye and cocked her head. “Tad foots. Can I Google the recipe, or is it a family secret?”

      He snorted. “I’ll send up the recipe. It’s Cajun Voodoo. Think of it as a test. My wife made them for three years before she finally passed. Clarence has a very educated and particular pallet.”

      Lele looked at Powder, following the two women to the elevator. “Have your wife call me. I don’t think I have three years. But I’m willing to learn a new recipe. I love jerked gator tail.”
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      “Colby? Venti soy gluten-free caramel Macchiato.”

      The young woman put down her paper and got up. Retrieving her drink, she grabbed a couple of napkins. Turning, she found a gray-haired man leaning slightly over her table, reading the headlines of her paper. “May I help you?” She hoped there was just enough chill in her voice to drive him off.

      He turned—embarrassed. “Sorry. I just caught the headline. I remember the comet people in the north county…”

      She put her coffee on the table. “Comet people?”

      He took in her age and waggled his hand in the air. “You’re not old enough. But they were up like Encinitas’ way. One night, they put on their black T-shirts and Nike sneakers and poisoned themselves. They were going to go catch a ride on…” He snapped his fingers and smiled. “Hale-Bop. The Hale-Bop comet.” He pointed at the headline on the paper. “Same religious commune whacko kind of thing. Mass suicide stuff.”

      She turned the paper around toward her, glanced at the photo, and then looked back up at the older man. “Did you know any of these people? Where you ever there?”

      He scoffed. “No. Of course not.”

      Her one eyebrow stood raised. “So, you have no personal reality to base a judgment on.” She sat with a sigh. “I might suggest you reserve comment until all the facts come out. Not everything is always how it appears.”

      His voice turned slightly snarky. “And I suppose you’ll tell me you were there and know better than all the news media.”

      She shook out the paper and sipped on her coffee. “As a matter of fact, yes, I was from the start. And no, it was not a commune of religious freaks. It was a collective of scientists, from electrical engineers to physicists. The only person with a bible was the mechanic, and he cut the center out to hold a small handgun. Now, if you don’t mind…”

      The man held up his hands. “Sheesh. Try to be civil, and you get burned these days.” He backed up and walked away.

      She studied the article. There still wasn’t anything of substance or the mention of names. As she skimmed the rest of the paper, she drew her cell phone out of her purse.

      Sipping from her coffee, she scrolled through her contacts. Finally, she thumbed the phone number.

      “Sanity retreat.”

      The woman chuckled. “You goofball. How’s the Silly Conehead Valley?”

      The man’s voice was wheezy but full-bodied. “Thankfully, about a hundred miles and hours south of here. They don’t know we exist, and we won’t tell them. Sally routes her connection through the Grand Caymans, so as far as work is concerned, we’re island rats and never have to come to the office.”

      She laughed softly. “What happens when they make you come to the office, and you show up pasty white?”

      “I’ve developed a spray tan that is browner than orange. I was going to ship some to Florida, but I figured I’d never get paid. So, screw the orange meatball.” She could hear him sucking on an inhaler.

      “It sounds like the new location hasn’t helped your lungs. Has it?”

      He coughed. “Nah, I shot the lungs to hell. Uncle Screw-you keeps saying it had nothing to do with the radiation or depleted uranium on the ship. But the past crew… we talk. The ship has one of the highest concentrations of cancers of any cluster. Land clusters aren’t even in our ballpark.”

      She sighed. “And the lawsuit?”

      He coughed. “About as expected. The lawyers must petition the US Government to ask permission to petition the Department of Defense to sue them. Kind of like that thing you did with the school when we were kids.”

      She rolled her eyes as her finger wound into the one curl of hair hanging out of her bun. “That was a three-year nightmare runaround to make me go away.”

      “Whatever happened with that?”

      She choked as she started to take a sip of her coffee. “They told me if I dropped the lawsuit, they would let me walk down the aisle with the rest of the class.”

      He laughed until it became a coughing fit. “So, you provisionally won…?”

      “I thought so. It was three days before the ceremony. I told them good luck finding a new valedictorian with a speech. I heard later that a handful of other kids went to Disneyland instead. They had the march in, kind of. It was more like a mass mobbing, but no speech or valedictorian. The mayor was going to talk about careers and opportunities in our futures, but Mom convinced him just to turn it into a reelection campaign speech instead.”

      It jogged his memory. “Oh, oh. I remember that. She headed his campaign, and he got reelected. Go, Mom.”

      She chuckled. “Go, Mom. He’s still mayor, and she’s the comptroller now.”

      She could hear his inhaler. He coughed softer. “So, what are you up to now?”

      “I’m homeless. I left the last project kind of suddenly. So
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